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Abhaya case: Priest, nun given life term
https://mattersindia.com/2020/12/abhaya-case-priest-nun-given-life-term/
Thiruvananthapuram, December 23, 2020
A court in Kerala on December 23 gave life term to a Catholic priest and nun found guilty of murdering Sister Abhaya 28 years ago.
A day earlier, the special court of the Central Bureau of Investigation convicted Father Thomas Kottoor and Sister Sephy, a member of St Joseph Congregation, for killing the 19-year-old nun and dumping her body in the well of Pius X Convent in Kottayam, Kerala.

Judge K Sanil Kumar found the two guilty of murder as well as destruction of evidences.

The body of Sister Abhaya (nee Beena Thomas Areekkara Aikkaraparambil) was found in the well on March 27, 1992. The local police tried to dismiss the death as a case of suicide alleging the nun’s family members had suicidal tendencies.

However, protests from local people who formed an action council for justice, forced the authorities to hand over the case to the Central Bureau of Investigation, a federal agency.

The judge also found Father Kottoor guilty of forcible entry into the convent.

While the prosecution argued for maximum punishment to the two, the defense pleaded for milder punishment in view of the age and health problems of the guilty.

Father Kottoor, 71, is reportedly suffering from a third-stage cancer while Sephy, 57, has kidney problems. She also told the court through her lawyer that she is the only one to look after her aged and sickly parents. When the court heard the two parties, Sister Sephy was seen praying with closed eyes.

The prosecution answered in negative when the court asked if the murder was planned in advance.

Among those present in the court was Jomon Puthenpurackal, who launched the action council, four days after Sister Abhaya’s death.
Abhaya murder case verdict to come after 28 years
https://mattersindia.com/2020/12/abhaya-murder-case-verdict-to-come-after-28-years/
Thiruvananthapuram, December 21, 2020
A Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) court will on December 22 deliver its verdict on the murder of Sister Abhaya, whose body was found inside a convent well in Kerala’s Kottayam town 28 years ago.
The court is expected to rule on the matter at 11 am.

Among the accused is Father Thomas Kottoor, who had taught Sister Abhaya psychology at Kottayam’s BCM College. Kottoor, who was arrested in 2008, was also secretary to the then Bishop. He later rose to be chancellor of the Archdiocese of Kottayam. Another accused, Sister Sephy, stayed in the same hostel with Sister Abhaya, who was only 21 at the time of her death. The victim’s parents died four years ago.

According to the CBI, Sister Abhaya witnessed intimate contacts between Kottoor, another Father, Jose Poothrikkayil, and Sephy on March 27, 1992.

This happened when Sister Abhaya went from her hostel room to the kitchen at around 4:15 am. The accused allegedly hit Sister Abhaya with a blunt object and threw her body in to the well to cover-up the crime.

Father Poothrikkayil, one of those initially accused, was acquitted by a CBI special court in 2018. However, discharge petitions of the other two – Kottoor and Sephy – were rejected.

Police and Crime Branch officials initially labeled the incident “death by suicide” and the case was transferred to the CBI amid protests and petitions. The central agency’s first three final reports were rejected by the court, which wanted a more thorough investigation.

The court pointed to various discrepancies, including the fact that dogs did not bark that night, the fact that the kitchen door was latched from outside and that residents of the convent did not hear the sound of Sister Abhaya “falling” into the well.
In November 2008 the CBI arrested all three accused.

Human rights activist Jomon Puthenpurackal is the lone surviving member of the panel that fought for justice for Sister Abhaya.

Abhaya case: God turns burglar to become key witness
https://mattersindia.com/2020/12/abhaya-case-god-turns-burglar-to-become-key-witness/
Thiruvananthapuram, December 23, 2020
God came in the form of a burglar and became a key witness in the Sister Abhaya case, says the convener of the action council that waged a three-decade long battle to get justice for the nun who was murdered in a Kerala convent 28 years ago.
A Central Bureau of Investigation court in Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala state capital, on December 22 convicted a Catholic priest and a nun for murdering the 19-year-old Abhaya, a college student.

