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The basis of Situational Crime Prevention, Routine Activity Approach, Environmental Criminology, Opportunity Theory and related perspectives is the notion of rational choice. The preventive techniques are based on the assumption that a rational offender is unlikely to act if the efforts of committing a crime are greater than the expected rewards. This paper seeks to extend the notion of rational choice from the individual to the group and suggests the application of situational prevention to a new dimension- that of large-scale disorder problems such as riots, anti-government demonstrations and confrontational religious celebrations. These disorder problems pose serious challenge since these involve vicious mobs violating prohibitory orders, attacking police personnel and indulging in wanton destruction of property and violence. We argue that even though a mob behaves irrationally and indulges in senseless acts of violence and damage, the individuals comprising the mob are rational and guided by self interest in their behavior. Therefore, even in riotous situations, rational choice perspective can be profitably exploited to prevent mayhem. We present several cases of handling major riots and group confrontation from different parts of India. We describe the applicability of several situational techniques to control disorder and prevent further escalation of violence. The generalization of Situational Crime Prevention techniques to large-scale order maintenance problems is suggested.
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Introduction

"The collective intelligence of a group is inversely proportional to the number of people in it"
- anonymous.

The dominant theme in most social sciences is that “all action is fundamentally 'rational' in character and that people calculate the likely costs and benefits of any action before deciding what to do” (Scott 2000). The notion of Beccaria’s proportionate punishment is based upon this assumption and indeed this forms the basis of our current criminal justice system. There is clearly wide spread support to assert that offenders indulge in a decision making process and tend to choose the best alternative for themselves. Rational Choice forms the theoretical foundation for a host of criminological perspectives ranging from Situational Crime Prevention (Clarke 1992), Environmental Criminology (Brantingham and Brantingham 1981), Opportunity Theory (Cornish and Clarke 1985) to even Routine Activity approach (Cohen and Felson 1979). The strategy of increasing efforts and decreasing rewards in the commission of crime that is applied in many situational preventive techniques further illustrates the rational choice perspective. 

Perhaps, a definitive cost-benefit analysis may not be the basis for all criminal behavior but offenders generally choose the path that will assist in completing the crime expeditiously, with minimal risk of apprehension and desirable rewards. The nature of the offense, characteristics of the offender, specific factors and situation may affect this decision. It is also possible that some action may be influenced by emotions, external pressures and or by habit. However, it seems prudent to believe that most offenders act rationally and in their best self-interest.

But when an individual is part of a large group it seems that the decision process is affected by the objectives of the group. Particularly, when the group takes the form of a virulent mob, where emotions run high and purposeless destruction is carried out with no sense of right or wrong, the individual appears to behave in an irrational manner. Those who would not indulge in destruction, violence and defiance blatantly exhibit such actions as part of a mob. Those who would never steal, or break into a shop are seen participating in the looting and carrying away even petty items which they may not use. Indeed, even families with little children partake in plunder and mayhem when they become part of the mob. There is some research to support the view that conformity and authority may lead to an exhibition of behavior that becomes acceptable to the whole group even though such behavior may be antisocial (McKenzie 1982). The images of people throwing stones on helpless truck drivers during the Rodney King rioting in Los Angeles; attacking ethnic minorities in Sydney in a drunken orgy; and killing Sikhs in Delhi in 1984, all provide evidence that individuals as part of the mob tend to behave irrationally and even inhumanely. The crimes committed by a mob of people therefore appear to be an example that questions the rational choice perspective. 


However, even though group behavior appears destructive and purposeless there could be a rational explanation. Sometimes, the ‘pent up’ anger of the people against the government policies, police, businesses and specific groups flares up over minor incidents that appear to trigger the people into violence. For example, the Sikh terrorists targeted Hindus for several years in planned determined operations in the state of Punjab beginning 1980 onwards. Individuals identified as Hindus were dragged from the buses, lined and shot. These acts were aimed at provoking Hindus and causing disharmony between the two religious communities in a planned and deliberate manner. The anger against the Sikh community however erupted in 1984 when the Sikh bodyguard killed the Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. Spontaneously, mobs in major cities targeted Sikhs killing hundreds of helpless individuals and looting their property. 


Sometimes, insidious individuals control the situation and mobilize the masses in a calculated manner. During the early 1990s students in India targeted government offices and obstructed normal life to protest the affirmative reservation policy of the government. Student leaders deliberately assembled at strategic locations to cause maximum disruption of normal life and attempted to bring the government to a standstill. Even though, group behavior appears irrational there is a scheme, an objective and expression of feelings that suggest some rational thinking is going on amongst the large number of people.

