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Recommendations for civil society organisations

1. Workers' organizations with a national reach and character should be more engaged 
with local level labor unions in high-risk industries to play their role in preventing 
disasters, by bringing pressing issues to attention of the authorities and the larger civil 
society.

2. CSOs must recognize their role in keeping the spotlight at the Gadani disaster with a 
view to ensure that perpetrators of all acts of commission and omission that contributed 
to the loss of life and injuries are held accountable.

3. Civil society organizations must play a more active role in preventing disaster by 
prioritizing their attention and advocacy efforts to ensure occupational health and safety. 
These efforts need to be collaborative and must take into account the fractures among 
the ranks of workers because of devolution of labor as a legislative subject to the 
provinces. 

4. Civil Society organizations should take it upon themselves to regularly report on ship 
breaking activities at Gadani, especially with regard to occupational health and safety 
and the environment. 
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centre and one fire truck. All ambulances for the victims were sent from Karachi and fire trucks 
came from Hub and Karachi. There is no functional medical facility and no capacity in the area to 
treat burn injuries. The navy deployed two helicopters to combat the fire. Firefighters from 
Gadani, Hub and Karachi battled the flames for three days. It is unclear whether the fire 
subsided as a result of their efforts or after consuming all that it could burn on the vessel. 

The disaster highlighted grave institutional and systemic deficiencies in the areas of 
environment, workers' health, working conditions and rescue capabilities. The fact-finding 
mission found that a number of measures could have averted the disaster or minimized its 
scale. The HRCP team formulated the following recommendations:

Recommendations for the federal government

1. Amid the challenges in establishing the whereabouts of victims of the disaster and their 
families, many of whom are not residents of Balochistan, federal authorities should 
coordinate efforts to identify and compensate the victims and their families. 

2. The gaps that enable some industries to escape all meaningful regulation aimed at 
ensuring workers' rights and well-being must be addressed in consultation with the 
provinces in question. 

3. The provincial authorities must be consulted on occupational health and safety issues 
where they think they lack the capacity and expertise and the same should be arranged 
for them. They should be assisted in ensuring that appropriate rescue and healthcare 
facilities commensurate with the level of risk in industries such as ship-breaking are in 
place. 

4. Ship breaking must urgently be given a clear legal status as an industry and the ministry 
responsible for regulating the industry must be specified to prevent such disaster in the 
future. 

5. The operations at Gadani should not be resumed until the legal status of the ship 
breaking industry is resolved and the Balochistan Government has developed and 
implemented a comprehensive occupational health and safety framework. 

Recommendations for Balochistan government

1. The provincial authorities need to conduct an occupational health and safety audit of 
high-risk industries through independent and respected experts. Clear terms of 
reference must be developed and shared with all stakeholders to identify short- 
medium- and long-term disaster response strategies. 

2. The required fire-fighting capacity and equipment must be provided at the Gadani 
shipyard on priority. Such measures must not be undermined by bureaucratic hurdles or 
on account of delay in sanction of resources.

3. A robust health facility, particularly one with a burn centre, should be established at 
Gadani on priority. 

Overall funds and capacity of the Balochistan Development Authority (BDA) and 
Balochistan Environment Protection Agency (BEPA) need to be improved. A properly 
equipped and resourced BEPA office should be opened at Gadani to facilitate oversight. 
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pressured into starting the work without delay. It appears that the workers agreed to do that 
because they feared loss of income. They believed that dismantling ships, irrespective of the 
working environment, was their only option to earn a living and they were not in a position to 
make demands about the working conditions.

The firefighters on the site, and other witnesses confirmed that the fire originated somewhere in 
the bottom chambers of the vessel, inside or near the fuel chambers of the oil tanker, where 
workers were using the welding torch, colloquially called gaslight,  to dismantle the ship.

Shipbreaking workers, union leaders and two engineers explained to the HRCP team that if a 
ship was not cleaned properly before work began, oil sludge remained at the bottom of the ship, 
often emitting flammable, noxious gases. They explained that the welding torch uses purified 
oxygen to fuel the flame to pierce the metal of the ship. Although no one from the bottom 
chambers of the ship lived to tell the tale, the recurring conjecture was that the immediate blast 
was the result of a worker accidentally dropping a gaslight into the oil-water-gas sludge at the 
bottom of the discarded ship. There was no safety equipment or strapping that could prevent the 
gaslight from falling in. 

Gaps in infrastructure
The disaster-related infrastructure at Gadani consists of one poorly equipped rural health 

The process

The Balochistan Labor Department is responsible for inspection of vessels at 
Gadani in order to ensure that they are safe for the dismantling work to begin. 

