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A number of nations have established security institutions to quell internal riots or 
riot-like situations. France’s Mobile Gendarmerie, Japan’s Kidō-tai, Germany’s 
Bereitschaftspolizei, and Israel’s Yasam are such “rapid” units whose goal is to, among 
others, support the civilian police in quelling civil disorders and unrest. India 
established its own anti-riot body in 1991: the Rapid Action Force. The assumption 
underpinning the body’s creation was that existing institutions designed to tackle internal 
violence or insurgency were becoming increasingly overstretched. In the mid-twentieth 
century, after India gained independence, the government decided to retain and rename 
what was called the Crown Representative’s Police (1939–1949). This centralized police 
force, now known as the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF), would allow the federal 
government to play a coordinating and counseling role in matters concerning law 
enforcement, including the ability to establish secondary police organizations that could 
intervene within states to ensure public order. Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel argued in 
Parliament that India needed such a centralized force, especially since the nation was 

retaining a system in which law and order would otherwise be a state subject.1 Patel 
argued that, in a period of transition and political upheaval, a centralized force would 
serve to lower cross- border tension as well as militate against local actors creating 

“unrest” to “better their own prospects.”2 

 
By the 1980s, Patel’s point was as valid as in 1949; India remained in a “period of 
transition,” and inter-group conflict, insurgency, and secessionism had, if anything, 

intensified.3 Local actors, including political elites, used communal violence as a means to 

advance their own interests.4 The CRPF, the only Central Armed Police Force (CAPF) with a 
mandate to assist states (and union territories) in policing operations, was (1) 
overstretched in tackling the Khalistan movement as well as the violence in Jammu and 
Kashmir; and (2) had suffered a crisis of legitimacy in its perceived heavy-handedness in 

those settings.5 Consequently, the Congress Party deliberated over a new, more agile 
force, that would tackle a very specific variety of conflict, that is, riots and mob violence in 
the heartland (rather than at the borders). When Narasimha Rao first publicly announced 
the creation of a new anti-riot body, he did so on the same day that the Congress would 
offer support for a Ram temple in Ayodhya—a site that would, ironically, later become a 

major test for his new anti-riot body.6 

 
This descriptive chapter attempts to highlight the organization and functioning of the Rapid 
Action Force or RAF. Broadly, we argue that the RAF faces several challenges—potentially 
applicable to other Indian security agencies—that may moderate its agility. These 
challenges include logistical hurdles, a lack of coordination between the Center and states, 
and political considerations that make governments hesitant about seeking assistance from 
the RAF. The essay is structured as follows: the section “Organization and Autonomy” 
describes the organization and hierarchy within which the Force operates, while in “Agility” 



we use data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) database to 
gain a measure of the distance personnel must travel to address a riot. In “Deployments 
and Constraints,” we use the Times of India archive to shed light on where the Force has 
been deployed. In the section on the “Rapid Action Force,” we present a brief case study of 
the Force’s deployment during the 2016 Haryana reservation agita- tion. In the 
“Discussion” section, we offer concluding remarks while simultaneously highlighting 
avenues for future research. 
 

Organization and Autonomy 

Though law and order is a state subject, the procedure to disperse an unlawful 
assembly by a civil force is outlined in Section 129 of the Criminal Procedure Code 
(Cr.P.C.). Under this section, an executive magistrate or officer-in-charge of a police 
station (e.g., station house officer) may command any unlawful assembly to dis- perse, 
and even use force if the command is not obeyed. While the term “civil force” refers 

to the police, “armed force” falls in the same category.7 In Akhilesh Prasad v. Union 
Territory of Mizoram (1981), the Supreme Court ruled that the CRPF and other 
paramilitary forces are indeed “armed forces.” 

One of these “armed forces,” a subsidiary of the CRPF, is the Rapid Action Force or 
RAF. Data from government reports and answers to parliamentary questions re- veal 
that the Rapid Action Force represents just 1.6 percent of the total paramilitary forces, 

and 5 percent of the CRPF.8 While the CRPF is deployed to counteract cross-border 
terrorism and insurgency in the Red Corridor, North East, and Jammu and Kashmir, the 
Rapid Action Force is supposed to be deployed largely outside those three contexts. 
Yet, the boundaries between the RAF and the CRPF are highly fluid. The RAF was 
created after ten CRPF battalions (approximately 1,000 personnel) were simply 
repurposed and called Rapid Action Force in 1992; this trend continued in 2018 when 
Battalion Number 114 of the CRPF based at Jalandhar, Punjab, was converted to RAF 
whereby CRPF personnel simply started wearing blue uniforms. 

