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Executive Summary

Human Rights Defenders, that is, those who gather and report human 
rights abuses, endeavor to stop such abuses, and ensure that everyone 
has access to their universal rights, are facing a perilous situation in 
Bangladesh. In the past decade, along with the overall deterioration of 
the human rights situation in the country, Human Rights Defenders 
(HRDs) are being subjected to threats, harassment, intimidation, and 
persecution from state and non-state actors. Legal and extra-legal 
measures are being used by the government and state agencies to 
deter the Defenders from their efforts to uphold the inalienable rights 
of the people. The United Nations, since the adoption of the resolution 
in the General Assembly in 1998, has been underscoring the need for 
the protection of the HRDs and reminded the states through the 2015 
resolution to refrain from, and ensure adequate protection from, any act 
of intimidation or reprisal against human rights defenders. Although 
Bangladesh voted in favor of both resolutions, it has yet to put in any 
legal safeguard measures for the HRDs. On the contrary, the actions of 
the government, the ruling party, its supporters, and state agencies, 
have created an adverse situation for both HRDs and Human Rights 
Organizations. Laws inimical to the independence of the HROs and 
HRDs have been legislated and used. The National Human Rights 
Commission (NHRC), a constitutionally mandated entity, has not lived 
up to expectations in protecting the rights of the victims and the HRDs. 
Its structure and composition do not incorporate the voices of human 
rights activists, nor allow it to act as a powerful independent body. The 
judiciary’s role in protecting the victims of Human Rights violations, 
HROs, and HRDs has been limited, at its best. This study explored the 
challenges faced by the HRDs through interviews of leaders of national 
HROs, and the head of the NHRC, and conducting a survey of 50 
grassroots Human Rights defenders from 36 districts of the country.
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Major Findings

Representatives of the national HROs and grassroots HRDs have 
painted a poor state of the human rights situation and identified the 
following challenges:

• The overwhelming majority, that is 86%, of the Human Rights 
Defenders at the grassroots level, have said that they face various 
obstacles in their work as a defender.  

• The Human Rights situation in the country is poor and worsening, 
making Human Rights Defenders and Human Rights Organizations’ 
work perilous; more than 46% of the survey respondents have rated 
the situation worst or near worst on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being the 
worst). 62% of the respondents rated the overall environment for 
their work as ‘very unsafe and unsafe’.

• The obstacles/threats/intimidation/persecution the HRDs face come 
from sources connected to the state, such as law enforcement 
agencies, state intelligence agencies, government officials. These 
three sources have been identified as sources by 42.3% of 
respondents. Ruling party activists are identified as the source by 
23.7% of respondents. 

• Existing laws, such as the Digital Security Act 2018, are widely used 
to intimidate and persecute the HRDs, according to the leaders of 
the National Human Rights Organizations.  

• Family members of the HRDs, in more than 10% of instances, face 
intimidation and threats according to the responses of the 
grassroots HRDs

• Threats/ harassment/ intimidation/persecution severely impact the 
life and work of the Human Rights Defenders forcing a significant 
number of them to scale down their work (28.6%) or leave their areas 
(10.7%). 

• Reporting to the authorities about the threats and harassment by 
the victims, including the HRDs, is low (36% do not report) due to a 
lack of trust in the legal system (20.5%),  fear of retribution from the 
perpetrators (20.5%), absence of proper investigations (17.8%) and 
confidence in investigative entities (15.1%).

• Involvements of state actors, relations between perpetrators and the 
government, and the authority’s bias towards perpetrators are also 
cited as reasons for underreporting.

• Although Human Rights Organizations are the primary source of 
support to the HRDs, their support, and assistance are considered 
inadequate by 36% of the grassroots HRDs.  
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Drawing on the available studies, interviews of the leaders of the various HROs, and the survey of 
grassroots HRDs, the following recommendations are made to improve the Human Rights 
situation and defend the Human Rights Defenders in Bangladesh.

• The government must explicitly express the political will and uphold the promise to improve 
the human rights situation in the country, and the adversarial attitude of the government 
toward Human Rights Defenders should be shunned.

• The government must stop all forms of harassment of HROs and HRDs using various state 
agencies.

• The government should, in consultation with the HROs, legislate laws to protect the HRDs 
based on the UN resolutions of 1998 and 2015.

• The government must create mechanisms, especially at the local levels involving local 
administration, which will help the HRDs work with the victims of human rights violations and 
allows the HRDs to report the hindrances and adversities they face including maligning them 
with spurious allegations.

• The Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act 2016 must be amended and 
vague terms such as ‘anti-state activities’ and ‘inimical’ or ‘derogatory’ comments about the 
Constitution and constitutional institutions of Bangladesh should be deleted or clarified to 
stop using the law against NGOs, particularly the HROs.

• The National Human Rights Commission’s (NHRC) structure and composition should be 
reformed to act as an independent body, represent the voices of the HRDs, and have the 
power to investigate and act on incidents of all human rights violations, including those 
perpetrated by law enforcement agencies and other state actors.

• Independence of the judiciary must be established, and the judiciary’s impartiality should be 
ensured. 

• Draconian laws such as the Digital Security Act 2018 (DSA) must be 
repealed immediately.

• Existing laws that protect citizens’ rights and punish the perpetrators, 
irrespective of their political identity and affiliations with the state, 
must be enforced.

• Law enforcement agencies should be provided with training about 
Human Rights including laws protecting the rights of citizens, and 
they should be subjected to independent investigation in case of 
allegations of Human Rights violations. 

• Efforts must be made to create awareness among the public about 
Human Rights, including incorporating lessons about the fundamental rights of citizens in 
the educational curriculum.  

• HROs should enhance their support mechanism for the HRDs, document incidents of 
violations, and make this information available to the public.  
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In the past decade, Bangladesh has witnessed serious erosion of the 
human rights situation. According to Freedom House reports, the 
country’s political and civil rights have not only remained low but also 
decreased significantly (Figure 1). Reports of various international human 
rights organizations and of the United States Department of State have 
documented various aspects of the increasing instances of rights 
violations. Although incidents of human rights violations and the 
increasingly authoritarian tendency of the government have been 
discussed in various forums for almost a decade, the issue gained 
salience after the sanctions imposed by the United States on the Rapid 
Action Battalion (RAB) and seven of its former and current officials (U.S. 
Department of the Treasury 2021). Sanctions were imposed on RAB and 
selected officials for egregious violations of human rights. However, the 
Bangladesh government has repeatedly denied any human rights 
violations including extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances in 
the country (The Daily Star 2021; The Daily Star 2021a).

Figure 1: Civil liberties and political rights in Bangladesh, 2009-2022
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As the overall human rights situation deteriorated in the country, national 
and international media have reported harassment, intimidation, and 
persecution of human rights defenders, that is those who gather and 
report human rights abuses, endeavor to stop such abuses and make 
sure that everyone has access to their universal rights (Amnesty 
International UK 2018). Besides individual human rights activists being 
persecuted, Human Rights organizations are also subjected to attacks. 
For example, in September 2022, a prominent Human Rights 
organization in the country, Odhikar, has been deregistered (Civicus 2022) 
after withholding its registration for eight years. These developments are 
contrary to Bangladesh’s commitment to protecting Human Rights 
defenders. During the Third Cycle of the Universal Periodic Review of the 
UN Human Rights Council in 2018 (UN Human Rights Council 2018), 
Bangladesh accepted 178 and noted 73 recommendations made by UN 
member states. Although many of these recommendations were a 
continuation of the first and second UPR cycles (2009 and 2013), most of 
these recommendations have not been implemented (For UPR, see 
OHCHR, nd) In the third cycle UPR, “Bangladesh accepted 
recommendations to repeal restrictive legislative provisions that limit the 
rights of human rights defenders and civil society organizations to 
freedom of expression and free speech, end all assaults on human rights 
defenders, and publicly commit to ensuring that human rights defenders 
and civil society organizations are able to carry out their activities without 
fear of surveillance, intimidation, harassment, arrest, prosecution, or 
retribution” (Solidarity Group for Bangladesh 2023). 

The United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution to protect 
human rights defenders on 9 December 1998. The UN resolution entitled, 
“Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups, and 
Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms” laid out the rights and protections 
accorded to the HRDs, the duties of the member states, and the 
responsibilities of other citizens (Figure 2).