“The verdict proves that the court cannot be influenced with money and power,” Jomon Puthenpurackal, the action council leader, told reporters after the court found Father James Kottoor of the Kottayam archdiocese and Sister Sephy guilty of murdering Sister Abhaya.
Both Sephy and Abhaya belong to the St. Joseph’s Congregation under the Kottayam Archdiocese.

Abhaya’s body was found on March 27, 1992, in the well of St Pius X Convent in Kottayam, some 145 km northwest of Thiruvananthapuram.

The local police initially dismissed the death as a case of suicide, but persistent protests by Puthenpurackal and team forced the authorities to hand over the case to the CBI, a federal agency.

“The people’s trust in the judiciary has increased after this verdict,” Puthenpurackal claims.

According to him, God intervened in the case in the form of a burglar.

“It was God, who came in the form of key witness Adakka (arecanut) Raju and helped prove the case,” he explained.

Raju, who used to steal agriculture produces and other things from neighborhood, had gone to Pius X Convent early on March 27 when he saw two men in cassocks entering the convent flashing torches. He went back frustrated.

He rushed to the convent in the morning after hearing that a nun’s body was found in the well. Raju saw Fathers Kottoor and Jose Poothrikkayil, he had seen at night, there.

Poothrikkayil, the second accused in the case, was let off in 2019 for want of sufficient evidence.

Raju said he was frightened and kept mum, but was arrested after a police’s sniffer dog came to his house. Under intense interrogation Raju narrated to the CBI team what he had seen at the convent that night.

The defense team contested relying on a thief’s version but the court took Raju’s statement a crucial evidence.

Raju said he had to undergo torture for months as the investigator’s wanted to make him the murderer. After he was exonerated, he was offered huge money to turn hostile, as done by seven other prosecution witnesses in the case.

“My biggest desire was to get justice for that child. She got it now. That is all I wanted,” Raju told reporters. He says he and his neighbors have and nothing should happen to them. “It is unthinkable that they disappear one day,” added the man, who continues to live on a 3-cent plot in poor locality in Kottayam.

Puthenpurackal too says the verdict has brought immense joy to him. “I was only a means in the case. I have no regrets if I were to die now,” he said.

He too had to face threats and pressure in his struggle for justice.

“Many people tried even to kill me for standing up for the truth. I studied only up to Class 6 and never thought I would be able to fight for a case. Though a huge amount of money was spent to save the accused, the CBI court stood for the truth,” Puthenpurackal added.

The activist says people who were never part of the campaign now appear on television channels to explain their role in the case.

“Now some people have appeared claiming to be relatives of Abhaya. When I brought her parents to conduct a dharna (sit-in) in front of the secretariat, her brother had said that the case will never be proved. Those who never attended the protests are now appearing before channels and I’m happy to see it,” he added.

Abhaya’s parents – Thomas and Leelamma Areekkara Aikkarakunnel – died four years ago.

Puthenpurackal said he survived tortures and threats to fight for the truth. “I have been waiting for this day for a long time. The accused should be awarded at least life sentence,” he added.

As the local police tried to depict Abhaya’s death as suicide, the action was council was formed on March 31, 1992, with Kottayam municipal chairman P C Cheriyan as president and Puthenpurackal as convener.

After the verdict, the first accused Father Kottoor, a 71-year-old moral theologian, said he was innocent and God is with him. Sephy, 57, the third accused, reportedly broke down hearing the verdict, sat down and asked for water.