Organizationally, the RAF is run by one of the CRPF’s several inspector generals. Each 
of the Rapid Action Force’s three ranges (Delhi, Mumbai, and Dehradun) houses five 
battalions (Figure 11.1). One battalion of RAF consists of four companies and has an 
authorized strength of a little over 1,000 personnel. (A battalion in the CRPF consists 
of 1,141 personnel, while this number is 1,229 for the RAF.) An RAF battalion is run by 
a commandant. Each company is commanded by a deputy commandant, has four 

gazetted officers (GOs),9 and has an authorized strength of 222 personnel organized 
into two platoons. Each platoon is commanded by an assistant commandant, has an 
authorized strength of 97 personnel, and is organized into two teams. Each team is 
headed by an inspector and consists of an authorized strength of twenty-four. The 
operational strength of a company, platoon, and team is approximately 120, 60, and 
15 respectively. The remaining personnel are required for administrative work, 
communications, and other duties (Table 11.1). The usual deployment orders from 
the Ministry of Home Affairs refer to the number of “companies” to be dispatched 
to a riot-like situation. Once a company reaches a location, the company commander 
may use his two platoons as per the need of the situation. One platoon consists of four 
teams, which is the smallest operational unit in the RAF. A team’s operational strength 
comprises three elements: riot control, tear gas, and fire. In other words, in each 
team, one unit has a lathi/cane shield, a second operates with shells/gas, and another 
with guns. 



Every year, 25 percent of the RAF personnel are rotated to the CRPF, drawing an 
equivalent number of officers from the CRPF to the RAF. The tenure of a CRPF officer 
in the RAF is usually four years, which, under very special circumstances, can be 
extended by two years. The ranks in the RAF are like those in the Central Armed Police 
Forces. The ranks begin from constable and ascend to head constable, assistant sub-
inspector, sub-inspector, inspector, assistant commandant, deputy commandant, 

commandant, deputy inspector general, and inspector general.10 The junior ranks 
(up to sub-inspector) are recruited through the Staff Selection Commission (a 

statutory body created specifically for the purpose).11 The assistant commandants 
are recruited by the Union Public Service Commission (and through promotion from 

junior ranks),12 whereas the senior ranks of deputy inspector- general and above are 

promoted from within the CRPF or are drawn from the Indian Police Service.13 Some 
argue that multiple levels of recruitment and the tenure of four years does not allow 
for institutional loyalty to emerge. Indeed, the Rapid Action Force is not an 
autonomous institution; it is a brief posting for CRPF officials. In other words, by the 
time culture of the RAF is imbibed by personnel, their tenure in the institution may 
already be coming to an end. This situation is distinct from other organizations like the 
Rashtriya Rifles and Assam Rifles, whose troops are drawn from the 
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Army and are run by Army officers, or even the Border Security Force, which has personnel 
with lifelong careers within one organization. What are the benefits of being posted to the 
RAF? In general, anecdotal evidence suggests that CRPF personnel prefer to be posted in 
the RAF because it is seen as a “soft” posting. The CRPF is an organization known to be 
always on the move; personnel are typically deployed from one internal security situation 
to another, which is why the body is nicknamed the Chalte Raho Pyare Force (“keep 
moving”). Unlike CRPF personnel, who may be deployed in inhospitable conditions, 
battalions of the RAF are usually posted in urban settings across the country, away from 
disturbed areas. Because riots are not common—at least not the ones that governments 
choose to deploy the RAF for—there is a long queue to be requisitioned into the RAF. 

There are other differences between RAF and CRPF officials. The Rapid Action Force has a high 
“tooth-to-tail ratio.” This ratio expresses the relationship between the forces deployed to 
perform missions, and the resources used to manage and support those forces. A higher 
proportion of officers ensures that there is adequate supervision even at the lowest levels of 
the force. Table 11.1 illustrates the hierarchy as well as the number of officers per unit of the 
RAF versus the CRPF. Considering the battalion as a whole, the RAF has 22 gazetted officers 
(GOs) (1.79 percent) for 1,229 personnel, whereas the CRPF has 12 GOs (1.05 percent) for 
1,141 personnel. Similarly, at the company level, the RAF has 4 GOs (1.8 percent), while the 
CRPF has only 1 GO (0.74 percent). Finally, a platoon is commanded by an officer (assistant 
commandant) in the RAF, unlike the CRPF where an inspector or sub- inspector (not a GO) 
commands a platoon. 