Individual human 
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Figure 2: UN Declaration And Resolution About Human Rights Defenders
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States to acknowledge through public statements, policies, or 
laws the important and legitimate role of individuals, groups, and 
organs of society, including human rights defenders, in the 
promotion of human rights, democracy, and the rule of law, as 
essential components of ensuring their recognition and 
protection, including by condemning publicly all cases of violence 
and discrimination against human rights defenders, including 
women human rights defenders, underlining that such practices 
can never be justified (United Nations General Assembly 2015).

The resolution strongly called upon all States:

To refrain from, and ensure adequate protection from, any act of 
intimidation or reprisal against human rights defenders who 
cooperate, have cooperated, or seek to cooperate with 
international institutions, including their family members and 
associates (United Nations General Assembly 2015).

While Bangladesh voted in favor of the resolution, the country is not only 
yet to take any concrete measures, but rather continued to violate the 
letter and spirit of the 1998 Declaration and the 2015 resolution. 

In recent years, human rights reports of international and national 
human rights organizations have highlighted the increasing intimidation 
and persecution of human rights defenders (HRDs). According to these 
reports, it has become increasingly difficult for the HRDs to gather and 
report human rights abuse and raise awareness. 

In 2021, the Frontline Defenders, a Dublin-based international 
organization reported that “Human rights defenders in Bangladesh face 
judicial harassment, arbitrary arrest, fabricated charges, abduction, 
physical attacks, torture, and extrajudicial killings” (Frontline Defenders, 
nd). In March 2022, UN experts called upon the government of 
Bangladesh to end reprisals against human rights defenders. It noted 
that the human rights defenders and relatives of forcibly disappeared 
persons are facing intimidation and reprisals for their activism and 
cooperation with international human rights bodies and UN mechanisms 
(UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 2022). Similar 
points have been made by HRW in 2022 (Human Rights Watch 2022, 76). 
Reports of family members of HRDs being harassed have been 
mentioned by the HRW (2022) and the World Organisation Against 
Torture (2022). Persecution of HRDs who are working with Rohingya 
refugees has also been reported (Frontline Defenders n.d.).

According to a statement of the Asian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) 
in June 2022, ’Human rights defenders, dissidents, and political 
opposition survive in a profoundly dangerous condition of civic space in 
Bangladesh’ (Asian Human Rights Commission 2022).  The UN Special 
Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights, Mary Lawlor, wrote in 2022,
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‘Human rights defenders face attacks in Bangladesh. According to 
reports received by my office, since December 2021, Bangladeshi 
authorities have launched a campaign of threats, intimidation, and 
harassment against human rights defenders. HRDs in the country have 
been living in a state of insecurity for years’ (Lawlor 2022). 

Reports in the Bangladeshi press have also documented the challenges 
HRDs face. A newspaper report in 2019, drawing on interviews with 21 
activists and scrutinizing 14 cases, concluded that fear has permeated the 
human rights organizations which are pushing them away from taking 
up issues and cases which are considered ‘sensitive’ to the government 
(Alam 2019). The situation became more difficult in the subsequent years, 
and many HROs have limited their work to ‘safer’ issues.

The Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act, enacted in 
2016 has made the situation worse. The law has given significant power to 
the government to establish control over non-government organizations 
in general, particularly human rights organizations. The Foreign 
Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act, which requires NGOs 
accepting foreign donations to register with the NGO Affairs Bureau and 
to obtain project approval for projects using foreign donations, has 
weakened the NGOs in general but disproportionately affected human 
rights organizations. Vague terms such as ‘anti-state activities’ and 
‘inimical’ or ‘derogatory’ comments about the Constitution and 
constitutional institutions of Bangladesh have given the government 
sweeping power to deregister the NGOs. In 2019, a prominent human 
rights activist told a newspaper that while the NGOs are cognizant of the 
need for accountability, the requirements set under the law are highly 
problematic. She said, ‘” To get the [NGO] bureau's approval, clearances 
from the National Security Intelligence Agency (NSI), The Special Branch 
(SB) of the Police, and the National Defense Intelligence Agency (DGFI) 
are required.” At that stage, “NGOs are given a runaround " she said. 
Besides, the government uses controversial clauses of the Digital Security 
Act, she alleged.” (Alam 2019). Since the introduction of the 2016 law, 
human rights organizations have been facing serious impediments in 
receiving foreign funds (Alam 2019a).

While international and national human rights organizations have been 
raising serious concerns regarding the human rights situation and HRDs, 
the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) of Bangladesh appears 
to have paid little attention to it. The NHRC, established in 2007 through 
an ordinance under the caretaker government, was made into an 
independent statutory body under a law in 2009. Since its inception, the 
commission has come under severe criticism for not playing any effective 
role (Karim 2022). Human rights organizations and analysts have pointed 
out that the scope of the commission laid out in the law and the 
composition preclude it from playing an effective role (Riti and Rahman 
2018).  As for the HRDs, there have been brief references in the annual 
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reports of the NHRC. For example, in its 2019 annual report the NHRC 
stated that it “encourages other human rights defenders to be united to 
consolidate a movement on certain demands on human rights” (Begum 
et al. 2019). NHRC plans to ‘organize training programs for officers, 
members of law enforcement agencies (LEAs), lawyers and human rights 
defenders including journalists for promoting and protecting human 
rights.’ The challenges faced by the HRDs have not been discussed in the 
available annual reports or other publications of the NHRC, although in 
2019, the Asian NGO Network of National Human Rights Institutions 
-ANNI - report, published by the Ain O Salish Kendra (ASK) recommended 
that the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) should establish a 
separate desk for the human rights defenders for their safety and 
security.  

It is against this background, this s report examines the challenges faced 
by human rights activists in Bangladesh. The report is based on– (a) a 
survey of 50 human rights activists throughout the country and (b) 
interviews with leaders of selected national-level human rights 
defenders.. . The former is intended to gather information from the 
grassroots while the latter is to provide a national-level picture.. . As many 
of the national-level HRDs are in the leadership of various HROs, they 
were also asked about the challenges to the HROs. 
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3. Voices from the Grassroots:
Results of a National Survey

A survey of 50 Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) from 36 districts of the 
country was conducted between 24 May and 25 June 2023. A 
questionnaire with 28 multiple-response questions and one open-ended 
questions was administered over the telephone, through email, and 
face-to-face. The objective of the survey was to gather data about the 
challenges the Human Rights Defenders face at the grassroots level and 
their perspectives on the overall Human Rights situation (See Appendix 1 
for methodology and the questionnaire). The following are the descriptive 
statistics of the survey.

Demographic data of the respondents

The respondents of this study comprised four-fifths male by gender, 
almost three-fifths Muslim by faith, and more than four-fifths Bengali by 
ethnicity. The gender disaggregation showed male dominance in our 
sample as female human rights defenders are small in Bangladesh. The 
dominant age group among the respondents was 46-65.  (Figures 3, 4, 5, 
6).

Figure 3: Gender of the respondents

Male Female

80.020.0



Figure 4: Age of the respondents

Figure 5: Religious composition of the respondents
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Figure 6: Ethnic identity of the respondents

The scope of the HRDs work, and the length of the 
HRDs involvement

The survey data shows that most respondents, comprising almost 
two-thirds of the sample, are engaged in human rights work primarily 
at the local level. A little over a quarter of the respondents reported 
being actively involved at both the national and local levels (Figure 7). 
The absence of HRD working at the national level is because the survey 
was conducted outside the capital. The views of the national-level HRDs 
are represented through the interviews of the leaders of national-level 
Human Rights organizations and independent HRDs (See section 4).

 

Figure 7: Scope of their works
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Out of the 50 respondents, more than two-thirds have been active for 
over 10 years in working on Human Rights. The remainder has been in 
this field between 6 and 10 years. A large number of HRDs’ long-term 
involvement in human rights activities has provided them the 
opportunity to offer a more experienced perspective (Figure 8). 

