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October JI, 2012

The Honorable Barack Obama
President of the United States
The White House
1600 Pen nsylvan ia Avenue, Northwest
Washington, D.C. 20500

Dear President Obama,

We are writing about you r upcom ing trip to Cambodia to attend the Novem ber 19-20,2012 , East Asia
Summit and US-ASEAN Summit. While we recognize the value of your attendance , we are concerned
about Cambodia's deteriorating human rights situation and urge you to expre ss publicly such concerns
durin g your visit.

As you know, Prime Mini ster Hun Sen has held power in Cambodia for over 27 years and has said he
wants to rule unti l he is 90 years old. His Cambodian Peop le's Party (CPP) uses various forms of
coerc ion, includi ng violence and manipulation of national institutions, to limit the freedoms of ordinary
citizens . Key government institutions, from the j udiciary to the Electora l Commiss ion, are dom inated by
the CPP. Pluralism has degraded since Cambodia's first e lections almost 20 years ago; the oppos ition
leader Sam Rainsy is now in exile after being sentenced to 12 years in prison in absentia on polit ically
motivated charges. Outspoken opposition leaders are regularly threatened with cr iminal charges or
expulsion from Parl iament.

There is also a worsening prob lem with corrupt land exp ropriation. In recent years, the government has
carried out an increasing number of evictions of Cambodians from their land for private concessions
(some with links to the People' s Republic of China), usua lly with inadequate or no compensation and
without due process. An estimated 400 ,000 peop le have reportedly been displaced or affected by seizures
since 2003. Concess ions are often given in violation of Cambodian law, and companies engage in illegal
activities, like logging, with the strength of the state behind them.

Cambodia is becomin g a rnore dangerous place for those who speak out about these prob lems. In April ,
respected environmenta l organizer Chhut Wutty was killed by a military policeman while documenting
illegal logg ing - a major source of revenue for Hun Sen and businessmen assoc iated with him. In May, a
14-year-old girl was killed in Prama, a poor rural village in northern Cambodia during a protest agai nst
eviction operations expropriating land on behalfof a company with connecti ons to Hun Sen. Several
months later, leaders of the protest were prosecuted for attempting "succession" and sentenced to 30 years
in prison. In Septembe r, ajournalist investigat ing illega l logging was brutally murdered , found dead in
the trunk of his car with axe wou nds .

The Prime Minister is increa sing ly using politically-controlled court s to facilitate these land seizures and
bolster his unpopular rule. This month a Phnom Penh court sentenced Mom Sonando. the owner of a key
indepe ndent rad io station, to 20 years in prison for publicly supporting the Prama proteste rs. Accordin g
to human rights organizations. this year also saw the conviction of 13 women protestors in May for
peaceful protests against a corrupt land grab at Boeu ng Kak lake in Phnom Pen h; lega l charges in August
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against one of country's human rights workers, Chan Soveth; and threats by authorities in May aga inst a
popular and politically active monk, Loun Sovath, who this month was named the recipient of one of the
world's most respected human rights awards.

The U.N. Spec ial Rapporteur for Cambodia, Surya Subedi, summarized the situation in a recent report:
"Many human rights defenders, civil society representatives and journalists in Cambodia have continued
to enco unter harassment, intimidation and the threat of a defamation or incitement lawsuit. The threats
faced by these indiv iduals have taken a serious tum for the worse [in 2012], with an increase in the use of
live ammunition against people defending their rights and protesting against Governmen t policies and
practices.... These incidents have hampered the activities of human rights defenders in Cambodia, with
many now fearing for the ir lives."

We urge you to call on the Cambodian government to take immed iate steps to improve the political
atmosph ere ahead of scheduled 2013 elections , especi ally by pardoning opposit ion leader Sam Rainsy and
allowing him to return to Cambodia, encouraging an election environment in which the CPP's autocratic
rule can be freely and fairly challenged, and by appointing a new and independen t Electora l Commiss ion.
We urge you to condemn the sentence of Mom Sonando and ca ll for his release prior to your journey,
dec ry the harassment of human rights advocates Loun Sovath and Chan Soveth, and voice concerns about
illegal land concessions, the increasing crackdown on protesters, and the lack of accountability for past
human rights abuses.

By taking a strong and public stand in support of human rights and democracy during th is first-time visit
by a U.S. President to Cambodia, your words would encourage and embolden the Cambodian people and
send a clear message to the entire region about American values and expectations, particu larly in the
wake of the Arab Spring. However, failure to speak out will serve to undermine America's narrative of
support for Asian democrats - to the benefit of Hun Sen and the PRC.

Sincerely,

PATRICK LEAHY
United States Senator

LAURA RICHARD ON
Member of Congress

SEPH LIEBERMAN
United States Senator

ARA BO
United States Senator

A ES P. MeGO ' RN
mber of Congress
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RICHARDJ. DURBIN
United States Senator

.!Un !' McCAIN
nited States Senator

N W. OLVER
emberof Congress

~
Member of Congress
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J • ES P. MORAN
Memberof Congress
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