Both were taken for medical checkup before transferring them to a jail.
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Sr. Abhaya, Father Thomas Kottoor and Sister Sephy
How Abhaya case witness Adakka Raju was subjected to inhuman torture by cops
Adakka Raju stood strong to depose what he saw that fateful day after all these years, despite being subjected to most “inhumane torture” by the investigation agencies, the court said.

https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/how-abhaya-case-witness-adakka-raju-was-subjected-inhuman-torture-cops-140273

Neethu Joseph, December 25, 2020
Adakka Raju was ordinary of the ordinary, a man who climbed the walls of St Pius X Convent in Kottayam 28 years ago for some petty theft. But on that ill-fated day when Sister Abhaya, a 21-year-old nun in the convent got killed, he was turning out to be an extraordinary man, who was to beat a sea of odds to stand strong as the key witness in the case, to have directly witnessed the prime accused on the crime scene. And it is rightly for this Malayalis took Adakka Raju to their hearts, when he jubilantly reacted to the media, saying his “daughter finally got justice”, after a Thiruvananthapuram court pronounced the accused priest and nun guilty of the crime on Tuesday.

But there is more to the man than what meets the eye, cues the court in its almost 300 page judgement. Raju stood strong to depose what he saw that fateful day after all these years, despite being subjected to the most “inhumane torture” by the investigation agencies, who coerced him to confess to a crime that he never committed, the court said.
It was Raju who saw Father Thomas M Kottoor (the convict) along with Fr Jose Poothrikkayil (who was earlier discharged from the case) on the terrace of the convent in the wee hours of March 27, 1992, the day when Abhaya got killed, after she discovered Sister Sephy, another nun in the convent and the two other priests in a compromising position. Raju had said he saw two people standing on top of the terrace of the convent, who were looking around with a lighted torch in the wee hours of the morning. “I know Kottoor achan (priest),” Raju had told the court.

But being a witness in the case was not an easy journey for Raju, who was initially coerced to accept the crime, the court states in its judgement. It reveals how strategically, the Crime Branch moved in the case to help the real accused evade from the case.

For 58 days, Raju was kept in the Crime Branch custody at Kottayam, where he was “subjected to inhuman torture to extract a confession to the effect that he had committed the murder of Sr. Abhaya,” judge K Sanilkumar, said in the judgement. He was then lured by offering large financial rewards, a job for his wife, a promise to meet the educational expenses of his children and even a promise to build a house. But Raju, who hailed from a very humble background who was in grave need of all these, courageously ignored it blatantly.
“He may have been a thief, but he was and is an honest man, a simple person without the need to dissemble, a human being who became a professional thief by the force of circumstances, but a speaker of truth nonetheless,” the court said praising Raju’s courage.

In its judgement, the court has also revealed how the Crime Branch had categorically moved against Raju, accusing him in 40 other false criminal cases, as a move to pressurise him to change his statements, after he ignored the ‘offers’.

The investigation officers even tortured many others related with Raju, to extract a false statement from them to falsely implicate him in the murder. Prosecution witness Shameer (PW8), to whom Raju used to sell the petty items he stole, was one of them. Shameer and his brother were brutally thrashed by the officers, the court says.
“Shameer was tortured by the police for two days and his brother was tortured for six days in custody. The then Deputy Superintendent of Police (Crime Branch) IC Thampan, repeatedly hit his brother stating that he should say that Adakka Raju committed the murder of Sister Abhaya,” it says.
Showing the Crime Branch’s planned move, the court states that Shameer’s brother who fell unconscious after being attacked, was taken to General Hospital in Kottayam for treatment under the name of another person. These activities were carried out by the police at the instance of Superintendent of Police, KT Michael, the court observes.

Following this, the investigation officers falsely planted evidence to implicate Raju in 40 other criminal cases. According to the judgement, KT Michael SP forced Shameer’s father to buy 20 water meters and 20 Kg of copper, which was planted as evidence against Raju. Raju was then convicted in two cases, the court says, but was acquitted in others as evidence was not recognized by witnesses.

It is worthy to repetitively note how Raju continued to stand strong for the truth, over all these years, even when many other crucial witnesses changed their statements in support of the accused. The court even said Raju’s unwavering statement was enough to “established beyond all doubt that there was the presence of A1 (Fr Kottoor) in convent” on the night of the murder.