Figure 8: The length of service

The focus of the respondents’ work

The participants of our survey are engaged in multiple aspects of 
human rights issues. A large portion of them work with women, 
children, and law enforcement. In addition to addressing a wide range 
of issues, such as the rights of individuals with disabilities, religious 
minority groups, environmental preservation, land and property 
matters, and combating corruption, they also engage in various other 
endeavors. A notable proportion of individuals, specifically over 17%, are 
engaged in work related to women, while a slightly lower percentage, 
exceeding 14%, are involved in activities concerning children. 
Additionally, approximately 12% of individuals’ works are related to 
human rights violations involving law enforcement (Figure 9).
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Figure 9: The focus of the HRDs

Support and assistance to the HRDs

Out of the total 50 respondents, the overwhelming majority, forty-four, 
responded affirmatively to the question of ‘if they have received or have 
been receiving support or any form of assistance to facilitate their 
activities from any source’. More than three-fourths of the sampled 
population received some kind of help, while one-tenth did not receive 
any kind of help (Figure 10). Almost three-fourths of that support was 
received in the form of training on relevant issues. The remaining 
one-fourth of the assistance came in the form of legal, financial, and 
political help in the form of protection. (Figure 11). A considerable 
portion of this support came from the defender’s organization and 
some notable amount came from Other human rights organizations or 
NGOs. Respectively 30% and 26% of assistance came from these two 
sources and the rest were received in minimal amounts from law 
enforcement agencies, independent benefactors, government 
organizations/agencies, and other sources. (Figure 12).
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Figure 10: Whether the respondents have received 
support and assistance

Figure 11: Types of support or assistance
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Figure 12: Source of support or assistance

The obstacles: nature, scope, sources, and methods 

Of the respondents in the survey, more than eight in ten, have faced 
some kind of obstacle as a human rights defender. While one response 
is missing, a little over one in ten said that they have not faced any 
hindrances. The response paints a picture wherein HRDs are in a 
difficult situation and are faced with various kinds of obstructions.

Figure 13: Does HRD face obstacles
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Those HRDs who have reported obstacles have identified four major 
sources, of which three are directly and indirectly tied to the state and 
government (Figure 14). These sources are the ruling party, law 
enforcement agencies, and intelligence agencies. The fourth source is 
non-state actors. Almost a quarter of them have said that the ruling 
party is a major source of hindrances, while one-fifth have reported to 
law enforcement agencies, and more than one-tenth have reported 
intelligence agencies as a source of intimidation. These sources, 
including government officials, constitute 65 percent of the responses. 

Considering multiple response options, these sources are not mutually 
exclusive, instead, the same person may have faced intimidation from 
several sources.

Figure 14: The sources of obstructions

Respondents were presented with a list of 7 multiple options to choose 
from and an ‘other’ option to identify anything not listed identifying the 
nature of the obstacles and intimidation they faced. They were allowed 
to select more than one option, resulting in a total of 120 responses from 
the 50 respondents. The breakdown of responses included: Government 
Repression (15 individuals), Enforced Disappearances (3 individuals), 
Judicial Harassment and Arrests (11 individuals), Physical Attacks (12 
individuals), Threats of Harm (30 individuals), Extortion or bribery (7 
individuals), Restrictions on Activities (27 individuals), and others (15 
individuals). This shows that 60% of our respondents faced threats to 
harms and 54% respondents faced restrictions on activities. Percentage 
wise breakdown of the total 120 responses are presented in Figure 15.
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The responses show judicial harassment, particularly through the filing 
of frivolous cases, as well as government repression, as major forms of 
intimidation. Notably, Figure 15 indicates that 3 out of the 50 
respondents reported experiencing enforced disappearance. 
Furthermore, excluding threats of bodily harm, which could originate 
from various sources, approximately 25 percent of the intimidation and 
harassment faced by human rights defenders (HRDs) were attributed to 
government-affiliated entities.

Figure 15: The nature of obstacles and intimidation

When asked about the methods of harassment, respondents frequently 
mentioned imparting fear by various means, being followed, and being 
subjected to physical attacks. More than ten percent of the respondents 
said that their friends and family members have been subjected to 
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instances of various methods of intimidation demonstrate that many 
respondents have faced several kinds of harassment and intimidation. 
In addition to physical attacks and being followed/watched, Human 
Rights Defenders commonly experience harassment and threats in 
various forms. According to participants, these harassment tactics and 
threats include legal cases (11.6%), death threats (10.7%), physical attacks 
(11.1%), threats of physical harm (12.9%), online harassment and hacking 
(8.9%), harassment, intimidation, or persecution of friends and family 
members (10.7%), and other forms of harassment (4.4%) (Figure 16).
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Figure 16: Methods of Intimidation/harassment

Our respondents shared their experiences regarding the common 
methods used to carry out threats or harassment. A significant portion 
of participants, more than one-third, reported that threats or 
harassment typically occur in person, while a similar percentage 
reported that they occur via telephone or mobile devices. One-fifth of 
the survey participants reported that social media is commonly used for 
the perpetration of threats or harassment (Figure 17).

Figure 17: How the threats are carried out
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Participants were asked about the objectives of these acts of 
harassment.  Most of our respondents indicated that the purpose of 
threats or harassment was to stop a particular activity. Additionally, 
one-fifth of the respondents stated that the intention behind these 
actions is to warn of future acts of violence against the recipient. Almost 
one-fifth of the respondents indicated that threats or harassment are 
motivated by a desire to warn of potential damage to their reputation 
(Figure 18).

Figure 18: The objectives of the threats

The role of authorities in defending the HRDs

Almost half of the respondents who reported facing harassment and/or 
intimidation informed that those threats were reported to the relevant 
authority. However, more than a third said they were not reported and 
10% declined to respond. The high rate of non-response to this question 
is a tacit acknowledgment that there is little hope of action by 
concerned authorities (Figure 19).
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Figure 19: Are threats reported to the authorities

Of respondents who informed that they had reported the threats to the 
relevant authorities, almost a quarter said that these threats were 
investigated. However, 16% said these were not investigated, while 
almost an equal percentage of respondents didn’t want to respond or 
didn’t know (Figure 20).

Figure 20: Was an investigation conducted?

Yes No

Missing system

Don’t know/Don’t respond

44.0

36.0
10.0

10.0

Missing System 46.0

0.0

Don’t Know/Don’t Respond 14.0

No 16.0

Yes 24.0

10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0



26 Who Defends The Defenders

Most of the respondents who had reported threats to the respective 
authorities expressed dissatisfaction with the outcome; about one-fifth 
responded negatively, while only one-tenth were satisfied. It is worth 
noting that 16 percent didn’t know or didn’t respond (Figure 21)

Figure 21: Satisfaction with the investigation
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fear of retribution by the perpetrators. Additionally, more than one-fifth 
of respondents believe that the lack of trust in the legal system is the 
cause of non-reporting. A high proportion, more than 17 percent, 
perceive inadequate investigation as a contributing factor for not 
reporting threats (Figure 22)
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Figure 22: Why threats are underreported

Referring to the persistent allegations that the threat against HRDs is 
not investigated, respondents were asked about their opinion as to why 
proper investigations are not conducted.  Four factors have stood out in 
these responses: bias of the authorities, involvement of state actors, and 
the relationship between the government and the perpetrators. Almost 
ten percent, however, also opined that failure to report to the 
authorities is to be blamed (Figure 23).
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Impacts of the threats and intimidations

The respondents informed that threats and intimidations significantly 
affected their daily activities and lives. Despite the resilience of almost 
one-third of the HRDs, reflected in the continuation of their work, 
almost one-third also reported scaling down their work. A total of 2.4% 
of participants were compelled to discontinue their engagement in 
human rights advocacy. Participants also reported the need to relocate 
and seek state protection (Figure 24). Altogether, 41.7% of the 
respondents said that these threats and intimidations have imperiled 
their lives.

Figure 24: Impact of the threats and intimidations

There seems to be a strong consensus regarding the reasons for 
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in five, that is 20%, believe that the reason threats are not reported is 
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of respondents believe that the lack of trust in the legal system is the 
cause of non-reporting. A high proportion, more than 17 percent, 
perceive inadequate investigation as a contributing factor for not 
reporting threats (Figure 22)
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Overwhelmingly our 
respondents have 
described the 
situation in 
Bangladesh for 
Human Rights 
Defenders (HRDs) as 
unsafe. 

Overall picture of the Human Rights situation and 
protection of the HRDs 

As for the overall human rights situation of the country, on a scale of 1 to 
10 (1 being the worst and 10 being the best), more than a quarter said it 
is worst and a total of more than a one-third have rated it as worst or 
near worst. A total of 46% rated the situation between 1 and 3. Only 6% 
of the respondents described it as very good and good (scoring 9-10) 
(Figure 25).

