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The U.S. Should Take Swift Action to Help Preserve

Democracy in Cambodia
Olivia Enos

Cambodian democracy is in peril. On September
2, Cambodian security forces conducted a sur-
prise raid that culminated in the arrest and deten-
tion of Kem Sokha, the leader of the opposition Cam-
bodia National Rescue Party (CNRP), on unfounded
charges of treason.! A month later, opposition par-
liamentarians are fleeing the country. Cambodia’s
prime minister, Hun Sen, issued a threat to opposi-
tion leaders suggesting that he would round them
up and arrest them. This statement led Mu Sochua,
deputy president of the opposition, to flee Cambo-
dia this week.? In an unprecedented move, the rul-
ing Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) filed a lawsuit
on October 6 with the Supreme Court to dissolve the
opposition CNRP.?

In addition to targeting the opposition, Prime
Minister Hun Sen is going after civil society. In
August, Sen forced the shut-down of a faith-based
anti-trafficking organization.* He also expelled staff
from the National Democratic Institute (NDI) and
targeted other election monitoring organizations.®
The media is likewise under attack. After Kem
Sokha’s arrest, The Cambodia Daily was forced to
shut down.® Radio Free Asia was also forced to close
down its Phnom Penh bureau under pressure from
the Hun Sen government.’

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at
http://report.heritage.org/ib4771
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The uptick in repression is largely attributable to
looming elections in 2018. After the arrest of Kem
Sokha ahead of next year’s elections, the U.S. and the
international community should watch Cambodia
closely. Sen’s actions over the past several months
demonstrate his willingness to thwart the contin-
ued development of democracy and undermine dem-
ocratic institutions in Cambodia. These substantial
threats demand action. The U.S. should continue to
call for the release of Kem Sokha, consider cutting
aid to Cambodia, place a visa ban on Cambodian
individuals undermining democracy, and press for
the presence of election monitors. The U.S. should
also consider re-assembling key signatories of the
1991 Paris Peace Agreement to form a Cambodia
contact group to serve as advisors in the midst of
political turbulence.

Background on Democracy in Cambodia

Elections in 2013 were a watershed moment for
Cambodia.® It was the first time in years that the
opposition posed a legitimate electoral threat to
Hun Sen’s 32-year grip on power. Elections were
followed by months-long protests that drew out
tens of thousands of supporters of the opposition
who claimed election fraud, called for fresh elec-
tions, and sought political compromise. Violence
ensued in the aftermath of elections, with police
using tear gas and employing other brutal tac-
tics against protestors to quash opposition to the
elections.’

The lead-up to 2013 elections was not unlike the
current crisis in Cambodia. In 2010, the former lead-
er of the opposition, Sam Rainsy, was slapped with
a number of trumped up charges that resulted in a
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12-year prison sentence.'® Rainsy chose self-exile
in France and was unexpectedly pardoned ahead of
2013 elections (but still prohibited from running for
office or even voting)." In addition to attacking oppo-
sition leadership, the government censored or shut
down local radio stations and television stations.
Journalists were silenced as the government invoked
an unjust law that prohibits them from reporting on
“issues of national security.”?

Hun Sen may be taking a page from the 2013 play-
book, but he is also taking it to a new level. In call-
ing for the dissolution of the opposition party, Hun
Sen’s actions may have the consequence of elimi-
nating what little is left of a democratic Cambodia.
Without a swift response from the U.S. government,
any hope of a free and prosperous Cambodia may be
gone."

The U.S. Response

The U.S. government response to challenges
in Cambodia has been modest at best. The State
Department issued a limited statement condemning
the arrest of Kem Sokha and highlighting backslid-
ing trends in democracy in Cambodia on September
3. The U.S. Embassy in Phnom Penh made a more
forward-leaning statement similarly condemning
Kem Sokha’s arrest on September 12."° The embas-
sy’s statement focused principally on countering
the accusation by the Cambodian government that
Kem Sokha colluded with the U.S. government to
undermine the government of Cambodia. No subse-
quent U.S. government-led action resulted from the
statements.

Congress, nonetheless, is taking steps to address
threats to democracy in Cambodia. Senators John
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McCain (R-AZ) and Dick Durbin (D-IL) issued a
statement urging the release of Kem Sokha and reaf-
firming U.S. commitment to democracy, human
rights, and rule of law in Cambodia.'