Further, experience of dealing with mob violence suggests that within any crowd, there are many people acting rationally and taking advantage of the situation. Even though, their overt action seems meaningless and purposeless the reason is not insanity but short term rationality where the anonymity of the group gives them the freedom to make short term gains or give vent to their prejudices. It is also apparent that only a small number of people committed to violence in a mob can escalate the situation (Hindus 1971). Frequent examples of looting that accompanies natural disasters such as Katrina catastrophe in New Orleans again seem to suggest that people who would normally not indulge in criminal action do take advantage of the situation. Thus, attack on the drivers in Los Angeles, on ethnic minorities in Sydney and killings of Sikhs in Delhi may have been a sudden outburst against the long term racial, ethnic and religious sentiments but these specific incidents were an outcome of opportunities. The absence of police and or their inability to control the large crowds enabled the people to congregate, organize and commit violent crimes. However, as soon as the police were able to gather additional personnel and respond strongly the mob melted and people ran away after a short confrontation. Thus, wherever, the police authorities could anticipate and take preventive or effective action mobs have not been able to inflict damage on the property or hurt the people of their target. 
Lohman (1947) suggests that a mob goes through three phases- an initial incident attracts the crowd which then gains excitement through continuing confrontation and stirred by some individuals it finally becoming riotous. We argue here that understanding these phases and the situations that enables the crowd to gather in specific locations can help the police officers to develop strategies for preventing riots and subsequent destruction of life and property. However, it is not the immediate situation that should be of primary concern. Long term pending grievances are strong incentives for people to break the law and resort to violence when an opportunity presents itself. The formation of the crowd has been an area of considerable interest to researchers (Clutterbuck 1980; Gurr 1968; Le Bon 1995). Lord Scarman (1981) pointed out that urban unrest is most likely in a society where a substantial minority labors a sense of injustice. The Kerner Commission in the US too found a feeling of seize amongst the Black minority; a perception that was reinforced by the Rodney King incident provoking this minority to explode in violence against perceived injustice at the hands of a racist police force. Benyon and Solomos (1987: 181) suggest that virulent social unrest arises from “high employment, widespread deprivation, manifest racial discrimination and disadvantage, political exclusion and powerlessness and common mistrust of, and hostility to the police.” Rapid social change, challenge to traditional norms and or large scale mobility may also cause Anomic like conditions that could provoke marginalized groups to show their resentment by turning violent (Eckstein 1972). 
Many of these underlying conditions apply to India as well. Even after 60 years of independence the capacity of Indian democracy to meet the rising expectations of the people and usher a society where social, political and economic disparities are settled amicably remains questionable. Consequently, feelings of relative deprivation, injustice and exclusion persist amongst large sections of the people. Furthermore, political change of government through democratic elections still “does not necessarily bring significant changes in the nature of politics, relationship between the ruling class and the ruled, power relationship amongst the various segments of society, the institutional mechanism for resolving conflict” (Shah 2002: 18). Accordingly, collective action in several forms like protest, agitation, strike, Satyagrah takes place frequently and turns riotous from seemingly small incidents. 
The strategy of non-cooperation and general strikes, all used successfully against the British during the freedom struggle have continued unabated after independence. The tumultuous and strife-ridden democratic polity that has evolved in India is now hostage to mass demonstrations, frequent calls for overthrow of the government and violent confrontations on the streets. Political parties do not hesitate to call for shut-downs, closures and massive demonstrations as a means of opposing specific policies. Furthermore, the religious, ethnic, regional, language, caste and class divisions are also frequently exploited by interested groups to use violence in their confrontation with the opponents. Thus, communal, political and sectarian riots are other common features of Indian democracy. These large assemblages of unruly crowds and demonstrations are so common that people have begun to see them as appendage of democracy in the country. All these situations necessitate the frequent recourse to the use of force by the police. This in turn draws even more ire against the police action that becomes an additional focus of anger and bitterness. 

Over the years Indian police have gained considerable experience of handling riotous mobs and have developed several effective strategies. Indeed, the design of the police in India was to ensure that the large population does not overwhelm the smaller number of British rulers. The objectives of the police were largely to subdue the populace and ensure that there is little threat to the British Raj. The colonial model that was implemented in 1861 was deliberately designed to function as an armed police system where superior force could easily be assembled to deal with the large, restive and alien population (Verma 2005). In due course, the armed police became an integral part of the system and became the dominant section of the police organization (Das and Verma 1998). However, democratic functioning demands that police use of force be restricted and since the use of force frequently lead to Commissions of Inquiry in the post-independence period, the police have sought alternate methods in handling crowds. The police leaders prefer to opt for ‘negotiated management’ (Schweingruber 2000) and emphasize situational preventive methods rather than use brute force to handle crowds and confrontational circumstances.
Riots in India

Rioting has been declared a crime under Section 146 in the Indian Penal Code where it is defined as an unlawful assembly of five or more people. Section 144 of the Code of Criminal Procedure empowers the police to break up such an unlawful assembly, using force if necessary. In India, this is popularly known as curfew and is a fairly common police tactic in the country. Riots cause mayhem, destroy property and even lead to the deaths of innocent people. Furthermore, in a democracy riots appear as a failure of the government to maintain order. The constant media attention and images of rioting going on in the streets place pressures upon the authorities to prevent or deal firmly with such incidents. Riots are thus considered serious offenses and all efforts are made to handle them expeditiously and properly.

This is a formidable challenge for riots are common in the country. For example, there were 59,971 registered incidents of riots during the year 2004 (National Crime Records Bureau 2006). Further, there were 140 occasions in which police had to use deadly fire to control riotous mobs and almost 128 civilians and 372 police personnel were injured during these incidents (ibid 2006). If this seems a large number consider the fact that this is being reported as a downward trend. In some previous years the numbers of riots have exceeded hundred thousand in the country.