Figure 25: State of Human Rights in Bangladesh
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Figure 26: Safety of Human Rights Defenders

Overwhelmingly our respondents have described the situation in 
Bangladesh for Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) as unsafe. More than 
one-third of respondents deemed it extremely unsafe, and more than 
one-quarter deemed it moderately unsafe. Only 2% of respondents 
described the situation as safe. These results highlight a significant 
concern among the surveyed individuals regarding the safety and 
security of human rights defenders in Bangladesh (Figure 26). 
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Most of the HRDs 
surveyed felt that 
Human Rights 
Organizations 
(HROs) do not 
provide safety and 
support to the HRDs. 

Most of the HRDs surveyed felt that Human Rights Organizations 
(HROs) do not provide safety and support to the HRDs. More than 
one-third (36%) either strongly disagreed or disagreed with the 
statement that the HROs provide support. However, about 30% of the 
respondents were ambiguous. They responded with a score of 3 on a 
scale of 5 (1 being supportive and 5 being not supportive at all).  Two 
respondents skipped the question (Figure 28).

Figure 28: Do HROs provide safety and support?
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Some respondents noted that there are some fake HROs that diminish 
the reputation of actual HRDs. They urged the National Human Rights 
Commission to be more vigilant about these organizations and widen 
the scope of lodging legitimate protests against gross human rights 
violations. The Commission’s capacity needs to increase in the case of 
helping the HRD several respondents said. Besides the Commission, 
other executive and administrative bodies at the state level need to be 
active to ensure the protection of the defenders. The mass media needs 
to promote the activities of the defenders rather than hinder them.

Human Rights Organizations need to offer more assistance to the HRDs 
according to a few respondents. Better collaboration among the 
organizations to protect their activists is needed. The defenders need to 
be equipped with better capacity through proper training. There should 
be adequate technical support to help the defenders in performing 
their duties properly and they should be informed about the channels 
they can reach in case of any danger. There is also a lack of unity among 
the defenders. There needs to be a coalition among the defenders 
despite ideological differences so that they can assist each other and 
stand together against human rights violations. This is an opinion that 
has been expressed by quite a few respondents. 

As human rights defenders are not working to pursue their interests, 
but instead working to protect the people at large, they deserve to be 
protected by the laws, agencies, governments, and all other relevant 
stakeholders. The need for laws to protect the defenders and the law 
enforcement agencies' cooperation in this regard has been 
underscored. This is needed to ensure that the HRDs can perform their 
activities without any fear or threat of any kind. The Human Rights 
Defenders who represent minority groups are in extreme danger; they 
can hardly raise their voice against any sort of human rights violence.
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According to the 
statement of Law 
Minister Anisul Huq, 
until the end of 
January 2023, about 
7000 cases have 
been �led under the 
DSA. 

To understand the overall Human Rights situation of the country and 
the challenges faced by Human Rights activists at the national level, 
eight prominent Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) were interviewed 
between 21 May and 5 June 2023. Additionally, the current Chairman of 
the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) was interviewed to 
gather the NHRC’s perspective. These semi-structured interviews have 
served as Key Informant Interviews (KII) of the project. A summary of 
the interviews on various issues is presented below. . 

The overall human rights situation in Bangladesh

Regarding the overall condition of Human Rights and Human Rights 
activism, almost all of our interviewees opined that the current situation 
is deeply disturbing and is worsening. For the overall deterioration, they 
have pointed to several phenomena, both legal and extra-legal. These 
include extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances and wanton use 
of the draconian law called the Digital Security Act 2018 (DSA). The DSA 
was enacted in October 2018 and is being used by the government and 
individuals, especially ruling party activists, to silence critics of the 
government. According to the statement of Law Minister Anisul Huq, 
until the end of January 2023, about 7000 cases have been filed under 
the DSA. A prominent lawyer and a leader of a Human Rights 
Organization said, existing laws, such as the Digital Security Act 2018, 
are having a chilling effect on Human Rights advocacy in Bangladesh. 
He/she said that the HR activists have to speak in such a manner that is 
consistent with the interests of the government. ‘If anyone says against 
the govt, he/she will be arrested under the Digital Security Act’, he/she 
said.

The law has created serious restraints on free speech, several of our 
interviews have underscored. Before the DSA was enacted, Human 
Rights activists could express their opinions in various forums, although 
DSA’s predecessor, the Information and Communication Technology 
Act (ICT Act) posed significant restrictions. A safe and normal working 
environment is required for human rights defenders to function, which 
does not currently exist in Bangladesh, they said. 

Referring to the situation of freedom of expression a prominent human 
rights lawyer, mentioned that due to the fear of the DSA, 
self-censorship has become the norm. As the DSA allows law 
enforcement to arrest anyone without a warrant for their social media 

4. Interviews of Human Rights Organizations’
Leaders and the NHRC Chair
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‘An ine�ective and 
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Bangladesh. 

posts, many employees of HROs are often picked up by the police, 
he/she informed. The interviewee expressed frustration about the way 
the law has been used; he/she said, ‘If cases were filed [against 
individuals], they could be defended [at the court]. But there is a 
practice of arresting without any case [being filed]. Even things that 
were said long before [by individuals] are now ‘dug out’ to use against 
him/her and violate his/her freedom of speech.

An internationally recognized human rights activist pointed out that 
extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances by Bangladesh’s law 
enforcement agencies have continued. He/she said that law 
enforcement agencies, such as the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB), 
frequently ‘abduct individuals, execute them, and later claim that they 
were shot in a “crossfire” while they or their cohorts attempted to resist 
arrest or escape custody.’ The interviewee said, ‘These incidents are 
taking place not only for the last two or three years, instead it has been 
happening for more than 12-13 years. Crossfire has increased greatly, 
especially after 2012 and 2013. Crossfire is not only being used against 
persons accused of a crime but also against innocent citizens, 
opposition leaders, and dissenters.’

Other issues observed by KIIs include the lack of coordination between 
the existing Human Rights Organizations and a lack of capacity of the 
judiciary to handle cases. Most interviewees agree that ‘an ineffective 
and politically compromised judiciary’ and ‘rampant corruption’ are 
hampering legal recourse to human rights violations in Bangladesh. 

Dr. Kamal Uddin Ahmed, the chairman of the National Human Rights 
Commission (NHRC), holds a different view regarding the state of 
human rights. He asserts that the human rights situation in Bangladesh 
has significantly improved over the past five decades. As the country’s 
economic conditions have improved, people are becoming aware of 
their rights, he insists. Expansion of educational opportunities, access to 
better livelihood, and improvement of the health sector were cited by 
Ahmed as factors for the improvement of the Human Rights situation, 
particularly awareness. However, he acknowledged instances of human 
rights violations, and cases of ‘individuals disappearing without 
explanation.’

Challenges Faced by Human Rights Organizations

Almost all the interviewees stated that the works of the Human Rights 
Organization (HRO) they are affiliated with are being restricted in 
various ways by ‘intelligence agencies, the police, and local political 
actors.’ There were multiple examples of harassment and intimidation 
from law enforcement agencies, even on innocuous issues. One of the 
interviewees provided an example of how their plan to organize a 
program on the SDGs in a district of Bangladesh in collaboration with  
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These challenges 
include getting 
accused of false 
cases, and 
harassment of their 
family members.

the International Labour Organization (ILO) faced obstructions. On the 
night before the program, they were informed by the police that they 
could not do that program because of pressure from ‘higher 
authorities.’

A common problem faced by HROs involves obstacles in getting 
clearance for foreign funds, which the NGO Affairs Bureau regulates. 
According to an activist who has a long career in human rights works 
and works as a lawyer, ‘Finding local funding for Human Rights 
Advocacy in Bangladesh is difficult. We rely on foreign funds, but to 
acquire these funds, we have to take clearance from the NGO affairs 
bureau. They use this power to control us. If an organization is 
[considered by the government as a] troublemaker, its [permission for 
the] foreign funding is denied.’ Another interviewee, who heads an HRO 
has also asserted this point noting that, ‘Although government 
legitimizes this complicated system by saying that this is needed to 
bring more funds, it is a huge impediment to the works of the [Human 
Rights] organizations and thus puts an additional obstacle on human 
rights protection activities.’ One activist provided a more detailed 
description of how funding for HROs is disrupted:

For the human rights organizations which work for rights, details 
are sent to several ministries such as the Ministry of Law, Justice 
and Parliamentary Affairs, and Ministry of Home Affairs, and from 
there to agencies such as SB, NSI, and DGFI to investigate who 
are the board of members, whether they have any political link, 
what kind of activities they are doing. So naturally, when we talk 
about civil and political rights or criticize the government, raise 
concerns about custodial death, torture, mass arrests, or 
crackdowns on protests, we become a target of the government, 
and as a result, the report of NSI, SB comes in such a way that, we 
don’t get clearance easily (from the NGO Affairs Bureau) for which 
projects get delayed, and implementation of the project 
becomes harder.

