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Shadow Prison(s) in Tamil Nadu

N Malathy 

Over a period of more than 
20 years, successive state 
governments of Tamil Nadu, even 
as they have claimed to be 
politically in favour of the Tamil 
Eelam cause, have continued to 
maintain horrid “special camps” 
for certain Tamil Eelam refugees, 
one of which is still in existence. 
This is an account of the awful 
conditions and the wide-ranging 
violations of the rights of the 
inmates of these camps. 

N Malathy (n.malathy@gmail.com) is a writer 
based in Wellington, New Zealand. 

The Tamil Nadu government is host 
to many refugees from Sri Lanka 
and Tibet. Yet, it is the Eelam 

Tamils from the island that dominate the 
refugee scene in the state. Tamil Eelam 
refugees, though concentrated in Tamil 
Nadu, also live in Kerala and other states 
of India in smaller numbers. (Tamil Eelam 
is a proposed independent state for 
Tamils in Sri Lanka.) 

These Tamil Eelam refugees are cate-
gorised into three types—non-camp ref-
ugees, open camp refugees, and “special 
camp” refugees. Non-camp refugees are 
people with suffi cient resources to live 
on their own in rented places. They have 
received little attention from activists, 
researchers or the media, perhaps justi-
fi ably. Open camp refugees live in more 
than a hundred camps scattered across 
Tamil Nadu. These camps have received 
some attention, the conditions therein 
des cribed in terms ranging from inade-
quate to horrid. This article intends to 
throw some light on the so-called special 
camps, which have received very little 
attention.

India is not a signatory to the United 
Nations Convention Relating to the Status 
of Refugees. It manages its refugee intake 
under the Foreigners Act, 1946, enacted 
before India gained independence from 
Britain, and the Foreigners Order, 1948. 
The Foreigners Act, 1946 states: “The 
Central Government may by order make 
provision … for prohi biting, regulating 
or restricting the entry of foreigners into 
India or their departure there from or 
their presence or continued presence 
therein,” including “requiring him to re-
side in a particular place,” and “impos-
ing any restrictions on his movements.” 

All three types of Tamil Eelam refugees 
are managed under this law but with 
differing levels of restriction on their 
freedom of movement. The special camp 
refugees face the most restricted freedom 
of movement. Radhakrishnan, a lawyer 
from Tamil Nadu, commenting on the 
law that governs refugees in India, says: 

It is a serious shortcoming that India has no 
special law for refugees. Only a refugee law 
can rectify this. In 2000, the Justice Bhagwa-
ti Committee recommended provisional citi-
zenship for refugees but that is still on hold.

The fl ow of Tamil Eelam refugees into 
Tamil Nadu began with the 1983 pogrom 
against Tamils in Sri Lanka. At that 
time, the Tamil Eelam refugees were ac-
cepted with sympathy and were given 
extensive benefi ts in education and oth-
er facilities. This changed in 1990 when 
the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) 
was asked to leave the island following a 
three-year long operation in the Tamil 
homeland of the island. Following the 
exit of the IPKF, the open camp refugees 
faced severe restrictions on their move-
ment. Also, the very fi rst special camp 
was created in Vellore in Tamil Nadu 
following the IPKF episode, purportedly 
to hold Tamil Eelam militants. Our story 
starts at this juncture.

The manner in which the Eelam Tamils 
suspected of being militants were brought 
to this Vellore special camp did not bode 
well for what was to follow. The fi rst batch 
of inmates was taken there on a fake 
pro mise of employment and locked up. 
The Eelam Tamils, in captivity, began pro-
testing. When their hunger strike did not 
lead to talks, the angry inmates set fi re 
to the “prison” gate and threw stones at 
the police who arrived. The police opened 
fi re killing two of them. Thus began the 
25-year long history of special camps for 
the Eelam Tamils. Following the assassi-
nation of Rajiv Gandhi, successive Tamil 
Nadu governments continued to open 
more special camps, in Chengalpattu, 
Poonamallee, Pudukkottai, Meloor, Thir-
uchchi, Thiruvaiyaru, Athipatti, and Palani 
and in other areas. All of these special 
camps, except one, have been closed 
over the years. Today, one camp exists in 
Thiruchchi with 21 Tamil Eelam refu-
gees, many of whom have been held for 
many years. This Thiruchchi special 
camp is located within the Thiruchchi 
prison complex.

Courts and Special Camps

Given that no regulations existed with 
respect to management of the special 
camps, in a ruling in 1991, the Madras 
High Court laid down the administrative 
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guidelines for managing the special camps. 
According to these guidelines: (i) An as-
sistant tehsildar should be appointed to 
manage and ensure regular food supplies. 
(ii) Other than restrictions on their move-
ment, the natural rights of the special camp 
refugees are not to be denied. (iii) The 
refugees, if they wish, should be allowed 
to have their families with them at the 
expense of the state. (iv) The refugees 
should not be locked up in cells and should 
be allowed to move freely inside the camp 
premises. (v) Visitors should be allowed to 
visit the inmates without any time restric-
tion and can give the inmates materials 
for their personal use. (vi) Police should 
be placed outside the premises for guard-
ing the camps, but all other matters 
should be in the hands of the tehsildar. 
(vii) If the refugees wish to return to 
their homeland, they should be permit-
ted to do so, and the expenses for this 
may be borne by the state, if necessary.

