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	Enforced disappearances and abuse by security forces, including abductions and torture, are commonplace in Pakistan, especially against political activists, journalists, and minority groups. Enforced disappearance often involves torture or ill-treatment without due process or legal safeguards. These illegal and gross human rights violations contravene both the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and United Nations Convention against Torture (UNCAT). 
	(I) Case in focus: Torture of Imran Khan and other PTI leaders
		Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf leader Imran Khan has been held in Central Jail Rawalpindi since August, 2023, under politically motivated charges. The 73-year old political leader had been kept in isolation for months and denied proper medical access. He is now suffering from 85% vision loss in his right eye. After being in denial for several months about Khan’s medical condition, the authorities allowed him proper treatment due to the hue and cry raised by his family and supporters. 
		Based on reports from Pakistan Institute of Medical Sciences, Khan was diagnosed with a condition called right central retinal vein occlusion, for which he received anti-VEGF treatment. A subsequent government-appointed medical board reported improvement in his condition and didn’t recommend hospital transfer. The government authorities are blatantly denying allegations of negligence and ill-treatment on their part, despite evidence of prolonged illness and denial of effective medical care to an elderly person under detention for genuine illness.
		Imran Khan has not been allowed regular access to independent specialist doctors of his choice. The examination conducted by the medical board have been rejected by his family since it was conducted in the absence of personal physicians or family representatives. Request to transfer him to a reputable hospital, framing it as matter under the constitutional and human rights protections have fallen on deaf ears so far. The only solace is that the Pakistan Supreme Court has ordered the formation of a medical team, directed that his eye-examination be completed within a timeframe as well allow him to speak with his family. 
		Denial of urgent medical attention that subsequently led to loss of vision, even if partial, is an obvious case of cruelty, apathy and state torture of a person detained under fabricated charges. Pakistan is guilty of deliberate violation of the laws under UNCAT to which it is a state party.
		Another recent (February 2026) case in which Pakistan again has violated UNCAT happened when Faheem Khan, form Member of National Assembly (MNA) from PTI, Raja Azhar from PTI, and sitting Member of Provincial Assembly (MPA) Wajid Hussain were unlawfully detained, blindfolded, and subjected to severe custodial torture by police in Korangi, Karachi under the provisions of Maintenance of Public Order (MPO) Ordinance. These acts occurred in a police station, with visible marks of assault. 
		Raja Azhar, Faheem Khan and others showed photographs of torture marks and also rolled up his shirt and showed bruises on his back and belly to members of the media. He also presented the photographs, showing visible injuries sustained by Faheem Khan during the detention. Raja Azhar alleged that he and Faheem Khan were blindfolded, beaten and humiliated at the Awami police station after being detained. He claimed that 30 to 40 individuals entered the premises and assaulted them for nearly half an hour in the presence of senior officers. Later they were taken in a police van after their photographs were taken. They plan to use the medico-legal examination evidence in legal proceedings. An independent and transparent inquiry into the alleged custodial abuse is required.
		SSP Korangi Fida Janwari, DSP Khushnood, SHO Aamir, SHO Nasir and other officials were involved in torture, against whom transparent investigation and registration of FIRs are required. PTI officials have approached the Sindh High Court (SHC) seeking an order to register FIRs and hold officers responsible for deliberate mistreatment.
		In the Sindh custodial abuse case of PTI leaders, the following aspects could constitute violations of Pakistan’s UNCAT obligations if independently verified:
· Prohibition of Torture and Inhuman Treatment- Blindfolding, beating, and physical assault of detainees in official custody are prohibited under Article 1 of UNCAT, which bans torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment by state agents.
· Rights of Detainees to Safeguards and Protection- UNCAT requires detainees have access to legal counsel, medical examination, and humane conditions to prevent abuse. If PTI leaders were denied effective access to legal safeguards while held or if authorities did not conduct independent investigations, that could undermine Pakistan’s treaty obligations. Reports suggest material evidence (like medico-legal reports) was being sought to prove abuse.
· Duty to Investigate and Hold Perpetrators Accountable- States must investigate credible allegations of torture, prosecute perpetrators, and provide effective remedies for the victims. In the PTI case, part of the legal challenge is the refusal of a lower court to register an FIR against police based on the police report, prompting the PTI to approach the Sindh High Court — highlighting gaps in accountability.
 
II Case in focus: Arbitrary detention and torture of Mahrang Baloch
Prominent Baloch woman Dr. Mahrang Baloch and other human rights defenders accompanying her in Karachi, faced mistreatment and abuse on 8 October, 2024. Mahrang Baloch was attacked by Sindh police while she was returning from the Karachi’s Jinnah international airport. The immigration authorities at the airport had denied her permission to leave the country. 
Mahrang, leader of the Baloch Yakjehti Committee (BYC) was to attend an event in New York organized by TIME which had named her in the TIME100 Next 2024 List recognizing her human rights work.  immigration officers at the Karachi airport withheld her passport for several hours and denied her permission to board her flight without any legal basis or reasoning. She finally left the airport at around midnight after recovering her passport. The vehicle she was travelling was intercepted by the Sindh police in close proximity to the airport.
The police physically and verbally abused Mahrang and several other human rights defenders including Sammi Deen Baloch. They also seized her passport,  mobile phone, vehicle keys, and left her and her companions stranded on a deserted road at late hours in the night.
Mahrang has led peaceful campaigns against systemic violations in Balochistan including extra judicial killings, enforced disappearances, arbitrary detentions and custodial torture. She is a staunch advocate for the rights of the ethnic Baloch community in Pakistan. She, like many human rights defenders speak out against state violence, especially seeking to hold the military and intelligence agencies accountable. Such defenders undertake significant risks  against themselves and their families.