Providing the perspective of the NHRC, Kamal Uddin Ahmed insisted 
that instances of HRO being harmed are very limited. The NHRC, a 
constitutionally mandated state institution, is better placed in this 
regard Vis a Vis other HROs, said Ahmed. Besides, HROs operate at 
various levels, implying that their problems are different from each 
other. 

Challenges Faced by Individual Human Rights Defenders

Human Rights Defenders, who are either affiliated with various 
organizations or acting independently, face significant difficulties, 
according to the interviewees. As most of our interviewees are either 
currently leading or have led national HROs, they are aware of the 
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challenges faced by the HRDs throughout the country. They said HRDs 
face a lot of difficulties in performing their duties. These challenges 
include getting accused of false cases, and harassment of their family 
members. Many of their legitimate works are restricted, and they or 
their family members are not getting bail quickly. They also said that, 
while conducting outreach programs for the victims of Human Rights 
violations or conducting surveys, HRDs have been ‘abducted or 
threatened via phone by intelligence agencies.’ Speaking about the 
issues most HRDs face one interviewee with extensive experience in 
leading a national organization with an international reputation stated, 
‘Often the human rights activists’ families are contacted and they 
[HRDs] are told to stop their work or else there would be consequences 
for them and their families.’  A Human Right Defender, who leads an 
HRO primarily addressing the rights violations of ethnic communities, 
provided an example of such circumstances. In 2022, when the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights Michelle Bachelet visited Bangladesh, 
she held a closed-door meeting with 20 members of civil society. This 
group included an HRD from their organization as well. ‘The very next 
day, the police went to the village to collect information about him.’ This 
is the kind of harassment and intimidation HRDs face on a regular basis. 

According to the NHRC chairman, Dr. Kamal Uddin Ahmed, human 
rights defenders often face obstacles and resistance from influential 
individuals in the localities the HRDs work. He mentioned the murder of 
a journalist who was killed for exposing the truth regarding a prominent 
individual.

One interviewee described his personal experience of being a victim of 
an attempted abduction by unidentified individuals. He stated, ‘They 
tried to abduct me, but I still do not know who was behind it. The 
government intelligence agencies investigated this matter. Surely they 
have information about it.’  

The Primary Source of Challenges to HROs and HRDs

When the interviewees were asked to identify the sources of harassment 
and intimidation, seven out of nine interviewee, stated that it is mostly 
‘state actors who were responsible for the majority of obstructions, 
impediments, and threats faced by HRDs.’ However, they mentioned 
that depending on the type of activism, harassment can come from 
non-state actors too. The most common example of state actors’ 
harassment includes RAB and other law enforcement agencies arresting 
individuals without charge or warrant, according to a number of 
interviewees. A lawyer emphasized this issue by stating, “The rate of 
causing harassment without adhering to even a shred of any law is 
increasing every day”. An interviewee who headed an HRO, particularly 
identified RAB as ‘one of the state actors involved in human 

They mentioned that 
depending on the 

type of activism, 
harassment can 

come from 
non-state actors too.
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‘I feel there is a gap 
between the human 
rights organizations 
and the NHRC. And it 
is the responsibility 
of the NHRC to 
reduce the existing 
gap.’

rights violation’ who have even been sanctioned by the United States 
because of their actions.  

One of the interviewees with legal expertise and experience in leading 
an HRO defined the state actors in two categories—the administration 
of the local area, and the influential people there. According to most of 
the leaders we interviewed, when the state does not take any steps 
against perpetrators, it should be considered that there is ‘state 
sponsorship’ behind the harassment of HRDs.

The non-state actors identified by our interviewees include various 
private and public agencies, and regime-supported media agencies that 
conduct targeted hate campaigns against HROs, according to one 
interviewee. The interviewee said, multiple private actors support 
government activities indirectly though they claim to act non-politically 
and independently. These agencies run campaigns against HROs 
through different media and advocacy agencies to vilify them and 
portray them as traitors. He put an example of personal experience in 
this case—as a result of these false allegations placed by the agencies, 
their [the HRO’s] bank accounts have been frozen since 2014, their 
registration has not been renewed and their application has been 
denied.

HRDs’ Assessment of the National Human Rights 
Commission (NHRC)

Almost all interviewees have expressed disappointment in the current 
leadership of the NHRC. Several interviewees said that the NHRC has 
not lived up to expectations. They claim that the NHRC is overly 
bureaucratic and is run by bureaucrats selected by the government 
who have no experience in Human Rights activities. One of the leaders 
of a leading HRO said that the key weakness of the NHRC was that it 
had no investigative power and had to rely on government authorities 
for investigations.   One of the leaders of the HROs interviewed stated 
that ‘It is basically an ornamental figure that does little to no work to 
improve the human rights situation in Bangladesh.’ 

KIIs complained that the NHRC does not work with independent HROs, 
and expressed dissatisfaction with the current leadership. As an 
example of their lack of power, interviewees have pointed out that the 
NHRC does not look into incidents of extrajudicial killings by law 
enforcement agencies. One interviewee stated, ‘The Commission is 
mostly run by retired bureaucrats and those who are the most loyal to 
the regime to get these posts on a contractual basis.’ Similarly, another 
stated, ‘I feel there is a gap between the human rights organizations 
and the NHRC. And it is the responsibility of the NHRC to reduce the 
existing gap.’
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Several interviewees 
stated that there is 

no particular policy 
or law for the safety 

and security of 
human rights 

defenders in 
Bangladesh.

The NHRC chairman disagreed with the perception that the NHRC does 
not have communication with the HROs. He stated that the NHRC 
maintains positive connections with various human rights 
organizations. The NHRC has signed Memoranda of Understanding 
(MOUs) with several organizations, including ASK, BLAST, BRAC, and the 
World Vision, he mentioned. These partnerships are aimed at 
addressing a range of issues such as the reduction of child marriage, 
the promotion of child development, and the protection of disabled 
individuals. NHRC is engaged in the promotion and support of these 
HROs. These organizations, in turn, facilitate communication with 
individuals at the grassroots level on behalf of the NHRC.

Lack of Existing Support Mechanisms and Resources to 
Confront Challenges Faced by HRDs

The collective opinion of the KIIs can be summed up by this statement 
made by one of the interviewees ‘There is virtually nothing to safeguard 
the Human Rights workers in Bangladesh.’  According to several 
interviewees, there are no policies available to protect HRDs. Instead, 
HRDs need to know ways for protecting themselves.

One interviewee stated that every district has a legal aid committee 
from which human rights defenders can get support. But noted that 
‘the support that local human rights defenders get from the 
government authorities or legal aid committee is insufficient and 
unsatisfactory.’ Therefore, HROs have to turn to international human 
rights organizations that support them by standing by their side 
whenever there is an attack on human rights organizations or activists. 
Pressure from the international community regarding Human Rights 
has enhanced the spirit of the local workers to continue working for 
human rights in Bangladesh.

Existing laws and the role of the judiciary in protecting 
human rights and HRDs

When asked about their awareness of laws protecting HRDs, several 
interviewees stated that there is no particular policy or law for the safety 
and security of human rights defenders in Bangladesh. One of the 
interviewees highlighted the issue saying, ‘In the absence of specific 
legislation for human rights defenders, the judiciary cannot provide any 
assistance to them individually.’ Others have opined that existing laws 
have a very narrow scope for protecting human rights activists, while 
laws like the DSA and Section 57 of the ICT Act are being used to put 
them in danger or harass them. 

