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Abstract
Retrospective study of suicidal deaths in prison/police lockup of North Maharashtra region from 01/01/

2000 to 31/12/2014 was carried out. Total 12 cases of suicide were studied. Suicide by hanging was the
commonest method of commiting suicide followed by Head injury and poisoning.  50% of cases were from age
group of 20 to 30 years. Based on these findings several measures for prevention of deaths in Police custody are
discussed.
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Introduction

Suicide is a complex phenomenon that has at-
tracted the attention of philosophers, theologians,
physicians, sociologists and artists over the centu-
ries. As per Webster dictionary, suicide is defined as
the act or an instance of taking one’s own life volun-
tarily and intentionally especially by a person of years
of discretion and of sound mind.

     Premature deaths in custody are always tragic.
There is responsibility on the part of custodial au-
thorities and the public to review the cases and rates
of death regularly among people in custody and look
for ways to prevent deaths [1].

The individual case is enquired in detail with re-
spect to cause of death and any Human right viola-
tion by various Governmental agencies but prevent-
able measures are seldom studied and implemented.

     The present study was undertaken to assess the
trends of suicide in custody and to identify charac-
teristics that can be utilized to prevent such deaths.

Aims & objectives

1.      To know the cause of death
2.      To know the manner of death
3.    To know whether the injuries which may not

have caused death but suspected to be of torture
in custody

4.      To know whether there is consumption of intoxi-
cating substance prior to death

5.     To know whether custodial torture has lead to
death/commission of suicide

6.     In case of female inmates to rule out sexual tor-
ture/offence

7.     To know the weapon of offence
8.      Homosexuality

Material and methods

This retrospective study is based on postmortem
examinations conducted at Shri Bhausaheb Hire
Government Medical College and General Hospital,
Dhule Maharashtra. In north Maharashtra region,
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there are 4 districts viz. Dhule, Nandurbar, Jalgaon
and Nashik. As per directions of the National Human
Rights Commission, New Delhi and as per circular by
govt. of Maharashtra it is necessary that postmortem
examination in case of custody/prison deaths should
be done at government medical college and hospital of
the region by the forensic pathologist and video shoot-
ing of postmortem examination should be conducted.

We examined all available files of inquest papers,
postmortem reports, toxicological analysis reports,
histopathology reports and case papers of death of
persons in custody from the period of 15 years from
01/01/2000 to 31/12/2014. A standard pro forma
was designed to collect the information to ensure con-
sistency for the whole sample. Information collected
included age, sex, type of custody, place of death,
presence of any associated disease, history of any
psychiatric illness, substance abuse, injuries present,

weapon of offence, manner of death, sexual offence
and cause of death.

Only deaths due to suicides were included in the
study. Deaths during police action are excluded from
this study. Postmortem examination was conducted
by a panel of doctors and video shooting of postmor-
tem examination was carried out. Viscera were pre-
served for chemical analysis and histopathological
examination in all cases.

Observations

Table 1: Sex-wise distribution of cases

Table 2: Age-wise distribution of cases

Table 3: Showing the types of custody

Table 4: Cause of death

Table 5: Ligature material used by deceased to commit suicide by hanging

Table 6: Report of chemical analysis in case of death due to cyanide poisoning
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Table 7: Presence of associated illness

Table 8: Year-wise distribution of number of cases of suicidal deaths in police
lockup/prison

Discussion

Our study was restricted to suicidal deaths in po-
lice lockup/prison of north Maharashtra region.
There was male predominance (11 versus 1 death) in
our study. Rarity of crimes by females may be in part
explained the lack of female deaths [2]. In our study
50.00% of deaths occurred in the age group of 21–30
years and 41.66% of deaths occurred in age group of
31–40 years. Our findings are consistent with
Bardale R et al [2, 3].

We studied 12 cases of suicide. The mean age of
suicides is 31.25 years at death. Prisoners between
ages 15 and 34 years are at the greater risk for suicide
as compared to older inmates [4]. Of 12 cases of sui-
cide 7 were due to hanging (58.33%), 4 were due to
head injury (33.34%) and 1 was due to KCN poison
(8.33%). Bardale et al, mentioned hanging is the most
common method of suicide in prison inmates ac-
counting for 42.85% of suicides [3].

Of the 7 cases of hanging, 6 were male and 1 was
female. Out of those 7 cases, 4 cases of hanging oc-
curred at police lockup whereas 3 cases occurred at
prison. Items of clothing were the most commonly
used objects for committing suicide by hanging (Table
5). Edirisinghe PAS [5] and Bansal et al [6] reported
1 case each of suicidal hanging. Bardale et al [3] re-
ported 6 cases of suicidal hanging. Sonar V [7] re-
ported 3 cases of suicidal hanging. Wobesser WL [1]
et al reported 90 cases of suicidal hanging. Agnihotri
AK et al [8] reported 17 cases of suicidal hanging.