As per the managers of Balochistan Development Authority, corroborated by 
the Balochistan Environment Agency, the process through which a ship is 
approved for breaking after arriving in Pakistan usually takes around a 
month. 

They explain the process as follows: 
The Customs Department must inspect and give an NOC to any 
vessel reaching Pakistani waters for dismantling at Gadani. The 
department's job is to ensure that no illegal substance is being brought 
into Pakistan aboard the vessels. 

After verifying the Customs NOC, the Balochistan Environment 
Protection Agency (BEPA) has to inspect the vessel and conduct 
various tests to ensure that there is no fire hazard or risk of other 
potential damage to the environment per Pakistani law before issuing 
an NOC. 

Both these NOCs have to be brought to Balochistan Development 
Authority, which determines and collects the requisite provincial and 
federal taxes and issues its own NOC, clearing the way for the ship-
breaking work to commence. 
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recourse. Workers of Siraiki origin are mostly technicians and the Baloch are mostly munshis or 
serve on clerical posts. Since the workers come to Gadani without their families and are 
generally not regular residents of the area, the local social fabric has remained largely detached 
from the effects of the disaster, and the ship-breaking enterprise generally.

Ambiguity on numbers
There is no clarity even to this day about precisely how many workers were aboard the ship 
when the fire started. Many workers and police told the HRCP teams that a preliminary 
attendance of skilled workers had been taken by the contractor before they boarded the ship. 
According to that list, there appeared to be at least 100 workers on board. However, by most 
accounts, this was not an exhaustive list and there were other workers on the ship, including 
unskilled workers. Their attendance data was still on the ship when the fire erupted. Many 
workers called official casualty figures inaccurate; some stating that there might have been 80 
fatalities, not 28. 

Contractual arrangements
Ship breaking work at Gadani is organized on a contractual basis. The ship owner's 
management engages several contractors, each of whom is responsible for a particular job or 
area of work. The contractor hires the workers and sometimes further sub-contract the work. 
The contractor engaged for dismantling MT ACES had expired in the fire and his main assistant 
was not even sure about how many sub-contractors or teams were supposed to be working on 
the ship at the time when the fire started.

It appears that the contractor engaged to dismantle the vessel had been 
promised more work in the future if he could ensure that the ship 
was broken down within 45 days. The prescribed 
procedures for draining the vessel of fuel and other 
inflammable substances had not been followed and 
workers' attempt to cut though the fuel tank with a 
welding torch had started the fire. Many workers 
said the procedures for draining the vessel of fuel 
were usually ignored in the ship-breaking 
industry in Pakistan and there had been no 
attempt to enforce them at Gadani.

The cause of the fire
The exact number of the workers killed, injured 
and unaccounted for has been difficult to 
establish because of a lack of proper record of the 
workers onboard when the fire started. 

Many of the workers had died in the fire. Some had 
jumped in the water to escape the blaze but died because 
they did not know how to swim. Some of the surviving 
workers said that the vessel ship had not been properly 
cleaned, and that there was oil and gas inside the ship when the 
work was started.

Some of the workers narrated that they knew it was illegal (as per the Balochistan Environment 
Protection Act, 2012) to start dismantling a ship before it was properly cleaned of all possible fire 
hazards and granted a no-objection certificate (NOC). However, they said that they had been 

“They owners of the 
vessel called the contractor 

while he ate dinner at the 
dhabba with us. They said 'kisi 
bhi haal main kal batti lagao, 
warna nikal jao' (you either 

begin welding work to 
dismantle the vessel tomorrow 
or leave the premises).” – An 

elderly ship-breaking   
labourer at Gadani

“They owners of the 
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or leave the premises).” – An 

elderly ship-breaking   
labourer at Gadani

“They owners of the 
vessel called the contractor 

while he ate dinner at the 
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bhi haal main kal batti lagao, 
warna nikal jao' (you either 

begin welding work to 
dismantle the vessel tomorrow 
or leave the premises).” – An 

elderly ship-breaking   
labourer at Gadani
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ascertain what led to the disaster and what could have been done to prevent the disaster or 
minimize its impact. The visiting teams met representatives of ship owners, ship-breaking 
contractors, workers, union representatives, injured victims, their families, rescue workers, 
medical and technical experts, government representatives and security officials. Members of 
the fact-finding team also visited the hospitals where the casualties from the incident were 
taken. Some of the main findings based on interviews and other information received during 
related meetings are presented below.