Several interviewees also claimed that even if there are laws meant to 
protect HRDs, the government is not enforcing them. One of the HRDs 
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stated, ‘The laws only work if the media gets involved and has a lot of 
attention. Only then sometimes these laws put to work.’ The Human 
Rights Organizations’ leaders wondered about the independence of the 
judiciary. The NHRC Chairman claimed that several laws exist which are 
intended to support Human Rights organizations and prevent arbitrary 
arrests and torture; for example, Torture and Custodial Death 
(Prevention) Act, of 2013. He also highlighted the importance of 
adhering to the Criminal Procedure Law. However, ‘it is crucial to ensure 
their effective enforcement’, he added.  

Impacts of the Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) 
Regulation Law 2016

As one of the interviewees mentioned, due to the paucity of local funds, 
HROs tend to depend on external funding for their work. But it is 
becoming difficult to secure these funds, largely because of the 
restrictions imposed through the Foreign Donations (Voluntary 
Activities) Regulation Law 2016. The interviewees unanimously agreed 
that this law has created a serious strain on HROs dependent on foreign 
donations. According to one interviewee, the law acts as a system to 
impose control over the recipients of the funds, which is particularly 
detrimental to human rights organizations.
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Appendix 1:
Methodology and Questionnaire

Methodology

Purposive Sampling Method was used for developing the sample of the 
study. The criteria for selecting participants were that’s the respondents 
had to be involved in human rights protection activities. The population 
of the survey was determined based on this criterion. A list of the 
population (potential respondents of the survey) was gathered from 
three sources; a list of HRDs from four nationally renowned human 
rights organizations, 42 local human rights organizations that were 
found from various sources like Google search and personal 
communications and snowballing from local level human rights 
defenders. Attempts were made to identify respondents from all 64 
districts; finally, 50 respondents were included from 36 districts. The 
main reason for the reduced districts was the insufficiency of 
respondents from all 64 districts. Among the 36 districts, six of them 
had two respondents each, and three districts had three respondents 
each. 

Initially, 82 potential respondents were contacted, of which 53 people 
agreed to participate. All of them were contacted later to conduct the 
survey but five people declined, and five people did not respond to the 
questionnaires. Near the end of the survey process, three responses 
from one human rights organization had to be taken off the list because 
of the cancellation of their registration due to their internal matters. 
Later, ten more people were contacted and added to the survey, 
making the total respondents fifty. 

Out of the total 50 surveys, 14 were done over the phone, i.e., the 
respondents were asked to answer the question over a phone call and 
the answers were input into the forms by the surveyors. 35 were sent by 
email or WhatsApp and guided to complete the survey and were 
received timely. In instances where returned questionnaires had 
problems such as lack of clarity, enumerators contacted them for 
clarification and the instruments were completed accordingly. Only one 
survey was done face-to-face.

The first survey was conducted on 24 May 2023 in a face-to-face 
meeting and the first on-call survey was conducted on 25 May 2023. The 
survey process was completed on 24 June 2023.



1. Bagerhat

2. Bandarban

3. Barishal 

4. Bhola

5. Barguna

6. Chattogram

7. Cox's Bazar 

8. Cumilla

9. Dhaka

10. Dinajpur

11. Faridpur 

12. Jashore 

13. Jhenaidah 

14. Khagrachhari 

15. Khulna 

16. Kishoreganj 

17. Kurigram

18. Lakshmipur 

19. Madaripur

20. Meherpur 

21. Moulovibazar

22. Mymensingh

23. Narail 

24. Narayanganj 

25. Netrokona

26. Nilphamari

27. Pabna

24. Patuakhali 

29. Pirojpur 

30. Rajshahi

31. Rangamati 

32. Rangpur

33. Shariatpur 

34. Sherpur

35. Sunamganj

36. Tangail  
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List of the Districts of the HRDs Surveyed
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Challenges to Human Rights Defenders in Bangladesh
A Survey conducted by the Centre for Governance Studies (CGS)

evsjv‡`‡k gvbevwaKvi Kg©x‡`i P¨v‡jÄmg~n AbymÜvb
†m›Uvi di Mfb¨©vÝ ÷vwWR (wmwRGm) Øviv cwiPvwjZ GKwU Rwic

Assalamu Alaikum, 

We are inviting you to participate in research work that is being done by the Centre for 
Governance Studies (CGS) and Asia Foundation. The main objective of this research work is to 
find out what kinds of impediments and challenges are faced by the Human Rights 
Defenders of the country while they perform their responsibilities. Since you are a Human 
Rights Defender and have some remarkable experience in this field, you are requested to take 
part in this survey. 

For the sake of the research, the whole survey will be documented in written form. Also, your 
consent to participate in this survey will be recorded. Your identity and information will not be 
disclosed anywhere for personal safety reasons. You can refrain from answering any of the 
questions in the survey and if you wish to withdraw from the survey, please let us know. 

Avmmvjvgy AvjvBKzg,

†m›Uvi di Mfb¨©vÝ ÷vwWR (wmwRGm) I Gwkqv dvD‡Ûkb cwiPvwjZ GKwU M‡elYv Kvh©µ‡g AskMÖn‡Yi Rb¨ Avcbv‡K 
Avgš¿Y Rvbvw”Q| †`‡ki gvbevwaKvi Kg©xiv Zv‡`i `vwqZ¡ cvj‡bi †¶‡Î Kx ai‡Yi cÖwZK~jZv ev P¨v‡j‡Äi  gy‡LvgywL nb Zv 
AbymÜvb KivB M‡elYvwUi g~j j¶¨| GKRb gvbevwaKvi Kg©x wn‡m‡e Avcbvi AwfÁZvi Kvi‡Y  Avcbvi gZvgZ msMÖn 
Ki‡Z GB Rwi‡c Ask wb‡Z Aby‡iva KiwQ| 

M‡elYvi ¯^v‡_© m¤ú~Y© RwicwU wjwLZfv‡e bw_fy³ Kiv n‡e| cvkvcvwk, G Rwi‡c AskMÖn‡Yi wel‡q Avcbvi †h m¤§wZ i‡q‡Q 
Zv †iKW© Kiv n‡e| e¨w³MZ Z‡_¨i †MvcbxqZv i¶v‡_© Avcbvi cwiPq †Kv_vI cÖKvk Kiv n‡e bv| GB M‡elYvi djvdj 
Ges GB wel‡q cÖwZ‡e`‡b Rwi‡c AskMÖnYKvix †KvbI e¨w³i e¨w³MZ Z_¨ _vK‡e bv| Rwi‡ci †h †KvbI cÖkœ Avcwb DËi 
bvI w`‡Z cv‡ib Ges GB Rwic †_‡K hw` Avcwb wb‡R‡K cÖZ¨vnvi Ki‡Z Pvb Z‡e AbyMÖn K‡i Rvbv‡eb|
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Serial number :

wmwiqvj b¤^i :

Division  wefvM

District  †Rjv

Name of the interviewer  mv¶vrKvi MÖnYKvixi bvg

Date of interview  mv¶vrKvi MÖn‡Yi ZvwiL

101 Age of the respondent DËi`vZvi eqm  

102 Gender wj½ 

 Male cyiæl 1  

 Female gwnjv 2 

103 Religion ag© 

 Muslim gymwjg 1 

 Hindu wn›`y 2 

 Buddhist †eŠ× 3 

 Christian L„óvb 4 

 Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 5 

Put a Cross (X) mark on the preferred answer in the empty boxes.Write elaborately where 
needed

cQ›`mB DË‡ii Rb¨ Lvwj e·¸‡jvi †fZ‡i µm (X) wPý w`b| †hLv‡b wešÍvwiZ †jLvi cÖ‡qvRb †mLv‡b wjLyb|

Part 1: Demographic and general information 

ce© 1:  RbZvwË¡K I mvaviY Z_¨



44 Who Defends The Defenders

Part 2: Experience   

ce© 2:  AwfÁZv

I will now ask you about personal experience of working as a human rights defender. 
Please answer based on your expereince. Avwg GLb Avcbv‡K gvbevwaKviKg©x wn‡m‡e KvR Kivi e¨w³MZ 
AwfÁZv m¤ú‡K© wRÁvmv Kie| Avcbvi AwfÁZvi Dci wfwË K‡i DËi w`b|

201. How many years have you been active as a human rights defender? Avcwb KZ eQi a‡i GKRb 
gvbevwaKviKg©x wn‡m‡e mwµq Av‡Qb?