   

Table 11.1 RAF vs. CRPF: Ranks and command structure 

RAF   

Unit Rank of Auth Op strength GOs 
commander strength 

% GOs 

Battalion Commandant 1229 – 22 1.79 

Company Deputy 222 120 4 1.80 
 Commandant  

Platoon Assistant 97 60 1 1.03 
 Commandant  

Team Inspector 24 15 0 0.00 

 
CRPF 

  

Unit Rank of Auth Op strength GOs % GOs 
 commander strength  

Battalion Commandant 1141 12 1.05 

Company Assistant 135 1 0.74 
 Commandant  

Platoon Inspector/Sub 38 0 0.00 
 Inspector  

Section Head Constable/ 9 0 0.00 
 ASI  

 



 
Another distinction is that RAF officials, compared to the CRPF, get an extra forty-five days of 
“conversion” training. In order to avail of an extra 15 percent allow- ance for being deputed to 
the RAF, officials have to pass an exam that tests them on operating non-lethal weapons (e.g., 
rubber bullets, stun grenades, armored vehicle carriers, specialized water cannons) and legal 

provisions of the Cr.P.C.14 When created, an explicit goal of the Rapid Action Force was that it 

be representative of the broader population, and therefore less likely to be seen as partisan.15 

Yet, data on the representation of minorities in the RAF is scarce. Based on formal answers to 
questions posed by ministers in Parliament, the representation of minorities (Muslims), 
Scheduled Castes, and Scheduled Tribes was 17.79 percent, 13.64 percent, and 4.76 percent in 

1995–1996.16 Yet, subsequent answers reveal that the representation of Muslims in the Rapid 

Action Force declined to 10.93 percent in 1999 to just 5.08 percent in 2004.17 In 2014, data 
were provided that outlined the percentage of incoming minorities among the cohort of CRPF 
recruits, but not the total percentage in the organization. Nevertheless, the Rapid Action Force 
is unique in the context of representation for women. The CRPF began a women’s battalion in 
1986, and six such battalions exist today. Yet, the total representation for women in the CRPF 
remains less than 2 percent; instead, the presence of women in the Rapid Action Force is—
because of a rule mandating that each RAF battalion have at least 96 female officers—close to 

10 percent.18 And so, while the CRPF has separate women battalions, each RAF company has 
at least twenty-four women. However, more research needs to be undertaken as to whether 
women perform the same roles as men, or whether they face constraints by supervisors and 

peers when implementing riot control.19 
 
Agility 

One point made repeatedly in journalistic accounts is the extended period that paramilitary 
forces—including the Rapid Action Force—take to arrive at a hotspot. Some suggest that 
the Rapid Action Force may not be as agile as was initially in- tended because battalions are 
based in only fifteen locations of the country. During the Mumbai terror attacks, for 
instance, critics questioned whether the Rapid Action Force was truly “rapid” if it took 
seven hours for personnel to arrive, or forty hours after the demolition of the Babri 

Masjid.20 For precisely this reason, Bihar was (in October 2018) permitted a permanent 
base for RAF troops in Vaishali. Prior to the Vaishali base, the closest RAF battalion that 
could be deployed to Bihar was based in Jamshedpur, Jharkhand, or Allahabad, Uttar 

Pradesh.21 
 
The organization ACLED has, since 2016, been recording cases of protests and riots across 
India based on a variety of (English-language) newspapers. ACLED defines riots as “violent 

events where demonstrators of mobs engage in disruptive acts.”22 Using these data, we 
attempted to gain a measure for “distance,” that is, on average, how far each riot or 
communal clash takes place from a Rapid Action Force headquarter. We geocode all the 
instances of rioting in the ACLED database as well as the RAF headquarters. As the left 
panel in Figure 11.2 reveals, most disturbances took place in Jammu and Kashmir and 
Punjab in the north, Assam and West Bengal in the east, and Kerala in the south. 
Of course, there are challenges with giving equal weightage to every instance of rioting 
mentioned in the ACLED database. The RAF is not the first responder for riots and mob 
violence, and it would likely be called out in the more dangerous or high-sensitive areas. 
Therefore, in the right panel of Figure 11.2, we subset the data by looking at only those 
areas that had one casualty or more from 2016 to 2019. Using the longitude/latitude of 



the approximately 3,000 unique locations in India where riots took place, as well as the 
location of the fifteen headquarters, we can calculate the distance a battalion or company 
must travel. A Rapid Action Force company must travel, on average, roughly 250 km to 
reach a hotspot from its closest base. 
 
In a country the size of India, it is likely that fifteen battalions cannot cover large distances 
on road. According to the Rapid Action Force standard operating proce- dure, the area of 
responsibility for a battalion stretches to a radius of 400 km. Yet, because the RAF 
personnel may often have to travel to a hotspot by road, challenges emerge when agitators 
block highways (as was the case in the 2016 Haryana res- ervation agitation; see section 
below). One solution to this problem could be the one used by the National Security 
Guards—the anti-terror specialized agency of the Government of India—which has access 
to transport aircraft of the Indian Air Force. Our qualitative interviews suggests that the 
RAF do not have designated choppers at strategic locations to support personnel 
deployment. 
 