There are several unusual situations that provoke riots in the country. We consider some of these situations below:
Democratic polity


The nature of politics in the country is a major reason for riots and street battles. India is an open society where freedom of expression is abusively exercised in the form of large public protests. Agitations to prevent governments from functioning or to demonstrate public support for a cause are common political activities. Many of these protests turn violent and cause destruction of property and loss of life. “While manifestly an essential feature of the democratic means of protest, most of these forms in their articulation very often involve a degree of violence, either on the side of protesters or by the police trying to prevent the conflict” (Verma 1997: 73). For example, the government in 2005 suddenly announced a policy of increasing reservations in the institutes of higher education for backward castes. This reservation amounts to 27% of the available seats in all the colleges and is in addition to the already existing 25% reservation for the Scheduled Castes and Tribes [SC & ST]. This form of affirmative action is guaranteed in the Constitution for the SC & ST in view of their history of socio-economic exploitation. However, beginning 1991, various governments have also extended this reservation in public service to the so called Other Backward Castes [OBCs] for electoral gain. In 1990s the government policy was bitterly opposed by the ‘upper castes’ which led to a large number of riots across the country. Now, with extension of this policy to educational institutes the opposition by members of upper castes has flared up again who see this as a loss of their opportunities.


In recent years, with the booming economy the demands for job reservations in the private sector have been growing. The recent reservation in state supported colleges and universities are being seen as a first step in this direction. Furthermore, in prestigious institutes like the Indian Institutes of Technology, Medical Colleges and Institutes of Management the number of seats are extremely limited and the competition is stiff. The general category students feel further reservation will reduce the open seats where they can compete. Consequently, they have fiercely opposed the policy and come out to agitate on the streets. Most hospitals were affected because of the strikes called by the medical students. The issue of affirmative action being considered in educational institutes and in the private sector has polarized the society. Demonstrations and public protests for and against the reservation policy have become common in every major city.


The police are invariably drawn in this clash. They are asked to maintain order in tumultuous situations and ensure smooth functioning of the public services. In Mumbai, the police attempted to forcibly move the agitating medical students from protesting in front of the governor’s office and ended up using considerable force. This was caught on TV by the media and shown all over the country. The police crackdown further ignited passions and police-students conflicts occurred in other parts of the country too (Dutta 2006). In India’s democracy, policy differences are likely to be expressed violently and police will be asked to handle these confrontational situations.
Communal problems


Religious tensions and communal riots are perhaps one of the most dangerous forms of mob violence in the country. Most Indians are deeply religious but the history of partition and the communal problem, social tensions based upon religious identities, have become extremely serious in the post independence period (Larson 1995). For historical reasons, the conflict between Hindus and Muslims has been the most serious and difficult to handle. Hindu-Muslim riots have occurred again and again causing loss of property and pogroms where hundreds have been killed. Apart from the usual antagonism against each other the problem usually arises when members of one religious group protest against the nature, time or route of procession taken out by the other group. These protests take a serious turn when the processions pass near temples or mosques (Akbar 1988). Additionally, in certain years the festivals of both communities fall on the same day. This exacerbates the problems and provokes heightened tension in the country.

Unfortunately, every religious community, including the Sikhs, Christians, Buddhists and Jains has now started organizing processions ostensibly to display their power. Therefore, the processions have to be carefully escorted for fear of becoming a source of provocation to the other communities. A disturbance during these celebrations could spark large scale rioting since in sheer numbers, thousands of people are involved. This unfortunately occurred at Jamshedpur in 1979 and during the ‘Rath Yatra’ of 1990 taken out by LK Advani- a prominent right wing leader in India. The regulation of crowds during such celebrations calls for extraordinary challenges for the police.

Poor infrastructure


The crumbling and poorly maintained infrastructure of roads, buildings and civic utilities create another set of problems. Traffic regulation and encroachments on public roads is a common form of order maintenance problem. Most Indian cities are old and congested and not designed for vehicular traffic. Furthermore, traffic on Indian roads consists of all forms of transportation like cars, scooters, rickshaws, buses, trucks, hand and animal pulled carts and of course bicycles. The presence of slow and fast moving vehicles on narrow, single lane roads is a common traffic problem. Traffic accidents, many fatal are common and mob lynching of an errant driver is a frequent violent incident on Indian roads (Chakravarty 1997). Traffic problems are also aggravated through encroachments by vendors, traders, shop and house owners who occupy public places for commercial and personal use. Also, a very large number of homeless people seek shelter on the footpaths and roads by constructing huts or other forms of living accommodations. 


The attempts of municipal authorities to remove these illegal constructions are met with fierce opposition and police are frequently called to deal with the situation and assist in clearing these encroachments. In the capitol city Delhi such encroachments have been going on for several decades. Despite clear municipal laws citizens rent out their residential property for commercial use. Public spaces are routinely occupied by slum dwellers and daily vendors. Indeed, Delhi presents little semblance of an orderly urban modern city. The situation was recently challenged through public interest litigation (Verma 2001) before the courts that ordered removal of all illegal structures in the city. In an unusual mode of activism the courts demanded quick implementation of their orders and forced the municipal authorities to deploy bulldozers in the city. The affected citizens and many political parties opposed this action and in a determined manner defied court orders and began showdown on the streets. Serious confrontation and bitter street battles with the police have been witnessed in the country (Ahmedabad Newsline 2006). Again, this is a phenomenon occurring in all parts of the country and ends up in serious riots affecting normal life. 