104 Ethnic Identity RvwZMZ cwiPq  

 Bengali ev½vwj  1 

 Indigenous/Ethnic Minority Avw`evmx/ÿz`ª b„‡Mvôx 2 

 Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 3 

105 Profession †ckv  

106 Organization (if not involved with any
 organization, write independent)
 msMVb ( †Kvb msMV‡bi mv‡_ RwoZ bv _vK‡j ¯^Zš¿ wjLyb)  

107 Designation (if any) c`ex (hw` _v‡K)  

108 Region of activities Kvh©µ‡gi AÂj 

 National RvZxq 1 

 Local ¯’vbxq 2 

 Both Dfq 3 

 

Less than 1 year 1 eQ‡ii Kg 1 

1-5 Years 1-5 eQi 2 

6-10 years 6-10 eQi 3 

More than 10 years 10 eQ‡ii †ewk 4 

            



45Who Defends The Defenders

202. What kinds of issues do you or your organization work on? (Multiple answers are accepted) 
Avcwb ev Avcbvi msMVb Kx ai‡bi welq wb‡q KvR K‡ib? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

Corruption `yb©xwZ 1 

Law enforcement AvB‡bi cÖ‡qvM 2 

Labor kÖg 3 

Environment cwi‡ek 4 

Land/Property Rwg/m¤úwË 5 

Indigenous/Ethnic Minority Avw`evmx/ÿz`ª b„‡Mvôx 6 

Religious minorities ag©xq msL¨vjNy †Mvôx 7 

Migrants/Refugee Awfevmx/kiYv_©x 8 

Children  wkï 9 

Women bvix 10 

LGBTQ+ GjwRwewUwKD+ 11 

Persons with disabilities cÖwZeÜx 12 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb)  13

203. As a human rights defender, have you received or been receiving support or any form of 
assistance to facilitate your activities from any source? GKRb gvbevwaKviKg©x wn‡m‡e Avcwb wK †Kv‡bv 
Drm †_‡K Avcbvi Kvh©µg myôyfv‡e Pvjv‡bvi Rb¨ †Kv‡bv mg_©b ev mnvqZv †c‡q‡Qb?

Yes n¨vu  1  Go to 204 and 205 (204 Ges 205 G hvb)  

No bv  2 Go to 206 (206 G hvb) 
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204. What types of support or assistance have you received or been receiving in your capacity as 
a human rights defender? (Multiple answers accepted) GKRb gvbevwaKviKg©x wn‡m‡e Avcwb Kx ai‡bi 
mg_©b ev mnvqZv †c‡q‡Qb ev cv‡”Qb? (GKvwaK DËi cÖnY‡hvM¨)

Legal AvBwb 1 

Financial Avw_©K 2 

Political ivR‰bwZK 3 

Protection wbivcËv 4 

Training cÖwkÿY 5 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 6 

205. From which sources have you received or been receiving support or assistance as a human 
rights defender? (Multiple answers accepted) gvbevwaKviKg©x wn‡m‡e Avcwb †Kvb †Kvb Drm †_‡K mg_©b 
ev mnvqZv †c‡q‡Qb ev cv‡”Qb? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

Your organization Avcbvi msMVb 1 

Other human rights organization or NGOs
Ab¨vb¨ gvbevwaKvi ms¯’v ev GbwRI 

2 

Law enforcement agencies AvBb cÖ‡qvMKvix ms¯’v 3 

Independent benefactors ¯^vaxb mvnvh¨Kvix 4 

Government organizations/Agencies miKvwi cÖwZôvb/ms¯’v 5 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 6 

206. While working as a human right defender, do you face any kind of obstacles from any 
sources? gvbevwaKviKg©x wn‡m‡e KvR Kivi mgq, Avcwb wK †Kv‡bv †¶Î †_‡K †Kv‡bv ai‡bi evavi m¤§yLxb nb?

Yes n¨vu  1  Go to 207 and 208 (207 Ges 208 G hvb)  

No bv  2 Go to 209 (209 G hvb) 
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207. From where have you encountered or been facing obstacles in your role as a human rights 
defender? (Multiple answers accepted) gvbevwaKviKg©x wn‡m‡e Avcbvi f~wgKv cvj‡b Avcwb †Kv_v †_‡K 
evavi m¤§yLxb n‡q‡Qb? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

Law Enforcement Agencies AvBb cÖ‡qvMKvix ms¯’v 1 

State Intelligence Agencies †Mv‡q›`v ms¯’v 2 

Ruling Political Party ¶gZvmxb ivR‰bwZK `j 3 

Oposition Political Party we‡ivax ivR‰bwZK `j 4 

Government Officials miKvix Kg©KZ©v/Kg©Pvix 5 

Businesses/Business interest groups e¨emv/e¨emvwqK ¯^v_©v‡š^mx †Mvôx 6 

Non-State Actors (religious, extremist, criminal, etc)
iv‡ó«i evB‡ii kw³ (DMÖev`x, ag©xq, Acivax BZ¨vw`) 7 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 8 

208. What types of obstacles have you encountered or been facing in your role as a human rights 
defender? (Multiple answers accepted) gvbevwaKviKg©x wn‡m‡e Avcbvi f~wgKvq Avcwb †Kvb ai‡bi evavi 
m¤§yLxb n‡q‡Qb ev m¤§yLxb n‡”Qb? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

If you have faced or know anyone who has faced or believe human rights defenders face 
harassment, intimidation or threat in their work, answer to 209 to 217 Avcwb hw` †Kv‡bv evavi gy‡LvgywL n‡q 
_v‡Kb, A_ev Ggb KvD‡K †P‡bb whwb Zv‡`i Kv‡R nqivwb, fxwZ ev ûgwKi m¤§yLxb n‡q‡Qb ev n‡”Qb A_ev Avcwb g‡b K‡ib †h 
gvbevwaKviKg©xiv Zv‡`i Kv‡R nqivwb, fxwZ ev ûgwKi m¤§yLxb n‡q‡Q ev n‡”Q, Zvn‡j 209 †_‡K 217 b¤^‡i DËi w`b|

Government Repression miKvwi `gb-cxob 1 

Enforced Disappearances †Rvic~e©K ¸g 2 

Judicial Harassment and Arrests wePvi wefvMxq nqivwb Ges †MÖßvi 3 

Physical Attacks kvixwiK AvµgY 4 

Threats of Harm ¶wZi ûgwK 5 

Extortion or bribery Pvu`vevwR A_ev Nyl 6 

Restrictions on Activities Kvh©Kjv‡ci Dci wewawb‡la A_ev mxgve×Zv 7 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 8
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209. How the human rights defenders are usually harassed or threatened? (Multiple answers 
accepted) wKfv‡e gvbevwaKviKg©xiv mvaviYZ nqivwb ev ûgwKi m¤§yLxb nq? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

Facing cases gvgjv †gvKvwejv 1 

Intimidation fq †`Lv‡bv 2 

Death Threat g„Zz¨i ûgwK 3 

Physical attacks kvixwiK AvµgY 4 

Threats of physical harm kvixwiK ÿwZi ûgwK 5 

Being followed/watched AbymiY Kiv/ bRi`vwi Kiv 6 

Online Harassment/Hacking AbjvBb nqivwb/n¨vwKs 7 

Friends/family members are harassed/intimidated/persecuted
eÜy/cwiev‡ii m`m¨iv nqivwb/fxwZcÖ`k©b/wbh©vZ‡bi wkKvi nq 8 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 9

210. How are threats or harassment usually carried out? (Mutiple answers accepted) wKfv‡e 
mvaviYZ ûgwK ev nqivwb †`Iqv nq? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

In-person mvgbvmvgwb 1 

Telephone/Mobile †Uwj‡dvb/†gvevBj 2 

Social media (Facebook, Whatsapp, etc)
†mvk¨vj wgwWqv (†dmeyK, †nvqvUmA¨vc, BZ¨vw`) 

3 

Email B‡gBj 4 

Letters wPwVcÎ 5 

Parcels cv‡m©j 6 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 7 
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211. What was the purpose of the threats or harassement? (Multiple answers accepted) ûgwKi ev 
nqivwbi D‡Ïk¨ Kx? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

To stop a specific activity wbw`©ó †Kv‡bv Kvh©Kjvc eÜ Kiv 1 

To cause psychological or physical harm gvbwmK ev kvixwiK ¶wZ Kiv 2 

To warn of future acts of violence against the recipient
fwel¨r Avµgb Kiv n‡e GB g‡g© mZK© Kiv  3 

To warn of damage to reputation mybv‡gi ¶wZ Kiv n‡e e‡j mZK© Kiv 4 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 5

 

212. Are the threats reported to any relevant authority? G mKj ûgwK wK h_vh_ KZ©…c‡¶i wbK‡U wi‡cvU© Kiv 
n‡qwQ‡jv?

Yes n¨vu  1  Go to 207 and 208 (207 Ges 208 G hvb)  

No bv  2 Go to 209 (209 G hvb) 

Don’t Know/Don’t   If you click 3 in 212, you should click 3 in 
Respond Rvwbbv/ 3 213 and 214 too 212 b¤^i cÖ‡kœ 3 b¤^‡i wK¬K   
Reve w`‡Z PvBbv   Ki‡j 213 I 214 cÖ‡kœI 3 G wK¬K Kiæb 

213. If the threat was reported, was there an investigation carried out after the threat was 
reported? hw` ûgwKi K_v wi‡cvU© Kiv nq, Zvn‡j wK wi‡cvU© Kivi ci †Kv‡bv Z`šÍ Kiv n‡qwQj? 