Congress is also currently reviewing the State,
Foreign Operations and Related Programs bill that
sets appropriations for 2018 U.S. foreign assistance,
including to Cambodia. At present, the House and
Senate are reconciling their respective versions of
the bill. The House version conditions 25 percent of
international security assistance to Cambodia on
the country’s willingness to “cease efforts to intim-
idate civil society and the political opposition in
Cambodia” and its support for the “conduct of free
and fair elections,” among other conditions.”” The
Senate version of the bill conditions all assistance
to the central government in the bill on Cambodia’s
commitment to democracy. It also goes farther by
including the “release of jailed opposition leaders
and civil society activists” among the conditions
and by imposing a visa ban on Cambodian officials
known to undermine democracy in Cambodia.'®
When the bill passes—a near certainty—the law will
send a clear signal to Hun Sen and his CPP party
cadres that the U.S. is serious about its commitment
to holding the Cambodian government to account
for undermining democracy.

U.S. commitment to democracy in Cambodia is
predicated on past promises. In fact, the U.S. has
additional obligations under the Paris Peace Agree-

ment to hold the Cambodian government account-
able. After the Khmer Rouge terror and Vietnam-
ese invasion, the international community oversaw
a democratic transition in Cambodia.’” To end the
conflict and promote a free Cambodia, on October
23,1991, the U.S. and 18 other international signato-
ries to the Paris Peace Agreement assented to “pro-
mote and encourage respect for and observance of
human rights and fundamental freedoms in Cam-
bodia.”?® The agreement also ensured the “the right
to self-determination of the Cambodian people
through free and fair elections.”* In this regard, sig-
natories have a continuing moral obligation to assist
Cambodia when the political process falters, as it so
visibly is today.

Next Steps to Ensure Accountability for
the Cambodian Government

President Donald Trump will travel to Asia,
including Vietnam and the Philippines, in early
November to participate in the Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation summit and the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations summits.?? Ahead of
those travels, the Administration should take a clear
stance on challenges threatening democracy in
Cambodia. The U.S. government should:

= Sanction and institute a visa ban against all
individuals involved in undermining democ-
racy in Cambodia under relevant Treasury
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Department authorities. Hun Sen and CPP
members need to know that the U.S. will take
action in response to backsliding democracy and
that the U.S. will hold individuals responsible for
their role in undermining the political reform
process.

Form a Cambodia Contact Group comprised
of key signatories to the Paris Peace Agree-
ment. Signatories already have an obligation to
hold Cambodia to account in order to ensure that
human rights are respected and that free and fair
elections are held. Key signatories could include
the United States, Japan, Indonesia, Austra-
lia, the U.K,, and France. Given the severe dete-
rioration in democracy in Cambodia, the group
should re-assemble to provide accountability and
develop plans to get Cambodiaback on the path of
political reform.

Continue to publicly and privately press for
the release of Kem Sokha. Hun Sen and the
CPP have a history of targeting opposition lead-
ership as a ploy to undermine free and fair elec-
tions. The U.S., along with other partners, such
as the European Union, should draw attention
to threats to democracy in Cambodia. Calling for
Kem Sokha’s release is the easiest way to do that.
In particular, statements from high-ranking offi-
cials, such as the Secretary of State or Deputy
Secretary of State, may impact Hun Sen’s deci-
sion-making calculus and would signal that the
U.S. is watching the degenerating conditions in
Cambodia closely.

The Trump Administration could publicly
endorse the language of the State, Foreign
Operations, and Related Programs bill—par-
ticularly the tougher Senate language—con-
ditioning assistance to Cambodia. It should
especially support the inclusion of a visa ban as
well as placing broader-sweeping conditions on
U.S. aid to Cambodia.

= Press the Hun Sen government to grant
access to outside election monitors ahead
of 2018 elections. Mere elections do not con-
stitute a democracy, just as the day of the vote is
not the only important part of an election. Elec-
tion monitors, such as the National Democratic
Institute, the International Republic Institute,
or the National Endowment for Democracy, can
provide assistance ahead of elections to ensure
a freer and fairer electoral process. U.S.-led and
internationally led election monitors should have
access to Cambodia prior to, during, and after the
2018 election cycle.

m Press for the release of political prisoners in
Cambodia. As of June 2017, there were at least
20 individuals detained as political prisoners in
Cambodia.?® That number does not include Kem
Sokha, who was detained last month, or other
CNRP parliamentarians detained since the most
recent crackdown. Deputy president of the CNPR,
Mu Sochua, says that she felt her freedom was
unprecedentedly compromised, which led her
to flee the country.?* Hun Sen continues to issue
threats to opposition parliamentarians. In the
coming months, the U.S. should watch closely
to see if more individuals are taken as political
prisoners.

It is in the U.S. interest for Cambodia to be free
and prosperous. Silence in the face of deteriorating
conditions in Cambodia may mean the end of politi-
cal reform in Cambodia. The U.S. should take swift
action to guide Cambodia back to a path of freedom
and democracy.

—Olivia Enos is a Policy Analyst in the Asian
Studies Center, of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom
Davis Institute for National Security and Foreign
Policy, at The Heritage Foundation.
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