Top ship-breaking destination
Pakistan is one of the five main ship-breaking destinations in the world; alongside Bangladesh, 
India, China and Turkey. Pakistan ranks fourth in the global comparison, in terms of scrapped 
volume as well as in absolute number of ships recycled. As per Pakistan Ship Breaking 
Association (PSBA), Gadani contributes an overwhelming proportion of scrap metal used by 
Pakistan's steel industry. According to the PSBA, the industry pays taxes in the vicinity of PKR 5 
billion annually, out of which 
30% go to the provincial 
government of Balochistan.
According to Balochistan 
Development Authority 
(BDA) officials, on average 
60 to 70 vessels are 
b e a c h e d  a t  G a d a n i .  
According to them, 130 
vessels were beached at 
Gadani in 2016. The BDA 
officials state that the 
vessel in question had 
reportedly not gone through 
any  o f  the  requ is i te  
processes and obtained no 
clearance declaring the 
vessel fit for the breaking 
work to begin. 

The workforce
Gadani 's proximity to 
Karachi (51 km) and Hub 
(33 km), where there is a 
surplus of labour, translates 
i n t o  e m p l o y m e n t  
opportunities for workers in 
both cities.

Demographically, roughly 
80% o f  the  worke rs  
engaged in hard labor 
engaged in the Gadani 
ship-breaking industry are 
Pakhtun and around 10% 
are workers of Bengali origin, mainly irregular immigrants. Another 5% are workers from Siraiki-
speaking areas of Punjab and the rest are from Balochistan. The Bengali workers are generally 
the most poorly paid and the worst treated because of their hazy legal status and general 
discriminatory practices towards them. This results in them having little social, political or legal 
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From the mining to the industrial sectors, the frequency of fatal and other serious work-related 
accidents has been a testament to the state of health and safety of workers in the country.

Workers' representatives and civil society organisations have consistently stated that these are 
anything but accidents. They blame businesses, preferring profit over workers' safety, and state 
mechanisms' failure to introduce and implement health and safety requirements in the 
workplace. This leads to workers dying or suffering serious injury in the work environment. 

Although the loss of life because of unsafe working conditions is unfortunately far too common, 
sometimes disasters of a wholly different scale force people to look at workers' safety issues 
more closely. 

The massive fire aboard a ship, being dismantled at Gadani Shipbreaking Yard, in Balochistan, 
in early November was indeed that disaster of a different scale. 

The vessel in question, a midsized crude oil tanker named MT ACES, built in 1982, had arrived 
at Gadani on 22nd October 2016. On 1st November 2016, the first day of dismantling work on 
the vessel, a massive explosion occurred when workers were cutting the oil tanker. At least 28 
workers were confirmed dead, and 58 were injured as a result. To this day, there is not a 
consensus on the final death toll. The fire raged for three days and despite much effort by the 
civilian and military firefighting machinery it has been suggested that the fire eventually died 
down after consuming all that could burn on the stricken vessel. 

Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) fact-finding teams visited Gadani twice to 

Horror stories from 
a ship-breaking yard
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Ahmadi place of worship in Chakwal district 
by a Muslim mob. The team learned that the 
incident, which took place in village 
Dualoimal, Chakwal, had roots which date 
back to 1996 when a dispute regarding the 
place of worship first erupted. A Canadian-
Pakistani who often visited Pakistan was 
alleged to be one actor instigating the Muslim 
villagers to take control of the Ahmadi worship 
place and use it as a mosque. A case 
regarding the disputed premises has been 
pending in the Lahore High Court (LHC) for 
nearly five years and the next hearing is due 
in January 2017. 

On the day of the incident, December 12, a 
mob of hundreds of people, which later 
swelled to a couple of thousands, surrounded 
the place of worship with around 40 to 50 
worshippers inside. The worshippers 
managed to leave the premises, after which a 
fire was started there and furniture destroyed. 
One of the worshippers died of a heart attack 
later. 

The Ahmadi community has reported that a 
few days before the incident, appeals and 
provocat ive messages via mosque 
loudspeakers were made by Muslim clerics 
during a milaad conference in Dualoimal 
regarding the ownership of the disputed place 
of worship. 

After these provocative announcements and 
a week before the incident occurred, the 
Ahmadi community had requested security 
and not i f ied the Chakwal  Dis t r ic t  
Coordination Officer (DCO) and the Punjab 
Chief Minister in writing about their 
apprehensions of a possible attack on the 
Ahmadi community. 

The letter mentioned the apprehension that 
on “December 12, 2016 the procession of Eid 
Milad un Nabi (Peace Be Upon Him) may 
endanger the life and property of Ahmadis. 
This would lead to a law and order problem in 
the village.”