The ACLED data also reveal other aspects about riots in India. First, as illustrated in Figure 
11.3, most fatalities related to riots from 2016 to 2019 took place in Jammu and 
Kashmir, West Bengal, and Haryana. West Bengal and Punjab were also the states that 
were among the most likely to see riots. Then again, in Figure 
11.4—which highlights where the Rapid Action Force has been deployed based on 
information from the Times of India rather than ACLED—we find that West Bengal and 
Punjab are not the top five states that the RAF was most frequently deployed to. While 
Jammu and Kashmir violence is largely the CRPF’s domain, the data raise a puzzle as to why 
West Bengal, for instance, is not the site for more frequent RAF deployments. 

 

Figure 11.2 The locations and count of riots, 2016–2019 
Left: The location and count of riots (and riot-like events) recorded in the ACLED database from 
2016–2019. Right: The location and count of riots recorded in the ACLED database with 1 
casualty or more (N=3,896). 
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One possibility is that regional parties—which must request RAF deployment— may be 
reticent about doing so for political reasons, or simply in effort to demonstrate that law and 
order is a state issue. It is also possible that state governments refuse to request the Rapid 

Action Force when groups allied with their own political party are involved in clashes.23 The 
federal government may also be anxious about sending RAF forces when non-allied regional 
parties are in power in states. Interestingly, when using the ACLED database to understand 
which groups/actors most are involved in riots, we find that political parties are particularly 
likely to be involved; and so, the fact that political parties or their breakaway groups are 
invariably associated with clashes echoes social science research about how communal 

conflicts could be perpetuated or supported by political actors for strategic gains.24 
 
Deployments and Constraints 

While researchers have collected data on riots in India, there is no available source that 
outlines where, when, and how many Rapid Action Force personnel have been deployed. 
For this reason, we construct a dataset using ProQuest Historical and LexisNexis to find all 
mentions of the “Rapid Action Force” from 1992 to present in the Times of India. Using this 
approach, we find that of the roughly 800 mentions of the institution in articles, most 
describe the RAF engaged in VIP or bandobast duties (e.g., deployed annually to Ayodhya 
during the anniversary of the Babri Masjid 
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destruction or during religious celebrations), a point that Mangla in this volume echoes 
through his fieldwork in Bhimsen, Madhya Pradesh. We subset the data by all the articles 

that mention the institution being deployed to specifically address a riot or clash.25 Using 
these mentions, we find that, on average, three companies are deployed to address a riot 
or clash. The exercise reveals other insights. For many of the entries listed, the number 
of casualties from rioting by the time the Rapid Action Force is deployed to a riot are 
roughly the total number of deaths from the entire incident. Consider, for ex- ample, the 

first riot that the Rapid Action Force was deployed to: Sitamarhi Bihar, in October 1992.26 

The Sitamarhi riot is an example of why the Rapid Action Force was created in the first 
place; Engineer notes that the police were biased and invested in the communal tension of 
the areas that they supervised, while a new centrally run unit was seen as more 

legitimate.27 Then again, based on newspaper accounts, the total number of deaths from 
the riot that began on October 6 was approximately thirty-nine, yet the number of deaths 
reported by the time Rapid Action Force deployed (October 9) was thirty-six. One way to 
interpret this is that the Rapid Action Force is highly effective at quelling violence; yet, 
another interpretation is that much of the violence related to the incident had already 
transpired, and that the Rapid Action Force was deployed too late. In fact, the federal 

government ended up blaming the Bihar government for not asking for the RAF sooner.28 

 

One interesting observation that our descriptive exercise reveals is that the nature of riots and 
communal conflict that the Rapid Action Force has witnessed has undergone change. For 
example, a riot occurred following telecast of Urdu news on Doordarshan in Bangalore in 1994; 
this incident, prior to the liberalization of state media when television and the state were 

more closely linked, resulted in at least eighteen deaths.29 Today, India hosts among the 

largest number of news channels in the world.30 The speed with which violence can flare, and 
the consequent agility required by the organizations like the RAF, has only intensified. Indeed, 
communal clashes may occur because of circulation of hate messages or videos on social 



media in a way that was unforeseen in the 1990s.31 While the RAF was originally intended to 
be used for the sole purpose of tacking communal riots, it has now come to be  used in 
various kinds of law-and-order situations from ensuring that a tussle be- tween political 
parties residing in hotels in Maharashtra in 2019 does not turn violent, to being deployed to 
supervise the Maha Kumbh in Allahabad, Uttar Pradesh. Figure 11.4 reveals that the Force is 
deployed with the most frequency and with the largest total number of companies in Uttar 

Pradesh.32 Still, the Times of India accounts reveal nothing about the efficacy of the Rapid 
Action Force; in some of the newspaper articles, the Force is criticized for not successfully 
quelling violence, as in the case of the Indo-Bangla border clashes that led to the deployment 

of the Indian Army in 2010.33 However, it is plausible that personnel are not trained for 
tension in border areas, which may be why, for several of the instances mentioned, the RAF is 
deployed simultaneously with other paramilitary forces, as was the case with the Jat agitation 
in Haryana (see below). 