According to many activists and lawyers 
in Tamil Nadu who have worked on the 

cases of the special camp inmates, the 
guidelines of the Madras High Court have 
not been respected by successive Tamil 
Nadu governments. Pugalenthi, a promi-
nent Tamil Nadu lawyer, who takes up 
cases on behalf of the special camp in-
mates to the courts, says: 

All the courts all the way to the Supreme 
Court are maintaining that special camps 
are ‘living spaces.’ Yet, these ‘living spaces’ 
do not allow families to stay together. Fam-
ily members can only visit them after getting 
permission from an administrative offi ce 
that is not near the camp. This can take up 
to a day to obtain. The family members must 
leave the camp before 5.00 pm. Even law-
yers have to go through this procedure. 

Pugalenthi says that the Poonamallee 
special camp was indeed a prison com-
plex set up to hold the accused in the Rajiv 
Gandhi assassination case, which was lat-
er renamed a special camp. The ground 
of this special camp is cemented and the 
roof is low; the inmates feel cramped and 
one cannot even play inside. Many Eelam 
Tamils were held here for many years. 

Over the years, the special camp refu-
gees have gone on a number of protest 
fasts demanding improvements to their 
living conditions, but their protests were 
simply ignored. Instead, some of them 
were charged with attempted suicide. 
According to Pugalenthi, nearly 50 such 
charges had been brought against the 
Eelam Tamils held in these special 
camps. Pugalenthi cites several examples 
when they were punished for protesting 
against the way they were kept inside 
the camp.

On many occasions the inmates chal-
lenged their detention before courts of 
law. Among the 21 inmates presently 
held, there are two who were released 
by the courts but are still being held in 
the special camp. 

The case of Balachandran, who was 
eventually released after eight years, is 
illustrative of the plight of special camp 
refugees. Balachandran published an 
account on the special camps in 2015.1 He 
had arrived in India legally in 1990 with 
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the intention of proceeding to Canada to 
join his brother. One year after arriving 
in India, while waiting for his Canadian 
visa, he was arrested by the Q–branch, 
the intelligence division of the Tamil Nadu 
police. He was not told the reason for his 
arrest. According to Balachandran, he 
was asked to cooperate with the Q–branch 
intelligence agents to tarnish the then 
Tamil Nadu chief minister, M Karunanidhi, 
whose government was sacked by the 
central government. Balachandran refused. 
A friend brought a habeas corpus case to 
the courts, at which stage Balachandran 
was framed on fake charges. He was 
brought to the courts and remanded to 
prison. He was then shunted from prison 
to special camp to prison and was even-
tually released with no conviction. 

Conditions in the Special Camps

Protests by the special camp refugees 
over the years since the early 1990s have 
received some coverage in certain lesser-
known dailies of Tamil Nadu. In 1991, 
inmates in the Vellore camp went on a 
protest fast demanding that they should 
not be locked up in tiny cells, be given 
suffi cient food, be allowed to live with 
their families, and be allowed to meet 
their visitors. None of their demands were 
met. In 1994, media reports say that the 
inmates in the Thiruchchi special camp 
with 40 inmates went on a protest fast 
with similar demands. In 1996, media 
reports say that in the Meloor camp 
with 30 inmates, including fi ve children 
and fi ve women, the inmates went on a 
protest fast with very similar demands. 
They demanded that they be allowed to 
move freely inside the camp, that they 
be allowed to live with their families, that 
visitors be allowed to meet them, and 
that female police offi cers be appointed 
to manage the fi ve females in the camp. 
The children could not attend school. 
When the chief government offi cer in 
charge did not come to meet them, they 
threatened to commit suicide, and four 
of the inmates cut themselves with 
broken bottles and fainted. Yet the offi cers 
who were contacted responded by say-
ing that only the government’s decision 
can change their conditions. Such pro-
tests and fasting by inmates have con-
tinued to this date with little or no 

redressal of grievances by the Tamil 
Nadu government. 

In another case in 2015, Maheswaran, 
the husband of an Tamil Eelam woman, 
married only for two years, was impri-
soned. He was released on bail but as he 
walked out, he was apprehended and 
put in a special camp. The family of his 
wife, Prasanthi, decided to marry her 
off to someone else because no one 
comes out of special camps in a short 
time. The wife visited the husband in 
the camp and they both committed sui-
cide together in frustration about their 
future. This was widely reported in the 
Tamil Nadu media.

In 2010, when Eelam Tamils in the 
Chengalpattu special camp went on a 
protest fast, about 200 police entered the 
camp at night and severely assaulted the 
30 protesters. Fifteen of the inmates were 
severely injured. They were taken to the 
hospital and then produced before the 
courts on the charge that they assaulted 
the policemen. They were put in Vellore 
prison. When they were released on bail 
10 days later, they were again locked up 
in the Poonamallee special camp, but 
eventually they were released.