School Examinations


The High School examinations are frequently associated with riots. The reason is that the school system in India is poorly managed and follows outdated evaluation practices (India Today 1997). The system of holding school-leaving examinations by a Central School Board implies that in the months of March-May all over the country millions of students have to be supervised during examinations. Cheating is common and a large number of teachers, school administrators and executive magistrates have to be deployed to conduct and supervise the examinations. Commonly, parents or guardians also attempt to help their children through illegal means. This creates difficult situations and police have to be deployed to control the crowd and prevent cheating. Many States like Bihar and Uttar Pradesh (UP) have even enacted special legislation to criminalize cheating in these examinations and special powers have been given to the police (India Today 1997). Nevertheless, school examinations are extremely important for these determine the eligibility of admission into professional colleges and universities. Thus, the pressure to do well in the examinations creates situations where the incentive to cheat is high. The police have to face large crowd of parents and relatives determined to help their wards cheat in examinations and ready to confront violently if challenged. 

Application of Situational Techniques


A literature review suggests that crowd control in democracies has been a subject of great interest (Della Porta and Reiter 1998) and various police departments have evolved variety of strategies to deal with the mob. The New York police (NYPD 1970) have evolved departmental regulations for its officers when dealing with mass demonstrations. These instructions divide police action into three distinct stages: pre-action, action, and post-action. The first stage is preparatory and involves communication, coordination, and preparation. The ‘action’ stage involves the control and close supervision of the demonstrators in case any violence occurs. During the ‘post-action’ stage the police officers have to provide the necessary facilities and personnel for the speedy processing of prisoners. German police too have set detailed policies to control mass protests and to deal with violence without curbing the rights of the citizens to protest (Werner 1986). McKenzie (1982) suggests that riots could be prevented by aligning practical guidelines with theoretical considerations. He recommends a five stage action plan: (1) Attempt to identify, isolate and remove those individuals who precipitate the incident before the crowd begins to organize (2) Break the crowd in smaller sections and disrupt their communications (3) Quickly deal with the crowd leaders and remove them from the spot (4) Create diversions in other places so that the crowd does not focus upon the main issue and (5) Do not let the crowd gain strength in numbers and attempt to isolate it. As may be seen many of these qualify as situational methods and are applicable in handling riotous mobs.


Over the years Indian police too have developed several unique mechanisms to deal with large crowds and take preventive action against unruly mobs. By utilizing a variety of strategies that we can identify as situational preventive methods, Indian police officers defuse and control riotous situations almost on a daily basis. It must be pointed out that most of these methods have evolved over the years through experimentation and experience gained through handling large crowds. Most police officers are unaware about the rational choice theory or the concept of situational prevention. However, what they do and apply are techniques that we can recognize as belonging to this genre. 

Methods of handling political demonstrations


Perhaps the most commonly utilized preventive method is the application of Rule Setting in handling large crowds. For instance, whenever, political parties or special interest groups plan to organize a demonstration in the town the police invariably force them to apply for a license. Although, it is not a legal requirement but in the name of traffic control the Indian police are empowered to license those whose actions may affect smooth flow of traffic. The police therefore assert control over the physical space by the innocuous Section 30 of the Police Act 1861 that essentially provides powers of licensing for the regulation of public assemblies and processions. 


Through this license the police attempt to control the time and place where the procession can be taken out. The license conditions are dictated by the police who tend to ensure that the participants do not pass close to temples or mosques or through crowded markets, industrial zones and government offices. Further, that police have space for their deployment and operations. Since several organizations may participate in the procession the license conditions also attempt to stagger and divide the crowd into smaller groups for easier handling. Taking advantage of a Supreme Court judgment, Indian police now also apply the provisions of Noise Regulation Rules (2000) of section 3 of the Environmental Protection Act of 1986 to control the provocative slogan shouting by the participants. The police refuse permission to use the loudspeakers unless the participants adhere to orderly conduct. The application of a formal legal statute enhances the order maintenance role of the police who are now seen as enforcing the law in their attempt to control the crowd. Participants understand that any violation of the provisions could result in formal legal action by the police. In particular, the police target the organizers and leaders and force them to take the license in their own name. This becomes a useful way to put on notice those who may plan to provoke the crowd into violence. 