 
One hypothesis for why some accounts highlight the inability of the Rapid Action Force to quell 
large-scale riots, or those that have already started, is that organizations like the RAF have to 
be (1) called by the state; and (2) operate under certain constraints when on the ground. 
Officials from the Rapid Action Force fall under the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) Act, 

1949 rather than the 1861 Police Act.34 Because the mandate of the RAF is to assist the state 

police force, the federal government cannot send the RAF on its own.35 Ordinarily, the 
states send a request to the central government, the federal government then assesses the sit- 
uation, and if satisfied on the grounds of the request, sends in the nearest RAF unit(s) to the 
affected area. However, to deter moral hazard or local governments’ dependency on central 
forces, the federal government now asks states to assess the requirement of CAPFs by 

constituting a local committee with representatives of the state police.36 This is obviously a 
lengthy bureaucratic process; delays may be caused due to the clearances required throughout 
this chain of command. Recently, a pro- cess to shorten the time required for deployment was 
put in place whereby district magistrates can directly contact the nearest RAF unit and request 
deployment. The Inspector-General (RAF) can agree to such a request and send the force for a 
max- imum period of seven days before which the regular permission from the Ministry of 
Home Affairs arrives. 
 
Aside from the process of being “called-in,” RAF officials remain under the su- pervision of the 
state government when they are being “hosted.” Specifically, op- erational command always 
lies with the local district magistrate or superintendent of police. What happens when a 
jawan (who is, let us assume, a member of one of the team elements that carries a gun) 
perceives the need to use armed force to quell a riot? It is in this context where RAF officials 
have the most maneuverability. If, for instance, an RAF official has operational instructions by 
superiors (e.g., the director general of the state police) not to open fire, the official may still 
use force if he or she decides that circumstances on the ground dictate violence. Unlike 

other paramilitaries, the CRPF/Rapid Action Force have the power to arrest.37 On July 27, 
1976, the Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India issued Gazette Notification No. J. II-
9/74-Adm-(Pers-lI/GPA-I), which conferred upon every member of the CRPF of and above the 
rank of sub-inspector various powers in- cluding those under Section 129 Cr.P.C., that is, one of 
the rights that a police officer holds. Unlike the local police, the RAF are not “socially 

embedded.”38 Consequently, policymakers assume that if such officials do have to resort to 
force, and along with the fact that the RAF is theoretically more representative of diverse 
communities, personnel wearing the blue uniforms will be seen as more legitimate if they must 
resort to force. Nevertheless, these assumptions have not been systemically tested and thus 



warrant empirical scrutiny. 
 

Rapid Action Force and the 2016 Reservation Agitation in Haryana 
 

What set of challenges are most important in determining the Rapid Action Force’s 
efficacy? Structural conditions (e.g., lack of equipment or distance from riot), or lengthy 
bureaucratic processes of requesting assistance? In the following section, based on 
interviews with serving RAF officers as well as analyses of government reports, we attempt 
to tackle this question by using as a case study the Force’s deployment during the Haryana 
reservation agitation in 2016. The Jat agitation represents the kind of incident that the 
Rapid Action Force was, in theory, explicitly designed to tackle, that is, a multi-day riot 
based on identity politics within the heartland of the country. Our analyses suggest that 
not only was the RAF constrained by structural factors, but also that the Force played a 
largely supportive rather than lead role, potentially out of skepticism among state 
administrators about the RAF’s efficacy. Indeed, by most accounts, the reservation 
agitation was seen as a failure of India’s internal security apparatus, especially since 

ultimately it was the Army that had to be deployed to quell violence.39 
Between February 7 and 22, 2016, the reservation agitation spilled on to the streets of 
Haryana, resulting in the blockading of roads and highways, as well as damage to public 
property. The event that precipitated the state government to call for the Rapid Action 
Force took place on February 14, 2016, when a Jat Swabhimaan Rally was held in the 
Sampla village of Rohtak. Between 200 and 250 persons blocked National Highway 10, 
after which prohibitory orders under Section 144 Code of Criminal Procedure were 
initiated. The state government, at the request of the police chief of Haryana, requested 
five companies of the RAF. However, the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) allotted only 
three: one RAF and two BSF (Border Security Force). These units were sent to Sonipat and 

one company each to Rohtak and Jhajjar, respectively. Between February 17 and 19,40 a 
back-and-forth continued between the state government and the MHA about ex- actly how 

many companies were to be deployed,41 as well as where to deploy them. For instance, 
some CRPF companies allocated to Jind on February 19 were then suddenly relocated to 
Rohtak the same day. The changing numbers of companies allotted, and the fact that state 
government had to keep making requests, is emblematic of the bureaucratic process 
involved in calling in the Central Armed Police Forces, even in the context of fast-moving 
crises. 
 
