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          20th December, 2018 

 
 
 
Death penalty  
HUMAN rights campaigners couldn’t believe their ears in the early hours of Tuesday. News got out that, 
along with 121 other countries, Pakistan voted in favour of a resolution calling for a moratorium on the 
death penalty at the UN General Assembly Plenary Session in New York on Monday. The remaining 35 
countries voted against the resolution, while 32 others abstained. Along with Dominica, Libya and Malaysia, 
Amnesty reported that Pakistan had changed its vote from 2016. But all hopes of a miraculously changed 
position were dashed only a few hours later when the Foreign Office issued a statement saying that the UN 
had made a ‘mistake’, and Pakistan was, in fact, one of the countries that had voted against the resolution. 
Pakistan’s ambassador to the UN also tweeted a clarification: “In accordance with its consistent policy, 
voted against the General Assembly resolution calling for a moratorium on execution, with a view to 
abolishing the death penalty. The vote was inaccurately recorded due to a technical hitch. The record has 
been put straight with the UN.” 
 
Regardless of who should be blamed for the ‘technical error’, Pakistan has made a bigger mistake by voting 
against the resolution, playing with the lives of thousands on death row. Pakistan hands out the highest form 
of punishment for 27 offences. Since 2004, over 4,500 people have been sentenced to death by hanging in 
the country. Save for the period between 2008 and 2013 (barring one execution in 2012), when a 
moratorium on the death penalty existed, hundreds have been placed on the death list because of the 
collective failure of state and society. Since the lifting of the moratorium, Pakistan has carried out almost 
500 executions. These are largely nameless, faceless people in the public consciousness, condemned for 
crimes they may or may not have committed. The criminal justice system — in particular the military courts 
that lack any semblance of transparency — is not without grave faults. Flawed investigations as apparent in 
contradictory reports, ‘confessions’ obtained under duress and unsubstantiated evidence are just a few 
aspects of the defects inherent in the system. Crucially, it is the poor, who have no choice but to depend on 
substandard legal defence, that are made to inordinately suffer at the hands of this imperfect system that 
creates more victims in the name of ‘peace and justice’. Capital punishment is irrevocable and has no place 
in any society. It must be abolished.     
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