The letter called for taking “adequate 
measures to protect the life and properties 
and worship places of Ahmadi community.”

THE HRCP fact-finding team noted that the 

First Information Report (FIR), lodged by a 
local police officer, stated that the place of 
worship was in possession of the Ahmadi 
community and the Eid Milad ul Nabi 
procession had deviated from the route that 
was permitted by the authorities and forcibly 
entered the worship pace. The FIR also 
stated that the police officers tried to stop the 
mob but failed because their numbers were 
no match for those of the mob. It was only 
when the army was deployed that the mob 
dispersed.

Whatever the reason, it is clear that despite 
the advance notice about security concerns, 
the local administration failed to take 
appropriate measures to protect the Ahmadi 
community from violence. Mob violence, 
following provocative appeals from mosque 
loud speakers, has not been an uncommon 
ploy to gain control of places of worship of 
Ahmadis. 

The attack on the place of worship appeared 
to be pre-planned and the Eid Milad un Nabi 
procession appeared to have been used as a 
means towards an end. The premises has 
since been sealed by the order of the District 
Coordination Officer (DCO) and Section 144 
of the PPC imposed. 

The two incidents constitute a failure on the 
part of the authorities to ensure protection of 
citizens' rights enshrined in the Constitution 
and under international human rights law. It is 
doubly frustrating when such denial occurs at 
the hands of agents of the state. They also 
reflect the government's limited capacity and 
will to investigate or prosecute the 
perpetrators of violence against the religious 
minorities, which has allowed a climate of 
impunity and intimidation to continue.

It is vital that a full inquiry be conducted into 
the circumstance of the raid at Rabwa and 
ascertain whether the heavy-handed tactics 
employed were part of the directions from 
above or at the initiative of the raiding party 
itself.
A separate probe must look closely into the 
mob attack on the Chakwal worship place and 
determine why appropriate action could not 
be taken to prevent the attack despite prior 
alerts to the authorities.
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Incremental intolerance towards minority 
religious groups has unfortunately not been 
an uncommon occurrence in the country in 
recent years. Such intolerance has been 
exemplified by faith-based intimidation and 
downright violence against religious minority 
communities. 

Some communities have been at the 
receiving end more than the others. Ahmadis 
constitute one such community. Two recent 
incidents in December, a raid on the offices of 
an Ahmadi publication in Rabwa and an 
attack on an Ahmadi place of worship in 
Chakwal, help understand how Ahmadi 
citizens are treated both at the hands of those 
tasked with their security as well as the 
zealots. 

The raid
In early-December, Punjab Counter 
Terrorism Department (CTD) raided on the 
office of a publication for the Ahmadi 
community in Rabwa. 

The raid was apparently connected with the 
publication of magazines printed by the 
Ahmadi community for Ahmadi citizens. As 
reported in the media, the Ahmadi magazines 
had been banned in December 2014 by the 
Punjab government and the Lahore High 
Court (LHC) had granted a stay order in June 
2015, after which no new order had been 
made in this regard.

Around 16 heavily armed uniformed 
policemen, and another 12 in civil clothes 
came in three police vans and forced their 
way into the offices of the Ahmadi publication. 
They went to the publishing office on the 
second floor where they arrested four staff 

Matters of faith and 
role of state 

and non-state actors

members. They also booked five others in an 
FIR registered under sections 298-B, 298-
B(a), 298-C of the Pakistan Penal Code 
(PPC) and 9-II(w) of Anti-Terrorism Act. The 
security guard was reported to be beaten and 
had to be rushed to hospital for treatment. 

The CTD raid appeared to be a violation of an 
LHC order, directing that “no coercive 
measures shall be adopted against the 
petitioner until the next date of hearing”. As far 
as the Human Rights Commission of 
Pakistan (HRCP) could gather no new order 
had been made in this regard.
Subsequent media reports have highlighted 
that although the raid was reportedly 
conducted on a complaint, the complainant 
party was not named. However, the 
Facebook page of a religious group claimed 
that the CTD had conducted a raid on its 
complaint. 

HRCP has publicly expressed its concern 
over the manner in which the raid was 
conducted. HRCP noted that there was no 
reason to jostle and rough up four people who 
were arrested. The raiding party apparently 
had no warrant. In any case, none was shown 
despite specific requests. No receipt was 
given for laptop and desktop computers, 
mobile phones, office papers and books that 
the raiding team took away. The CTD team 
also disconnected several security cameras 
installed around the building.

HRCP has stated that it was for the CTD and 
the provincial authorities to explain why a raid 
against peaceful, unarmed citizens needed to 
be heavy-handed and why were those taken 
into custody were mistreated.