In cases where the group is defiant and assembled to challenge the policy of the government, the question of license does not arise. However, several other informal rules are invoked to control the people. For example, the police informally work an arrangement with the organizers to hold the rallies and demonstrations during the daytime and at a specific place only. This cooperation has been worked out after years of practice. Most political parties organize demonstrations in capital cities to attract public and media attention. This provides some leverage to the police who use this choice of venue to their advantage. To deal effectively with such demonstrations the police seek cooperation of the political leaders in exchange for their assistance. In every city, a specific spot commonly referred as ‘Dharna Sthan’, literally- demonstration area has been developed by the police where a variety of facilitators like barricades, rostrum, electrical connections have been provided that enable holding of rallies in a controlled manner. For example, boat club near the Parliament House in Delhi, Bailey Road in Patna, (capital of Bihar province), Company Garden in Kanpur, Secretariat area in Kozikode are typical demonstration areas. Over years of practice, political parties, media and the people have come to expect and associate this area with public demonstrations. Most of these places are spacious, tree lined and centrally located. Thus, any assembly quickly draws attention and the event is likely to be covered by the media that stations correspondents for this venue. The police too assist by providing water tankers, benches and letting participants pitch their tents. The police also encourage food vendors to put up their temporary stalls. These facilities encourage organizers to come here since it provides them with a ready made platform and forum to highlight their issues. “The benefits of demonstrating at a known spot are mutual: the police function under accepted norms, know how and where to put barricades for crowd control and how much leeway to give for political actions. The political parties too accept these arrangements for putting up of barricades, traffic diversions and presence of uniformed police attracts public and media attention to their cause” (Verma 1997: 74).


The police officers make it a point to develop contact with the local leaders with whom they maintain cordial relations. This also helps in working out arrangements that are of mutual benefit. For example, demonstrators rarely stay after sunset and stray into other streets. The police handle these protests skillfully by giving the demonstrators space and time to express their fury, criticize the government, denounce the administration and make fiery speeches while avoiding conflict with other groups of with the participants.


There are no formal rules to guide these arrangements but the action displayed by the crowd and the restraint shown by the police is based on an unwritten code of understanding. However, the police are always prepared and maintain sufficient force that can be used to quickly disperse the crowd before it indulges in violence. Most of the time this arrangements works smoothly and the demonstrations as well as the large assembly of people ends quietly with the people dispersing after the event. Occasionally, there are problems when one or more of the leaders provoke the crowd into confrontation. In 1988, in New Delhi there was an interesting breach of this arrangement when the agitators, a farmers group under the leadership of Mahendra Singh Tikait of Bhartiya Kisan Union (BKU) refused to leave the grounds (Devadas 1988). The police 'tolerated' the breach for two days but by then the crowd had swelled and the media, sensing that a serious confrontation was building up arrived in full gear with cameras and aggressive journalists. The large size of the crowd and media attention compelled the police to give up the idea of using force for it could become a major street battle in full glare of the media. The officers had to devise a different strategy. First, all the facilitators for the congregation were removed. Thus, the water tankers, food vendors and electrical connections for the loudspeakers were removed. When this did not succeed in forcing the agitators away from the area the rustic farmers were subjected to loud western music. We call this situational prevention technique cultural assault and it worked wonderfully! The Indian farmers withdrew from the grounds or perhaps they simply decided to call off the agitation. It is difficult to determine the reason but the police did succeed in achieving the objective of driving away the demonstrators. The police were criticized for their peculiar sense of humor (India Today 1988) but Delhi police perhaps achieved their objective.

Strikes and Closures


The calls for strikes and forcible closure of public service by political and interested parties are another common phenomenon of Indian democracy. Politicians organize protest on the streets against government policies causing disruption of traffic and normal functioning of the society. For example, a recent hike in fuel prices by the government was opposed by the opposition parties and even some allies of the ruling party. The opposition called an All India ‘Bandh’ (general strike and closure of all establishments) in the country. The protestors disrupted rail and road services, forced closure of schools, offices and markets. The attempt was to bring everything to a complete standstill. 


These calls for strikes and closures present considerable challenge to the police authorities for there is a deliberate attempt to disrupt public services. Moreover, these attempts are countered by the cadres of ruling party that seek to keep open the markets, transport system and other establishments. For the opposition parties keeping the streets deserted and forcing the people to stay indoors implies a ‘victory’ while the ruling party claims public ‘support’ for itself by keeping all the offices, shops, traffic and public utilities open. Thus, while one section goes around requesting shop keepers to close down and ask people to go home, the other follows, requesting to do otherwise. These attempts and counter actions invariably provoke a clash amongst different groups. The police need to function as a neutral referee and determine if the parties are only 'requesting' to close the shop or not go out on the streets without coercion. The police have to see that the people can make their own judgments. This distinction is rather thin for when a 'request' by an agitated mob turns to duress is a matter of discernment. Whenever this conflict turns real the police strategy is to immediately arrest the ring leaders and prevent their excited followers from moving in large groups. Government buildings and special establishments are reinforced by additional police presence for these are likely targets of protests. Further, these buildings, office complexes and markets are physically hardened through barricades and street closures so that the crowd cannot cause destruction. Pickets, back up force and display of police presence as well as escorts for public vehicles are common methods of target hardening. In extremely contentious situations large numbers of people are arrested and public assemblies are banned. This helps in preventing political workers from forming large congregations and becoming a threat to public peace. The removal of these inducements is an effective preventive technique in handling potential troublemakers.