Since the past two days, Adakka Raju, the ‘good thief’ has been viral in social media and has now become a household name in Kerala, all for good reasons.

The photographer whose pictures helped prove Sister Abhaya was murdered
Four close-up photos taken by photographer Varghese Chacko had gone missing when the Sister Abhaya murder case was handed over to the CBI.

https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/photographer-whose-pictures-helped-prove-sister-abhaya-was-murdered-140277

Haritha John, December 25, 2020

 "I knew that it was not a suicide, as, from the beginning, I felt they were hiding something,” recalls Varghese Chacko, a photographer and also the seventh witness in the Sister Abhaya case. “When I reached there, her body was laid on a grass mat covered with a white cloth. They did not remove the white cloth to take photos. I was not allowed to take a close shot of head also, but I managed to take photos of her neck and face. While taking the pictures, I saw red marks on either side of her neck.”

Varghese started his profession as a photographer when he was 16 years old, at the Venus studio in Kottayam. When he was assigned to take police inquest photos of Abhaya's body in 1992, he was 26 years old. Twenty-eight years later, speaking to TNM from an oil mill he runs, he recalls each and everything happened on that day.
"Usually, a photographer should have been present while the body was being taken out from the well. But I was called very late. I just clicked the photos of body which was on the floor, convent premises, and the well," he said.

Varghese handed over ten photos with negatives to the owner of the studio. Later, a policeman collected them. "We sent a bill of Rs 200 to the convent. They paid it," he said.

Varghese was never a witness in the case, until the beginning of 2000s. Neither the police nor the first batch of CBI officials asked him anything. Later, a CBI enquiry led by DySP Nandakumar Nair included him as a witness.
"I thought that the photographs were there, so they can see themselves the marks that I saw. So I did not tell anyone. Within a few days of the murder, though many were claiming that it was a suicide, others knew it was not," he said.

Varghese was shocked when he was approached by the CBI and the prosecution because they showed him just six photos. "Four photos went missing. The CBI did not get them. Three among the missing photos were close up of Abhaya's face and neck, where the marks were visible. Another one was shot of an angle of her feet," he said.

"At the court, the defence lawyer showed me the other six photos and asked where are the marks. But they were visible only in the missing photos. The six photos were long-shot ones," he said.

Varghese had also undergone polygraph and brain-mapping tests. 

Eight witnesses in the case turned hostile during the trial. But there were few others on the other side, who stuck on to their statements. 

"When I gave my statement to the CBI, everyone warned me, saying that I might be harmed. But I was not scared all these years. I was firm and I told them whatever I saw. My studio owner also protected me. He was a very powerful person in Kottayam, I had that courage too," he said.
He also said that nobody pressurised or threatened him to change his statements.

"They alleged that I was lying for the CBI and was taking money from them. I don't need any money. I will tell only the truth so that her (Abhaya's) soul can rest in peace," he said.

He said that another proof was that CBI had received the bill for the photos that he gave to the convent officials. "The bill proved that there were ten photographs. I had signed that bill," he said.

The photographer’s testimony later helped prove that Sister Abhaya’s death was a homicide. The CBI court in its judgement sentencing two accused in the case observed that there was no conflict in the report by Radhakrishnan, a forensic expert and prosecution witness 33, and findings of Varghese. 
In the judgment the court observed that the nail mark injuries as stated by Varghese are injuries which cannot be inflicted while “the body is submerged in the water or is en route towards the water,” which indicated that there was a struggle before the nun’s death.

While Varghese confirmed that there were nail marks, Radhakrishnan’s report does not mention marks. However, the court said that just because Radhakrishnan did not see the marks, does not mean it was not there.

“As this case originated and developed over the decades and was investigated by the various wings of different Investigating Agencies, PW7 (Varghese) had to subject himself to prolonged questioning on numerous occasions. On all those occasions, he was consistent in his stand and stood his ground despite the pressure of intense and repeated questioning,” the judgment observed.
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