Mahrang’s case is not an isolated incident. Reprisals including restrictions on travel are common in Pakistan, especially for those who speak out against state repression. Mahrang’s fellow activist Sammi Deen Baloch, the Front Line Defenders award winner for 2024 was prevented from traveling to Geneva for an advocacy mission in August 2024. Human rights defenders from oppressed communities such as the Baloch are especially targeted. Peaceful demonstrations by civil society groups such as Baloch Yakjehti Committee (Baloch Solidarity Committee) have been suppressed by the state with brute force and criminalized.
Mahrang was arrested again in March, 2025 during a peaceful sit-in protest in Quetta, Balochistan. For nearly 12 hours after her arrest, there was no information about her whereabouts. Her younger sister Mehran-e-Sareng and two other were also detained. They were held at Hudda District Prison, Quetta.
In response to the arbitrary arrest, detention  and torture of Mahrang, civil society groups such as Front Line Defenders called on Pakistani authorities to immediately stop the reprisals and disinformation campaign against Mahrang and guarantee her personal safety. There were also calls for independent and effective inquiry into the conduct of the personnel of Sindh police who attacked Mahrang and hold those responsible accountable for their actions. However, none of the requests or recommendations have been implemented. Mahrang still remains in detention despite the absence of any evidence of wrongdoing,  facing ill-treatment and torture on a daily basis. Her basic right to live and right to dignity have been halted.
Certain detainees were subjected to physical assault by jail officials, and were out of contact with their families for extended periods. These  circumstances have been are violations of Pakistan’s legal and international obligations, including under UNCAT. Even if the physical assault allegations are not directly about Mahrang herself, they are part of the same pattern of treatment of activists associated with BYC.
Many international bodies such as Amnesty International noted that Mahrang and fellow detainees were denied consistent access to legal assistance and family contac. In some cases, they faced delays in receiving official notices about extensions of detention. These procedural deficiencies can constitute cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment for impeding due process and safeguards meant to prevent abuse while detained — an obligation under both UNCAT and Pakistan’s constitution.
Mahrang Baloch’s activism focused on peaceful protest, documentation of abuses, and advocacy for victims of enforced disappearances. The use of broad preventive detention laws (like MPO) and multiple FIRs against her and other leaders despite the absence of credible evidence of violence has been criticised as a form of legal harassment.
Implementation Challenges
Pakistan signed the UN Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment on 17 April 2008 and ratified it on 23 June 2010. Being a state party, Pakistan is legally obliged to
· Prevent torture and ill-treatment anywhere under its jurisdiction;
· Criminalize torture in domestic law with effective penalties;
· Investigate and punish perpetrators of torture;
· Provide remedies and redress to victims;
· Report periodically to the UN Committee Against Torture (UNCAT) on implementation.
With reference to this convention’s adoption by Pakistan, a major structural issue that undermines the country’s compliance of UNCAT is absence in operative laws that criminalize torture. While Pakistan’s constitution prohibits torture for extracting evidence, there is no comprehensive domestic law against the use of torture in line with UNCAT’s definition. Bills such as Torture and Custodial Death (Prevention and Punishment) Act) have been prepared and even passed by the National Assembly, yet they await effective implementation at the federal level for many years.
Human rights bodies, such as Human Rights Watch and Justice Project Pakistan, and civil society have repeatedly urged the country to criminalize torture in law by ensuring independent investigations and accountability. This matters because without a clear domestic law, Pakistan cannot fully meet its UNCAT obligations to bring accountability for torture-related cases.
The criminalisation of legitimate expression and peaceful dissent can create conditions where detainees are vulnerable to arbitrary treatment or abuse. It undermines UNCAT’s requirement that no one in custody be subjected to torture or ill-treatment under the guise of security laws.
In its periodic reviews under UNCAT, the international community has repeatedly emphasized that Pakistan’s domestic laws do not align with UNCAT obligations, especially since torture is not clearly defined and criminalized in the domestic law. The accountability for the crimes is undermined due to the lack of independent investigation mechanisms in cases of alleged torture or custodial death. Continuing reports of custodial abuse by police and security forces suggest that UNCAT ‘s standards are not fully met.
Even where provincial mechanisms exist (e.g., training programs for police in Sindh on custodial safeguards), implementation and oversight remain inconsistent, and rights protections are often not enforced uniformly. Civil society advocacy highlights insufficient complaint and redress mechanisms and lack of transparent investigations into allegations of torture.
While Pakistan is formally bound by the Convention Against Torture, significant implementation gaps remain, including an absence of comprehensive anti-torture legislation, weak accountability mechanisms, and ongoing violations reported in Sindh and other provinces. These issues have been highlighted by UN treaty bodies, human rights NGOs, and civil society reports, indicating systemic challenges rather than isolated incidents in fulfilling its treaty obligations.
Organisations like Amnesty International have publicly condemned the broader crackdown on Baloch activists, noting:
· Disregard for rights of detainees.
· Weaponisation of law enforcement and preventive detention.
· Obstruction of bail and procedural safeguards.
· Lack of access to medical care or due process, worsening detainees’ physical and mental wellbeing.
These criticisms tie directly to UNCAT obligations that states protect individuals from torture and ensure humane treatment in custody.
In the Mahrang Baloch case and associated BYC activist detentions as well as former Prime Minister Imran Khan and other senior PTI leaders, Pakistan’s actions violate protections against torture and ill-treatment as required by the Convention Against Torture. Incidents of allegations and reports pointing to abuses and procedural violations are often framed by official Pakistani sources as law enforcement measures under domestic security laws. The interpretation of compliance with international treaties like UNCAT depends on legal analysis by independent bodies including UN treaty monitoring committees and human rights organisations.
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