Access Control over the physical space is of utmost importance in handling unruly crowds. Accordingly, the police pay special attention to the entry-exit points and control roads leading to the places of likely confrontation by the demonstrators. The narrow crowded streets with a variety of transport systems create difficult problems for the police since even a small number of people could congregate and provide serious challenge to the officers. Consequently, the police apply the traffic rules to deny assembly in narrow streets and densely populated neighborhoods. They also post extra guards at cross streets to prevent people from outside joining the protestors. Furthermore, in order to ensure that the crowd does not stand still and occupy a particular spot more than the stipulated time, the police plant plain-clothes men who push and pull the crowd to move away from specific places.

Security during public meetings

A major challenge for the police is the security of VIPs during their public appearances. The murder of former Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi in a public meeting vividly illustrates that the threat to the politicians is real. It is also crucial since it murder of political leaders affect political stability as the murder of Sant Longawal by Sikh terrorists in a public gathering boosted the insurgency in Punjab.


Indian police have developed an elaborate scheme to safeguard the important leaders in the country. Not only are they provided security every minute of the day but more importantly additional precautions are taken during their public rallies where threats are more real. The organization of large well publicized public meetings in open spaces is a democratic necessity in the country. Although, TV is beginning to be utilized for reaching the masses but addressing a public rally is a more acceptable norm. People throng to listen to their leaders and nor surprisingly the politicians love the limelight as well as the direct contact with their supporters. Yet, security considerations demand that anyone approaching the leader should be properly screened and checked. In particular, the case of the Prime minister or the Chief Minister is extremely crucial. Their visit and public meetings call for extensive security arrangements where police judgments are tested to the utmost limit. 


Usually, these visits are well publicized to attract large crowds. In the meeting ground, a high rostrum is constructed so that the VIP is visible to the assembly. This is necessary as seeing the leader in person is almost a ritual and stampedes have occurred when the view was obstructed. Several thousand people travel long distances to hear their leaders and even women and children participate in sizeable numbers. In order to control the large crowds and ensure security to the chief guest the police apply several preventive methods. First, before the event a great deal of intelligence is gathered to determine possible threats to the leader and planned obstruction of the meeting. Invariably, opposition parties attempt to disrupt the event and sometime also physically attempt to hold counter demonstrations at the same venue. Accordingly, police officers gather intelligence about these plans in order to plan their security arrangements. They also plant a good number of plainclothesmen in strategic places around the venue to enhance the management. In particular, some of the local leaders and opposition party members are kept under formal surveillance based upon the intelligence reports.


Further, in order to handle the large crowd the police arrangements include barricading the ground in small enclosures with strong wooden logs. The enclosures are inter-connected through narrow path ways and their entry exit points are controlled by the police. In this manner a large gathering is broken in smaller segments for better control. Police officers screen people coming to the meeting ground and ensure that the crowd is orderly. Separate enclosures are created for females and children and these have to be guarded by female police officers. All officers keep a close watch upon those individuals who attempt to go near the VIP. Ever since Rajiv Gandhi was killed by a suicide female bomber this screening has become even more important and crucial. Female officers have to be deployed to search if necessary and escort women who may be approaching the VIPs. In all this, the situation is handled by strict control over the physical space. Access control, formal surveillance and target hardening play a significant role in police planning. 


However, the bigger security threat lies in terrorists getting inside the crowded enclosures and exploding bombs which could cause large number of casualties. Even the rumor of snake or small fire-crackers have caused stampede. Accordingly, the police have to strictly screen the persons entering into the enclosures. All kinds of things that could act as facilitators are to be inspected and seized in order to prevent trouble in the enclosed space. Thus, handbags have to be inspected to ensure that stones, bricks, bottles and objects that could be used as missiles or cause injury are not smuggled to the venue. In absence of electronic gadgets the checking has to be done manually. Thus, based on their local knowledge and experience, police officers stop, question and sometimes even detain likely suspects. This invites severe criticism from the press which sees police action as arbitrary and uncalled for. As Sikhs wearing turbans and religious Muslims keeping beards and skull caps are easily recognizable, checking and questioning of these participants invariably raises questions of profiling. This naturally causes uproar against the police for targeting religious minorities. The results could be disastrous for the Indian political system where religion is a major political issue. On the one hand, police efforts to randomly check 'suspicious', persons are also criticized by human rights groups for violation of due process procedures. Invariably, many police officers end up penalized for their ‘hasty’ judgments. This has made most police officers wary of handling VIP security arrangements causing organizational problems. The police managers are therefore always in need for unobtrusive preventive methods to handle such delicate situations  


The rostrum, specifically constructed for the public meeting is extremely crucial for security purposes. All the VIPs assemble here and are exposed to the public. This is also the central point of the venue and has to accommodate cameras, microphones and lights. It is so constructed that it has space for about 5-6 persons in addition to the VIP. The importance of the rostrum makes it a situation of utmost concern and police apply access control and target hardening techniques to prevent threats to the site. The rostrum is constructed of concrete and immediately after its construction it is guarded constantly by the police. In most cases bullet proof glass shields are used and the VIP speaks from behind this cover. This helps in preventing anyone from taking a long distance shot at the VIP. All around the high platform the police station their own trucks and vehicles so that terrorists cannot approach to attack the VIP with their suicidal cars. The cameras and all other equipment including drinking water, furniture and rugs are inspected before and special police officers are posted to guard them once placed on the rostrum. Entry to this place is very strictly controlled and police use photo-identity cards for all who are deployed or need to be in that vicinity.