According to some of our interviews, the major structural challenge faced by paramilitary 

personnel were (1) distance to the riot;42 and (2) blocked highways. One RAF officer 
informed us that he arrived in Sonipat on February 16, 2016, but was largely immobile 
simply because agitators had blocked roadways. He also informed us that a major 
component of RAF activity included setting perimeters and ensuring spaces not already 
infiltrated were protected. For instance, when a collecting mob was moving toward the OP 
Jindal Global University at Jagdishpur, Sonipat—in which about 3,000 Indian/foreign 
students reside and study—the RAF unit reached the university before a large crowd could 
form, and dispersed rioters with tear gas. 
 
Yet, by other accounts, tear gas and anti-riot equipment utilized by the RAF may not have 
been adequate to quell agitations. For instance, on February 21, 2016, RAF officials were 
informed about an attempt being planned by rioters to damage Munak Canal. In this instance, 
tear gas not only proved insufficient, but also RAF officers were overwhelmed by agitators 



who tried to forcibly acquire their weapons. The RAF ended up opening fire and some 

individuals were killed.43 Figure 11.5 illustrates exactly when the Army was called in. 
Interestingly, the Army faced some of same challenges as the Central Armed Police Forces; it 
was delayed by almost a day by fallen trees on the roads, and several columns had to be 

airlifted with helicopters.44 Eventually, seventy-four columns of the Army were deployed, 
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which overwhelmed the manpower of the Central Armed Police Forces, including the RAF. 
Some officials that we interviewed did indeed highlight the importance of the Rapid Action 
Force in quelling violence in Haryana. For instance, an official we interviewed noted that he 
was posted in Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh, and was informed at 7 p.m. to move to Sonipat on 
February 23, 2016. (Interestingly, Bhopal is more than 800 km from Sonipat, and so further 
than the 400 km radius that personnel should theoretically be from a scene.) He reached 
Delhi airport by plane at 2 a.m., and at 5 a.m. he was on the ground. The official described 
how he employed some of his training in psychological warfare with the mob. For instance, 
he highlighted how he used food to sow division between agitators. He said: 
 
I saw that there were 5,000 persons sitting on the canal and blocking the water passage. The brigadier 
informed me that by 10 a.m. these people should be vacated. I responded that this was not feasible because 
of the sheer number of people, and if I fire a single shot there will be hundreds of drowning cases and 
chaos. We were given training in psychological war- fare. I had khichdi [local rice and pulses dish] made 
in several pots, and I sent them to the agitators and let them know it is for the women and children only. A 
rift began to emerge among some of the lead agitators who demanded that the food be given to everyone. 
And they started arguing with each other as to who exactly will get the khichdi. 
 
Similarly, an RAF official informed us that he, working with others, decided to allow 



agitators to write their demands on paper. This would distract some of the protesters while 
RAF officials could better position themselves for riot control. For instance, one official 
said: 
 
I thought it would be a good time to begin negotiating with the mob. I said all we must do is take petitions 
from the citizens and let them know that these written demands will be sent to the highest offices in the 
state. Some began to write demands on paper while they were waiting and standing in the crowds; we then 
had someone approach those folks and tell them that the petitions may be challenged by lawyers. And that 
if you aren’t literate or with high levels of education, it might be best to write your petition through a 
lawyer. In Sonipat, by 5 p.m., a substantial number of citizens had gone elsewhere to try and get some inputs 
from lawyers. 
 
In this way, some of the RAF officials we interviewed highlighted how their training allowed 
them to think about ways to disperse mobs without resorting to force in Haryana. Then 
again, the RAF officials that we interviewed were deployed to the state after much of the 
intense clashes and instances of violence had transpired. Consider Figure 11.5. It depicts 
the CAPF institutions brought in to quell the rioting in Haryana by day. The figure shows 
how, as violence and looting continued between February 16 and 18, only one company of 
the RAF was posted in Haryana. By February 19, four other CAPF institutions were brought 
in, as well as 8 columns of the Army. Yet, within the CAPFs, the increase in the number of 
RAF companies to deal with the rioting was marginal. Instead, aside from the CRPF, it was 
the Border Security Force—who are not trained in riot control—that saw a large increase. 
From February 20, there was a striking increase in the number of Army columns brought in; 
yet, once again, the number of RAF companies began to exceed the BSF companies in 
number only beginning on February 21. Throughout the Jat agitation, the total number of 
RAF companies never exceeded eighteen. This fact was severely criticized by the Prakash 
Singh Committee Report, which expressed puzzlement as to why the BSF (and later Indo-