Even as late as 2015 and 2016, special 
camp refugees have gone on protest 
fasts. The 2015 protest was ignored by 
the special camp authorities, politicians, 
activists and the media. In December 
2016, 11 of them went on a protest fast 
yet again, demanding that they be sent 
back to Sri Lanka. According to the fasting 
protesters, some of them had arrived on 
tourist visas but had been thrown in the 
special camp on false accusations. Some 
are accused of trying to leave India ille-
gally by boat. The 2016 fast had been 
called off after the authorities promised 
that action will be taken. The inmates 
are still waiting for redress. 

Pugalenthi says that only Tamil Eelam 
refugees are held in such cruel camps. 
He cites the example of 12 Nigerians who 
were held in a special camp in Thirupoor. 
Eventually, unable to manage the pro-
tests of the Nigerians, they were sent 
back to Nigeria at state expense. The 
Tamil Eelam refugees who protested 
demanding similar rights—to be able to 
live with their families and to expedite 
the court cases pending against them—

were, however, slapped with criminal 
charges. Radhakrishnan, also a lawyer, 
says that India treats different groups of 
refugees differently. 

It has always been hard for Tamil Eelam 
women to come forward and report sexual 
abuse and rape. One therefore needs to 
rely on the statements of other inmates to 
get a glimpse of this type of abuse in the 
camps. The police and even the higher 
authorities have been accused of sexu-
ally abusing the women detained in the 
camps. Women have been taken from 
the camp on the pretext of medical 
treatment and then raped by police and 
others in authority.

Balachandran states several cases in 
his book about women being taken out 
and sexually abused. In one case, even 
the tehsildar in charge of the camp was 
taking a woman inmate out and sexually 
abusing her. Even non-camp refugee 
women did not escape the sexual preda-
tion of police personnel, including, in 
one case, a senior offi cer of the Q–branch 
of the Tamil Nadu police. He is said to have 
framed charges against the woman’s 
husband and thrown him in a special 
camp after which he demanded sexual 
favours from her as a precondition for her 
husband’s release. Another police offi cer 
who came to know of this also demanded 
the same from her. When she refused, he 
threw her in another special camp on a 
fake charge of narcotics traffi cking.

Threats to Silence

Pugalenthi gives an example of how open 
camp refugees are silenced from protest-
ing by throwing them in special camps. 
One non-camp refugee, referred to as 
Eelanehru, is respected for his efforts to 
raise funds to enable the open camp 
children to continue with their tertiary 
education. He would raise the funds from 
cinema celebrities and other wealthy 
people in Tamil Nadu. Around this time 
four Eelam Tamils from the refugee camp 
were thrown into a special camp. Two of 
them were badly assaulted and brought 
back to the open camp. Eelanehru raised 
this issue with the media. The next day 
he was thrown into the special camp.

In another example, four Tamil Eelam 
refugees, who had come to Tamil Nadu 
to take some medicines and blood bags 
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to the war-affected people, were thrown 
into the central prison. When they were 
released on bail they were thrown in 
Chengalpattu and Poonamallee special 
camps. This was just four months prior to 
the end of the war in 2009 in Mullivaikkal 
where thousands were killed and injured. 
Subsequently, another man who had 
gained British citizenship came from 
London to Tamil Nadu to get married. 
He had already visited India twice. He 
brought a laptop for a friend who hap-
pened to be one of the four arrested 
in the medicine-related incident. The 
visitor from London was traced through 
this friend and he too was put in the 
special camp. All of them were released 
only after fi ve years. 

Some Common Threads
The  special camps have been entirely 
under the control of the Tamil Nadu 
government. This is the same govern-
ment that is supposedly confronting the 
central government in the courts re-
garding the release of the seven accused 
in the Rajiv Gandhi assassination case. 
It is a contradiction and a puzzle that 
needs to be refl ected upon. 

More than seven years after the end of 
the war in Sri Lanka, these cruel special 
camps are continuing. The views among 
the lawyers and activists who have agi-
tated for the release of the Eelam Tamils 
from the special camps have some com-
mon threads. It is seen as an easy way of 
muzzling the open camp refugees who 

may protest about abuse and inadequacies 
in the open camps as has been described 
in one case. Activists also believe that 
the central and the state governments 
use the existence of special camp inmates 
as proof that Tamil Tigers are still active in 
India and therefore, their proscription 
must continue. The Indian authorities may 
be unable to provide evidence to main-
tain the proscription of Tamil Tigers in the 
Supreme Court, and so the continuation 
of the proscription on Tamil Tigers is 
ruled by a special tribunal  appointed by 
the central government. 

Note

1   Concentration Camps of Tamil Nadu: The So-
called Special Camps, by Tholar Balan (trans-
lated by M S Thambirajah), Tholar Press, 2015.