Since all local party leaders wish to be seen next to the VIP before the public, it proves a bone of contention between the police and these leaders as to who should sit on the rostrum. There are few guidelines and the police rely on their knowledge of party who's who to determine who can access the rostrum. Generally, in every meeting one or the other party functionary attempts to slip pass the security men and it becomes a major challenge before the officers to control the access to the platform. Generally, senior officers themselves are present to supervise and prevent unauthorized entry. 


The barricaded enclosures are kept at least a stones throw away from the rostrum and a zone of free space is strictly maintained around it. This helps in preventing people from getting too close to the VIP. Furthermore, as part of its target hardening strategy the police keep the rear portion of the rostrum completely free and totally under its control. This is used for emergency exit and dry runs are made to test the route and its security. 

Religious processions


Every religious group in India celebrates its functions by taking out a procession. Amongst the Hindus the Ganesh Chaturthi, Durga puja and Sarsvati puja festivals [which all fall in different seasons] are celebrated by taking out large processions and immersing the idols in rivers and lakes. The Muslims organize processions during the period of Muharram where they construct large Tazias, made of bamboo and paper that are ceremoniously cremated in the dargah. The Sikhs take out a large procession during their Baishakhi festival. Even the Christians have now started taking out processions during Christmas and Good Friday singing sermons and going around the city. Most of the time, these processions are local affairs and confined to specific neighborhoods of the communities. The problem comes when the procession passes near a temple, mosque or a Church belonging to the other faction. The possibility of clash between the two groups then cannot be ruled out. Many times the participants or the onlookers deliberately provoke the other group by raising slogans and passing abusive comments. Sometimes, two religious festivals fall on the same day or the procession passes through at the time of prayer or religious rites of the other community. Since Hindu and Sikh groups use music during their procession this becomes another point of confrontation as the Muslims object to the playing of music, especially at the time of their prayers. Management of religious processions is therefore a tense and challenging task before the police. 


Again the situation prevention techniques that are applied are access control, entry-exit control, surveillance, target hardening and rule setting. The police insist that all organizers must procure a license for their processions to ensure that traffic is not disrupted. The license lays down conditions about route to be taken, the time for the procession and even the number and sometimes name of participants. This helps in identifying mischief mongers and in keeping specific individuals under surveillance. Further, facilitators such as firearms and sharp objects that could be used in violent situations are prohibited. In particular, police take precautions to ensure that the procession does not go anywhere near the neighborhood or religious place of other community. If the organizers contest and demand a particular route the police even delays processing the license so that the organizers cannot approach the court before the stipulated day. All this becomes a delicate issue in which the organizers draw comparisons with licenses issued to other communities. Accordingly, the police have to be impartial and at the same time vigilant in emphasizing rules to be followed.


This entire time police continue to collect intelligence and maintain surveillance over the leaders and active associates to keep abreast of their plans (Singh, Sharma, and Avasthy, 1983). If necessary, preventive arrests under Section 151 CrPC are made and even criminal charges are framed under Section 153-A of the Indian Penal code for spreading communal hatred. Most of these are short term actions to defuse the situation and ensure that these groups are not able to gather a mob. For once a large crowd assembles handling becomes problematic and force may have to be used. This not only draws media attention but criticism for the police. Hence, police officers tread carefully and take their preventive measures gingerly.


On the day of the festival police officers in sufficient strength and some even in plainclothes escort the procession. The officers play an important role in ensuring that the procession does not linger and crowds do not spread beyond the stipulated spaces. More importantly, the officers keep a sharp eye upon those who raise slogans and take action immediately if they make provocative comments against the other communities. The processions usually take several hours to reach their destination but till the last man disperses, police continue maintaining vigil and remain on duty. Large communal riots have often occurred from such small matters as an obstruction to the procession, playing of music by the processionists when passing before the mosque, or shouting of abusive or provocative slogans against the other community (Singh, Sharma, and Avasthy, 1983). The riots at Bhagalpur city in 1989 tragically came from the failure of these preventive actions. The procession leaders attempted to change the route mid-way and just stopped moving. The police delayed taking action and the assembly quickly grew to unmanageable limits. Some miscreants let off a few minor explosions which resulted in stampede. The mob soon turned riotous and in no time, Hindus and Muslims clashed savagely, leading to destruction of public property, arson, looting and mayhem. It took days to control the riots which left more than a thousand dead and loss of considerable property (Engineer, 1995). Considering that thousands of such festivals are celebrated across the country the Indian police have generally succeeded in applying creative situational preventive methods, though unfortunately failures do occur. 

Elections


Electoral politics is fiercely combative and creates situations of social conflicts that result in riots and group violence. Elections involve gigantic administrative arrangements since the numbers of voters exceed 600 million. In many ways the complex political, mobilizational and organizational logistics remain unparalleled in the world.  In the 2004 national elections, for instance, there were 5435 candidates from 230 registered national and State-level political parties (Election Commission of India 2004). Of the estimated 650 million voters, approximately 56%, or 380 million people, actually cast their votes. The Election Commission employed almost 3.5 million personnel to administer the elections and an estimated 2 million civilian police and security forces were deployed for order maintenance during the elections (The Guardian 2004). The direct cost of deployment and organizing the election amounted to approximately $245 million (Thakur 2004). Further, in view of isolated geographical conditions election arrangements involved various modes of transport and deployment of thousands of security personnel to counter threats by insurgents to set up some 700,000 polling booths (Yahoo news-India 2004).


