
 
 
 
 
 

 

September 7, 2016 

 
Shri Rajnath Singh 

Minister of Home Affairs 

104, North Block, Central Secretariat, New Delhi, 110001 

 

 

Dear Shri Rajnath Singh, 

 

We are writing to express our concerns about the recent recommendations issued by the Expert 

Committee formed by the Ministry of Home Affairs in July this year in response to the outcry over the use 

of force by police and security forces against protesters in Jammu and Kashmir. Of particular concern is 

the proposal that pellet guns will continue to be used in the “rarest of the rare” cases. Our review of 

medical literature shows that pellet guns, which belong to a class of weapons known as kinetic impact 

projectiles that includes rubber bullets, should never be used for crowd control. 

 

Physicians for Human Rights is an independent non-governmental organization which works with a 

network of health care professionals from all over the world. In 1997, Physicians for Human Rights shared 

the Nobel Peace Prize for its work in highlighting the dire health impacts arising out of the use of 

landmines.  

 

In 2012, we brought attention to the unique, negative health impacts of certain types of weaponry, 

notably “non-lethal” or “less than lethal” weapons routinely used on protesters in Turkey and Bahrain. In 

March 2016, we published a report titled “Lethal in Disguise,” which details the findings of a systematic 

review of medical literature conducted by Physicians for Human Rights on various types of “less than 

lethal weapons” used around the world, including Bahrain, Egypt, Kenya, and the United States.1  

 

Physicians for Human Rights would like to submit its recommendations to the Expert Committee on the 

use of “less than lethal” weapons for crowd control, and we offer more information in the attached fact 

sheets pertaining to the negative health effects of pellet guns and the Expert Committee’s proposed 

alternatives to pellet guns.  

 

Pellet guns are inherently indiscriminate, particularly at a distance. Fired at close range, pellets are likely 

to penetrate the skin in a manner similar to live ammunition, significantly increasing their risk of inflicting 

severe injury on protesters and bystanders. Physicians for Human Rights encourages the Expert 

Committee and the Ministry of Home Affairs to recognize the need for police to respect their role as 

facilitators of freedom of assembly and freedom of expression, while ensuring public safety. In all cases, 

the most effective method to prevent violence in the context of protests is to engage in negotiations and 

open a dialogue with protesters.  

 

                                                           
1 Rohini J. Haar, MD, MPH and Vincent Iacopino, MD, PhD, Physicians for Human Rights, “Lethal in Disguise: The 
Health Consequences of Crowd Control,” March 2016, https://s3.amazonaws.com/PHR_Reports/lethal-in-

disguise.pdf.  

Physicians for 

Human Rights 

256 West 38th Street 

9th Floor 

New York, NY 

10018 

 

646.564.3720 office 

phr.org 

 

Using Science and Medicine to  

Stop Human Rights Violations 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/PHR_Reports/lethal-in-disguise.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/PHR_Reports/lethal-in-disguise.pdf


Even in the context of protests which require police intervention, the explicit goal of intervention should 

be to de-escalate the situation and promote and protect the safety of those present, including protesters, 

journalists, medical personnel, monitors, and bystanders.  

 

Recommendations: 

 

1. Any use of less than lethal weapons should be an absolute last resort when dealing with genuine and 

imminent threats to the safety of those present, and only after all other means have been exhausted. 

2. All use of less than lethal weapons should be strictly necessary and directly proportionate to the threat 

faced.  

3. Authorities should ensure that police are adequately trained in the basic principles on the use of force 

and firearms as laid out in the UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law 

Enforcement Officials. Adequate training and understanding of how to safely deploy a less than lethal 

weapon can significantly decrease its risk of injuring protesters and bystanders. This is particularly 

important for less than lethal weapons that are viewed as causing minimal damage, such as chemical 

irritants – including PAVA grenades – which have in fact been proved to be lethal when 

indiscriminately and excessively or improperly used against protesters. 

4. Law enforcement should be properly equipped with protective gear in order to further decrease the 

need to use weapons of any kind. 

 

Physicians for Human Rights recognizes the difficult circumstances in which law enforcement officials are 

often charged with maintaining order. However, adequate training and resourcing police in Jammu and 

Kashmir, respect for freedom of expression and assembly, and holding security personnel accountable for 

excessive use of force are critical steps in helping to maintain order during a lawful assembly, and defusing 

a protest that threatens to cause bodily harm to others.  

 

Please see the attached fact sheets on the health effects of each less than lethal weapon proposed as an 

alternative by the Expert Committee: chemical irritants, stun grenades, and kinetic impact projectiles. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. We look forward to hearing from you on this important issue, 

including, specifically, planned training for police officers and the use of alternatives to the pellet gun. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Donna McKay 

Executive Director 
 

 

Cc: Shri Kiren Rijiju, Minister of State, Ministry of Home Affairs 
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