Attack on the worship place
An HRCP team conducted a fact-finding 
mission to investigate the attack on the 
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public sphere. He discussed how the state has been able to bar a great deal of information and 
curb potential dissent and critical thinking. 

Dr. Mehdi Hassan talked about the evolution of media in Pakistan to its present stage where it 
was no more regulated by the required editorial controls and had thus declined into an institution 
that largely functioned on superficiality rather than in-depth analysis. 

Ms. Asma Jahangir concluded the discussion by stressing the importance of an active role of 
every civil society member to ensure the protection of democratic rights. She also stressed the 
need for journalists to resist anti-democratic pressures and stand up for their civil rights.

The speakers stressed that intimidation and curbs on the media and civil society organisations 
in Pakistan today could deprive society of the benefits of civil society actions in the form of 
ensuring transparency, accountability and fighting corruption. They flagged demonsiation of 
non-governmental organisations and imposition of arbitrary and utterly unnecessary 
restrictions on their operations as clear attempts to gag them and prevent them from educating 
the people about their rights and highlighting problematic aspects of official actions.

At the conclusion of the discussion, the speakers and other civil society activists held a 
demonstration outside the Lahore Press Club to call for ending the curbs on freedom of 
expression and the right to know.

The HRCP Special Task Force in Multan organized a rally where lawyers, other civil society 
members and brick kiln workers marched from Allama Iqbal Park to the Multan Press Club to 
attract attention to the importance of freedom of expression and the right to know. 
The HRCP office in Gilgit Baltistan held a demonstration outside Gilgit Press Club. One of the 
protestors at the rally said that now a large number of people, including different human rights 
organizations, come together to raise their voice against denial of rights, which was not the case 
25 years ago. 

The HRCP office in Islamabad held a demonstration in front of the National Press Club on the 
eve of Human Rights Day. Civil society activists attended in large numbers, in the hope of 
drawing the government's attention towards issues such as suppressing freedom of expression 
which compromises enjoyment of all human rights.

Demonstrations were also held by HRCP offices in Hyderabad, Sukkur, Peshawar, Quetta and 
Turbat. 

Demonstration in Hyderabad



The Multan rally
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compromised despite constitutional guarantees. He pointed out the provisions in law and 
practice that negated the freedom of expression and also talked about the vagueness 
surrounding the implementation of the contempt of court law. 

Mr. Ahmed Rashid shed light on the continuing decline of appropriate communication channels 
between the state and the media. He discussed how the rise in the importance and relevance of 
social media platforms has made it difficult for the government withhold information to the extent 
possible with the traditional channels of communication. 

Mr. I.A. Rehman pointed out the grave issue of lack of dissent (from the popular narrative) in the 

Demonstration in Islamabad outside the National Press Club
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In the human rights calendar, no date holds more significance than December 10, Human 
Rights Day. On this day, in 1948, Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted, 
representing the universality, indivisibility and interdependence of human rights. 

The day affords an opportunity every year to emphasise the important of all human rights for all. 
2016 has been a year full of challenges for those calling for human rights of the citizens. This 
year, Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) considered it vital to highlight the 
escalating challenges to the freedom of expression, growing censorship and direct and indirect 
ways to clamp down on dissent and views critical of authority. 

That was important because HRCP believed that the state of freedom of expression in Pakistan 
should be of great concern to citizens, not just on Human Rights Day but all around the year, 
because suppression of the freedom of expression compromised enjoyment of all human rights 
for everyone, not merely for the media or for the larger civil society.

On Human Rights Day, HRCP offices across the country held demonstrations, walks, vigils and 
talks in a campaign with the theme 'no right without the right to freedom of expression'.

HRCP organised the main discussion on the theme at a seminar at the Lahore Press Club. Key 
speakers at the event were HRCP Secretary General I. A. Rehman, former HRCP chairpersons 
Asma Jahangir and Dr. Mehdi Hassan, renowned journalist Ahmed Rashid and lawyer and 
Human Rights Watch representative Saroop Ijaz. The event was attended by a large number of 
civil society activists. 

Mr. Saroop Ijaz discussed the many ways in which the freedom of expression was being 
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No right without the right to freedom of 
expression

Ahmed Rashid addresses the December 10 HRCP seminar at Lahore Press Club.

On Human Rights Day, HRCP organised a seminar on the theme – 'no right 
without the right to freedom of expression' at Lahore, which was followed by 

a demonstration. HRCP offices across the country held demonstrations, 
walks, vigils and talks in a campaign on the same theme.
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