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A somewhat strange purification ritu-
al took place in Surewada village

near Bhandara last April. Students ap-
pearing for a geography examination in
the local school were taken aback when a
teacher sprinkled what was suspected to
be cow urine on them as well as their
answer sheets. The headmaster and as-
sistant teacher of the school were arrest-
ed under the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atroc-
ities) Act, 1989. The ritual was supposed-
ly performed "to purify" the school after
the transfer of a Scheduled Caste
headmistress.

The case went to trial and on July 15,
2008, a special judge in Bhandara ruled
that the charges under the Atrocities Act
were not tenable and the prosecution
had failed to establish that the liquid
which was sprinkled on the students was
cow urine. The judge while acquitting
the headmaster and teacher, also crit-
icised the inordinate delay of 12 days in
lodging the first information report
(FIR) and said that "all these facts give
rise to an unnatural story put up by the
prosecution." The verdict in this in-
stance is more the rule than the excep-
tion for offences under the Atrocities
Act. According to an official report,
"Crime in Maharashtra, 2007," by the
State Criminal Investigation Depart-
ment (CID) released this year, the con-
viction rate under the Atrocities Act for
2007 was a minuscule 1.9 and for offenc-
es against Scheduled Castes it was 2.2
per cent. In 2007, the CID report says
the rate of crime against Scheduled
Castes was the highest in Bhandara
district.

It was in Bhandara too that in Febru-
ary this year, a court convicted Purush-
ottam Selokar under the Atrocities Act
and sentenced him to six years rigorous
imprisonment and a fine of Rs. 4,000 for
abusing his neighbour and threatening
her with violence. Post Khairlanji the
police noticed a marked increase in the

The survivor of the ghastly attack in Khairlanji Bhaiyyalal
Bhotmange, says that many guilty were discharged. - PHOTO: PTI

number of cases filed under the Atroc-
ities Act. In this district villages have
small populations of Scheduled Castes
which makes them more vulnerable. In
Khairlanji, the two remaining families
have been petitioning the government to
be relocated.

The initial shoddy investigation and
suppression of evidence in the Khairlan-
ji incident did not give much hope for the
case. The survivor of the ghastly attack,
Bhaiyyalal Bhotmange, is still of the opi-
nion that many of those guilty were dis-
charged. He has been demanding that all
the culprits who murdered his wife and
three children be brought to book. The
government reacted to public pressure
by handing over the case to the CBI and
appointing an ad hoc sessions court for
the trial. The case received wide media

attention and was closely followed.
However, the court did not uphold the
charges under the Atrocities Act. Despite
this, there was an unprecedented convic-
tion and in many ways it has set a stan-
dard of sorts.

Crimes against the Scheduled Castes
have been on the rise in Maharashtra.

The CID report says there were 1166
offences against members of Scheduled
Castes in 2007 as compared to 1053 dur-
ing 2006, signifying an increase of 10.73
per cent. The report also points out that
from 2002 to 2007, the offences against
Scheduled Castes under both the Indian
Penal Code and the Atrocities Act have
increased by 83.91 per cent. A report by
several human rights organisations in-
cluding the National Campaign for Dalit
Human Rights in July 2008 has docu-