Tibetan Border Police or ITBP) were called in before the RAF.45 
 
One hypothesis for why Rapid Action Force units were not called in is skep- ticism on the part 
of administrators about the ability of the RAF to handle large- scale violence rather than 
smaller, more concentrated community clashes. One of us (Dr. Hanif Qureshi) was the 
inspector general of Karnal, Haryana, during the time of the Jat agitation. Based on his 
experience, much of the violence related to the Jat agitation occurred prior to the Rapid 
Action Force being called in, at a time when a larger number of units were requested but not 
deployed by the Ministry of Home Affairs. As per the Prakash Singh Committee report, on 
February 20, there was word that agitators had brought National Highway 1 (Delhi to 
Chandigarh) to a standstill. On the 21st, agitators had breached Munak Canal, and had 
stolen a weapon from one of the Sashastra Seema Bal (SSB) jawans. SSB officials then opened 
fire, and a protestor was killed. On the 22nd, agitators had tried to cut off the water supply to 
Delhi. At 2 a.m., ADC Sonipat, DC Sonipat, IG Railways, and Commando mandated a lathi-
charge and deployed tear gas to be used on the mob. Eventually, seventy-four rounds of 
ammunition were fired, and four persons were killed. Only after the deaths of four persons did 
the level of violence begin to sub- side; and so, by the time that some of the RAF officials that 
we interviewed had arrived on the scene, and were able to use psychological warfare, there 
was already a diminution in the intensity of violence. A question that arises is that, if the 
training of RAF is to deal with clashes like the Jat agitation, why were so few companies sent 
not only from the very begin- ning, but also when the violence began to escalate? Why, as the 
violence intensified on February 19, were the Border Security Force and Sashastra Seema Bal 
moved into Haryana in larger numbers than the Rapid Action Force? One RAF official in- 
formed us: 

The government in Haryana likely thought that they could handle the situation without calling in external 



agencies, including the Rapid Action Force. But by waiting, the violence intensified, by which time it likely 
became necessary to present a big show of force. RAF officials are deployed across the country, and I for 
instance was called in from Bhopal. And so, in the heat of the moment, the MHA sent in other agencies, 
including the Army. There was no big strategy. It really was a game of numbers, and using whatever forces 
one could get to intimidate the rioters. It is also important to note that the RAF is still called in very rare 
cases—there remains this association that the organization does not use lethal force. And, for intense 
clashes that we saw in Haryana, there was an assumption—even shared by the Prakash Singh Committee 
report—that you do need to use lethal force. Policymakers think, “why should we call troops that have 
negotiation skills when there is violence and looting in the streets or those troops for whom only 50 percent 
carry weapons?” We need “real” armed forces is the thought-process. 
 

The official described a mentality among administrators that RAF can likely not deal with 
escalating riots. In the case of Haryana, the state government had initially asked for more 
personnel but were allotted far less by the Ministry of Home Affairs; yet, by the time the 
violence had escalated, the federal government overcompensated by deploying personnel 
from every agency, including the Army. It is also true that there are bureaucratic challenges 
with deploying just one kind of force; because CAPFs are spread thin in a variety of settings, 
the RAF is typically deployed with other agencies simultaneously. In general, state leaders 
prefer the disbursal of a variety of forces; deploying sixty-nine companies of CAPFs is seen 

as better than eighteen companies of the RAF.46 The reservation agitation was spread 
across nine districts of Haryana, and eighteen companies of the RAF—which would likely 
have to be called from several RAF battalion headquarters—would translate to just two 
companies per district. The distribution of day-by-day deployments in Figure 11.5 shows 
the massive deployments of the Army, suggesting that administrators may still depend on 
the military for large-scale internal challenges. However, the Army is (1) typically ill- 
equipped for anti-riot activity because they carry heavy weapons; and (2) military 
deployment—at the expense of CAPFs or the RAF—may undermine the credibility of 
the country’s most trusted institution. Indeed, while the Army carried out flag marches 
during the Jat agitation, it came with significant cost; several videos emerged showing 
agitators throwing stones at Army trucks, potentially compromising the status of the 
Army in the eyes of citizens. 
 
 
Discussion 

In this essay, we attempt to shed light on one of India’s Central Armed Police Forces, the Rapid 
Action Force. The Rapid Action Force was created to address rioting or communal violence 
in the heartland, which by the 1980s had intensified. The CRPF, which previously had sole 
responsibility for tackling such forms of violence, became overstretched with large-scale 
counterinsurgency and cross-border tension. Moreover, state-level police forces, especially 
after the Emergency, came to be seen as biased. The Rapid Action Force—with their bases 
across India, specialized training (especially in non-lethal weapons), and emphasis on 
representation—would theoretically be a boon. The organization has indeed seen a great 
number of successes since its inception; it was involved in countering the 2001 Indian 
Parliament attack, rescue operations following the 2004 Tsunami, and saw deployments during 
the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks. 
 