Booth capturing (forcible casting of vote in favor of a particular candidate) and deliberate prevention of genuine voters from exercising their franchise remains a serious problem despite fifty years of electoral politics (Jha 1998). There are many groups too who oppose elections on ideological grounds and attempt to prevent them from taking place. Even elections to village councils, municipalities, unions and other public bodies are affected by violence. In the national elections of 2004 an estimated 48 number of people were killed in electoral violence (Wikipedia 2004).

The police forces face considerable challenges due to the competitive nature of elections, difficult terrain, poor infrastructure, limited resources and organizational limitations. Protecting the security of voters and candidates, not to mention maintaining order during the electioneering period, presents extraordinary problems. Policing arrangements must be planned meticulously so elections can be conducted freely and fairly, for security lapses can and do affect the outcome. Police must also closely supervise political parties and their candidates, since they adopt ways and means not always fair to win votes. The public- and invariably heated- nature of the campaign process often generates situations where police interference is necessary to defuse problems and maintain order. The police must meticulously plan preventive measures to control crowds, deal with often rowdy thugs, and prevent illegal forms of vote influencing.


The police and election authorities have devised several situational techniques to deal with these problems. To name a few- rule setting, target hardening, access control and formal surveillance- are frequently used to deal with election related problems. During the electoral process rallies are held, candidates move around canvassing for votes and electoral roles are verified. The authorities have developed a number of rules that govern all these processes. All assemblies are required to follow police directions for use of space and limit their meeting to the stipulated time. Again, at all such gatherings the above mentioned situational preventive measures are taken. Additionally, the canvassing is strictly observed so that candidates do not provoke people into violence and more significantly do not induce them with specially tailored policies. The election commission has laid down a rule that once the elections are announced the ruling party cannot announce policies that could potentially affect voters’ choice. This helps control politicians making false promises and outrageous policies to sway voters. Above all this helps police keep watch over attempts to divide electorates over different issues and increase tension in the society. Rules governing election expenses, campaign expenditures and payments to workers have been tightened which help in preventing infusion of black money in elections. A recent innovation has been to demand from all candidates an affidavit declaring wealth and assets of the family and all criminal cases instituted against them. It is too early to state the impact of this rule but at least the citizens get to know the character of the person asking for their votes. 
A major rule application is to have citizens deposit their firearms during the election period and strict regulation of carrying of firearms near polling booths. Another rule is to physically verify voters list by independent federal officers and have a senior officer deputed from outside the state to act as observer. The independent monitoring and stricter enforcement of the rules has reduced the mischief by local officials and discretion that invariably favors the ruling party. In view of the fact that ruling parties were misusing the administrative machinery for partisan purposes the Election Commission has set another innovative rule for the conduct of elections. Now, for period a little before, during and after the elections all personnel and organizations engaged in the election process are deemed to be under the command of the Commission and independent of the control of the government. The Commission has to be apprised of all security arrangements and all crime and order incidents. Thus, all the work such as settling disputes over election rallies, putting of posters, and security of ballot papers are regulated and supervised by the Commission. The recent elections in the state of Bihar, West Bengal and Kerala point to the impact where violence was reduced and citizen confidence in the outcome was enhanced (Indian Express 2006). 

In view of the phenomenon of booth capturing and rigging of votes by musclemen, hired by the candidates, several techniques have been developed to deal with these situations. The polling booths are carefully selected and based upon intelligence reports as well as past incidents the police categorize these as ‘super-sensitive, sensitive and ordinary’. Additional armed forces are deployed at places where threats are perceived and supplementary forces are kept ready as a back up. Further, the use of electronic machines that cannot be tempered further ensures that the old way of ‘capturing’ the booth is prevented. Al these methods help in ‘target hardening’ and ensuring the security of the polling places. Similarly, the movement around the polling stations are restricted and controlled. In particular, the method of access control is applied to ensure that mobs and miscreants do not vitiate the electoral process. The police also keep formal surveillance over the candidates and their supporters to thwart any surprises on the election days. Finally, the elections are spread around and organized over a period of one month so that there is no shortage of police personnel to supervise the process. All these measures have assisted in bringing down the violence in Indian elections and building the sanctity of the process. 

Conclusion 

In a large diverse and combative democracy social and political conflicts are inevitable. The large numbers of rioting cases suggest that Indian police will have to deal with these incidents for a long time to come. It may be noted that economic boom is fueling urban growth and this is a cause of concern for the police since in cities large numbers of people can assemble on extremely short notice and inflate violent confrontation (Hindus 1971). For the police in India the use of force to handle crowds is undesirable and has to be the last option. In a democracy police needs to work with the citizens and maintain cordial relations. Consequently, the police leadership needs to pay special attention to preventive techniques and study the theoretical foundations of these methods. This will help develop better strategies and innovative ways of dealing with riots in the country. 
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