Out of the 4 cases of suicidal head injury 3 oc-

curred in police lockup while 1 occurred in prison.
There were various ways of committing suicide by
head injury in our study like (i) forceful self-impact
of the head with the wall, (ii) jumping on the road
from police vehicle, while police were taking the ar-
rested person to the court, (iii) jumping in the well of
a farm land when police had taken the arrested per-
son to the scene of crime to gather the evidence, (iv)
ran away from police station lockup, climbed up the
nearby building, and committed suicide by jumping
on the ground from height. Bansal et al [6] has re-
ported 3 cases of suicides due to fall. Bardale et al [3]
reported 1 case of suicide due to jump from third
floor resulting in intracranial hemorrhage.

In our study, we encountered an unusual case of
suicide due to potassium cyanide poisoning by a
male person who was in police custody [9]. Viscera
were preserved for chemical analysis. The report of
chemical analysis revealed presence of potassium
cyanide details of which are mentioned in Table 6.
Bardale et al [3] reported 5 cases of suicidal poison-
ing. Bansal et al [6] reported 2 cases of suicidal poi-
soning.

Whenever unnatural death in police lockup/
prison occurs allegations of custodial torture are al-
ways leveled up against the authorities. In our study
we specifically looked for injuries to palms soles of
feet, genitals, over back, inside the natural orifices
but we did not find any injury suggestive of custo-
dial torture. So abetment of suicide due to physical
torture in custody was ruled out. Similarly we did
not find evidence of sexual torture/offence/homo-
sexuality in our study.
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Of the 12 cases of suicidal deaths which we stud-
ied, we had preserved viscera for histopathological
examination and in 08 cases (66.66%) we did not
found any abnormal pathology and in 4 cases
(33.33%) we found various diseases like fatty liver,
pulmonary edema & pneumonitis and anthracosis
(Table 7).

Of the 12 cases of suicidal deaths which we stud-
ied, we had preserved viscera for chemical analysis
and in 1 case (08.33%) report of chemical analysis
revealed KCN poison in the viscera samples. In rest of
the cases of suicidal deaths no poison/alcohol/drugs
of addiction were detected on chemical analysis.

Photo 1: A case of suicidal hanging in toilet by 47 year old
person who was in police lockup

Photo 2: suicide by hanging by a 47 years old male- ligature
material (towel) in-situ intact knot

Photo 3: ligature mark around the neck

Photo 4: 36 years old male who was in police custody com-
mitted suicide by jumping in the well when brought for in-
quiry at the scene of crime
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Photo 5: 36 years old male who was in police custody committed
suicide by jumping in the well, removal of the body in process

Photo 6: Showing head injury, a 36 years old male jumped in
the well of a farm land when police had taken the arrested
person to the scene of crime to gather the evidence

Photo 7: Showing ligature mark in a case of suicidal hanging
by a 21 years old male person who was in police lockup

Conclusion and Suggestions

Incarceration may represent a loss of freedom, loss
of family and social support, fear of unknown, fear
of physical or sexual violence, uncertainty about the
future, embarrassment and guilt over the offence and
stress related to poor environmental conditions.

Intensity of intent may be an important indicator.
Study employing the scales to measure the suicidal
intents, reported intensity of intent to die as a major
predictor of suicide completion in suicide attempter.
Despite much research there is no possibility to reli-
ably predict and prevent suicide in any individual.
Many studies have identified risk factors associated
to suicide completion, such as gender, previous at-
tempts, suicidal ideation, a diagnosis of depressive
disorder or schizophrenia but such predictors held
to identify the person committing suicide [10].

Training should be imparted to police/jail offic-
ers and staff to prevent suicides in custody. Very few
suicides are actually prevented by mental health,
health care or other professional staff because sui-
cides are usually attempted in inmate housing units
and often during late evening hours or on weekends
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when they are outside the purview of the program
staff.

Formal screening for suicide risk of newly admit-
ted inmates by psychiatrists and counselors should
be conducted. To be effective suicide prevention must
involve ongoing observation. All staff must be trained
to be vigilant during the inmate’s entire period of
incarceration.

Most inmates commit suicide by using commonly
used articles like bed sheets, handkerchiefs, dupatta,
saree etc. A suicide safe environment would be a cell or
dormitory that has eliminated or minimized hanging
points and unsupervised access to lethal materials.

Installation of CCTV cameras at places without
disturbing the inmates’ privacy is need of the hour.

Inmates with mental disorders who present a se-
rious suicide risk should be provided with adequate
psychopharmacological treatment.

If suicide attempt occurs, correctional staff must
be sufficiently trained to secure the area and provide
first aid to inmate while they were waiting for exter-
nal emergency health care staff to arrive [11].
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