Yes n¨vu  1  Go to 214 (214 G hvb)  

No bv  2 Go to 216 (216 G hvb)

Don’t Know/Don’t   If you click 3 in 213, you should click 3 in  
Respond Rvwbbv/ 3 214 too 212 213 b¤^i cÖ‡kœ 3 b¤^‡i wK¬K Ki‡j    
Reve w`‡Z PvBbv   214 cÖ‡kœI 3 G wK¬K Kiæb  
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215. What do you believe are the reasons the threats are not reported? (Mutiple naswers 
accepted) ûgwKi weiæ‡× wi‡cvU© bv nIqvi KviY Kx e‡j Avcwb g‡b K‡ib? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

Not being aware of legal options against such threats
GB ai‡bi ûgwKi weiæ‡× AvBwb c`‡¶c m¤ú‡K© m‡PZbZv bv _vKv  1 

No proper investigation mwVK Z`šÍ nqbv 2 

Investigations never lead to sufficient results
Z`šÍ KLbB ch©vß djvdj w`‡Z cv‡i bv 3 

Fear of retribution by the perpetrators for going public
wi‡cvU© Ki‡j Acivax‡`i Øviv cÖwZ‡kv‡ai fq 

4 

Lack of trust on the legal system AvBwb e¨e¯’vi Dci Av¯’vi Afve 5 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 6

214. If there was an investigation, would you consider the response of the authorities adequate?  
hw` Z`šÍ  n‡q _v‡K, Zvn‡j KZ©…c‡¶i mvov cÖ`vb‡K wK Avcwb h‡_ó g‡b K‡ib? 

Yes n¨vu  1  Go to 216 (216 G hvb)  

No bv  2 Go to 216 (216 G hvb)

Don’t Know/Don’t     
Respond Rvwbbv/ 3     
Reve w`‡Z PvBbv     



51Who Defends The Defenders

216. There are allegations that these threats against human rights defenders are not 
investigated. What are the reasons that threats against Human Rights Defenders are not 
duly investigated in Bangladesh? gvbevwaKviKg©x‡`i weiæ‡× Gme ûgwKi Z`šÍ nq bv e‡j Awf‡hvM i‡q‡Q| 
evsjv‡`‡k gvbevwaKviKg©x‡`i weiæ‡× ûgwKi h_vh_ Z`šÍ bv nIqvi KviY Kx? (GKvwaK DËi MÖnY‡hvM¨)

Failure to report threats by victims
fy³‡fvMx‡`i ûgwKi wel‡q wi‡cvU© Ki‡Z e¨_©Zv 1 

Biasness of the authorites KZ©…c‡¶i c¶cvwZZ¡ 2 

Lack of a clear legal provision against threats
ûgwKi weiæ‡× my¯úó AvBwb weav‡bi Afve 

3 

Relation between perpetrators and government 
Acivax I miKv‡ii g‡a¨ mym¤úK© 4 

Involvement of state actors in threats
ûgwKi mv‡_ ivó«xq µxob‡Kiv/e¨w³iv RwoZ 5 

Lack of technical capacity of the investigating authorities
Z`šÍKvix KZ©…c‡¶i cÖhyw³MZ m¶gZvi Afve 6 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 7

217. How did the threats impact your (and if you know of any other victim) daily activities?  
ûgwK¸‡jv Kxfv‡e Avcbvi (Ges Avcwb hw` Ab¨ †KvbI wkKv‡ii wel‡q Rv‡bb) ˆ`bw›`b Kvh©Kjvc‡K cÖfvweZ K‡i?

Continued to defend human rights as before
c~‡e©i g‡Zv gvbevwaKvi i¶vq KvR K‡i hv‡”Qb  

1
 

Had to reduce the scale of work Kv‡Ri cwiwa Kgv‡Z n‡q‡Q 2 

Had to request protection from the state 
iv‡ó«i Kv‡Q myi¶vi Aby‡iva Ki‡Z n‡q‡Q 

3
 

Had to leave the area GjvKv †_‡K P‡j †h‡Z n‡q‡Q 4 

Had to stop human rights defence activities
gvbevwaKvi i¶v Kvh©µg eÜ Ki‡Z n‡q‡Q 

5 

Others (Please specify) Ab¨vb¨ (D‡jøL Kiæb) 6
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Part 2: Experience   

ce© 2:  AwfÁZv

I will now ask your observations, perceptions and opinions about overall human rights 
situation in Bangladesh. 

Avwg GLb evsjv‡`‡ki mvgwMÖK gvbevwaKvi cwiw¯’wZ m¤ú‡K© Avcbvi ch©‡e¶Y, Dcjwä I gZvgZ wRÁvmv Kie|

301. How do you describe the state of the overall human rights situation in Bangladesh? (In a 
scale of 1 to 10, 1 being the worst and 10 being very good) evsjv‡`‡ki mvgwMÖK gvbevwaKvi cwiw¯’wZ‡K 
Avcwb Kxfv‡e eY©bv K‡ib? (1 †_‡K 10 Gi †¯‹‡j, 1 me‡P‡q Lvivc Ges 10 Lye fvj)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

302. How safe is Bangladesh currently for human rights defenders, that is those who work on 
human rights issues? hviv gvbevwaKvi Bmy¨‡Z KvR K‡i, †mme gvbevwaKviKg©x‡`i Rb¨ evsjv‡`k eZ©gv‡b KZUv 
wbivc`?

1 2 3 4 5

Very safe
Lye wbivc`

Moderately safe
gvavwi wbivc`

Neutral
wbi‡cÿ

Moderately unsafe
gvSvwifv‡e Awbivc`

Very unsafe
LyeB Awbivc`

303. Do you think Bangladesh has policies, protocols, or specific practices to investigate threats 
against human rights defenders? Avcwb wK g‡b K‡ib †h gvbevwaKviKg©x‡`i weiæ‡× ûgwKi Z`šÍ Kivi Rb¨ 
evsjv‡`‡ki bxwZ, †cÖv‡UvKj ev wbw`©ó c×wZ i‡q‡Q?

Yes n¨vu  1 

No bv  2 

Don’t know Rvwb bv 3 
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Part 4 : 

ce© 4 :

401. Other than what was asked in the questions above, are there any particular issues or 
challenges that are commonly faced by human rights defenders in their work?

 Dc‡ii cÖkœ¸wj‡Z hv wRÁvmv Kiv n‡q‡Q Zv Qvov, gvbevwaKviKg©xiv Zv‡`i Kv‡Ri †¶‡Î mvaviYZ †Kvb we‡kl mgm¨v ev 
P¨v‡j‡Äi m¤§yLxb nq?

 Answer :  DËi :

304. Do you agree that Human Rights Organizations in Bangladesh actively provide safety and 
support for human rights defenders? Avcwb wK GKgZ †h evsjv‡`‡k gvbevwaKvi ms¯’v¸wj mwµqfv‡e 
gvbevwaKviKg©x‡`i wbivcËv Ges mnvqZv cÖ`vb K‡i?

1 2 3 4 5

Strongly Agree
`„pfv‡e GKgZ

Agree
GKgZ

Neutral
wbi‡cÿ

Disagree
Am¤§Z

Strongly Disagree
`„pfv‡e Am¤§Z
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