Yet, in describing the organization of the Rapid Action Force, we also attempt to illustrate 
some of the challenges that the institution has and will likely continue to face. First, we outline 
the hierarchy within the Rapid Action Force, and note how the institution is not autonomous. 
The RAF—a four-year deployment for CRPF officials—is typically seen as a “soft” posting. While 
CRPF officials sent to the RAF undergo a month-long training course, as a subsidiary of the 
CRPF and as a likely factor of the short postings, officials do not necessarily generate a loyalty 



to the institution distinct from the CRPF. Whether the RAF is a more “representative” force is 
also unclear; still, descriptively, the organization can be said to be more inclusive of women 
than other paramilitary agencies. Relatedly, hiring more recruits may mitigate against state 
governments having the need to call-in units from other agencies like the Border Security 
Force when in crisis. 
 
Second, we point to the fact that, on average, each RAF headquarter is roughly 250 km from a 
riot-like situation. Combined with the fact that the RAF do not necessarily have equipment like 
helicopters, there are structural hurdles that constrain personnel from arriving quickly on 
the ground. Without adequate equipment, RAF personnel can be hindered by simple 
obstacles such as blocked roadways. Providing adequate equipment to personnel, so that units 
are not obligated to borrow choppers from the Army or get lifts from other agencies, may 
improve performance. Third, we show that on average, three companies of the RAF are 
typically sent to a riot-like situation. Nevertheless, we also suggest that the bureaucratic 
processes and red tape involved in requesting CAPFs may not have adapted to the changing 
environment. As hinted by other chapters in this volume, there has been an evolution of riot-
like incidents in India, especially with the advent of social media. And so, instituting more 
bases for RAF deployment, and potentially ensuring that personnel play a more lead rather 
than supportive role, may begin addressing the mis- match in terms of states that are most 
likely to have a riot (or most likely to have fatalities from riots), compared to where RAF 
personnel are deployed. Indeed, the RAF is typically sent in conjunction with other CAPFs, but 
if the former is seen as a more neutral, impartial force in their blue uniforms, but remain 
overpowered by other agencies on the ground, then questions are raised as to whether the 
RAF are being given the opportunity to deliver in the first place. 

We use the reservation agitation in Haryana to illustrate several of the challenges 
faced by the RAF, and areas for performance improvement. We describe how the body 
was brought in along with other forces during the crisis that may not have had training 
to deal with riot-like situations (such as the Border Security Force and Army). When on the 
ground, the RAF did not necessarily retain organizational command. And so, playing 
largely supportive roles, without robust deployment, the RAF’s influence in addressing 
the agitation may have been overshadowed by its supervising body. In fact, there is 
some evidence to suggest that state administrators may prefer other CAPFs to the RAF; 
the RAF may be typecast as an agency that is unable to use lethal force to intimidate 
protesters. This may be one reason why states like Andhra Pradesh, West Bengal, Bihar, 
and Maharashtra have now created their own state-level Rapid Action Forces. However, 
further re- search is warranted as to whether these localized RAF institutions are more 
agile or simply a way to add layers of bureaucracy without initiating corrective measures to 
existing institutions. 
 
The chapter makes a case for studying the actors who participate in maintaining law and 
order in India in a more systematic way, especially because previous scholarly analyses of 
ethnic or communal violence have focused almost entirely on why they occur rather than 
the role of actors responsible for quelling them. Subsequent research, with more 
comprehensive data, may shed light on why attrition and levels of suicide are high in 
organizations like the CRPF, whether the deployment of forces like the Rapid Action Force 
perpetuate moral hazard (i.e., create a dependency upon federal resources and breed 
inefficiency in the police), or even why state governments ask for paramilitary assistance in 
some instances, but not others. 
 
We hope that policymakers and scholars will work more collaboratively to share data; at 
present, accessing even demographic information about the CAPFs is a challenge because 



such agencies are exempt from the Right to Information Act, as pointed out by 
Yashovardhan Azad in his chapter in this volume, and the federal government has even 
stopped providing certain forms of data related to communal conflict, shown by Ahuja and 
Kapur in their chapter. There may be anxieties among law and order and government 
officials vis-à-vis researchers potentially exposing structural deficits or painting the security 
apparatus in a negative light. Nevertheless, greater trust and collaboration between 
policymakers and researchers may in fact be a win-win situation by not only enabling scholars 
to carry out research, but also providing government officials a free pool of researchers 
interested in generating policy recommendations based on data that can increase the 
agility and efficacy of India’s internal security agencies. 
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