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Human Rights in Cambodia
Ravaged by genocide and armed conflict in the 1970s and 1980s, since 1985 Cambodia has been under the stable
but repressive rule of Prime Minister Hun Sen. Nominally a multi-party democracy, the country has long been in
effect a one-party state. Repression has intensified since the results of the 2013 election showed growing support
for the opposition. With the next parliamentary election scheduled for July 2018, the government decided to
ban the country's main opposition party, a move which drew international condemnation.

Ratification of international instruments
Cambodia has ratified 12 of the UN's 18 human rights instruments, a similar number to Thailand and
Bangladesh, but fewer than Nepal (13) or the Philippines (14).

Domestic human rights guarantees
Cambodia's 1993 constitution enshrines various general rights and freedoms, for example freedom of
expression, association, assembly and the press, and also the right to form trade unions and to strike.
However, for most of these rights, the constitution emphasises that they are to be 'exercised within the
framework of law', leaving the door open to restrictions under secondary legislation (see examples below).

Human rights in practice
Dignity and right to life
Up to one-third of Cambodia's population is thought to have been killed under Pol Pot's brutal Khmer
Rouge regime (1975-1979). Fighting continued under the ensuing Vietnamese occupation. The Paris peace
agreements signed in 1991 brought stability; nevertheless, a culture of violence persists in the country.
The constitution forbids the death penalty and physical abuse; however, there have been hundreds of
extrajudicial killings and physical attacks under the 33-year rule of Prime Minister Hun Sen, a former Khmer
Rouge commander, who in 2017 warned his opponents that they should 'prepare their coffins'. Security
forces have killed environmental activists and striking workers; in 2016, government critic Kem Ley became
the latest in a long series of murdered opposition activists. Police and plainclothes security personnel use
violence to break up peaceful protests.
Opposition activists have been imprisoned on charges ranging from human trafficking to insurrection.
Former opposition leader Sam Rainsy is now in exile after being accused of defamation, and his successor
Kem Sokha is being held on treason charges. Cambodia has at least two dozen political prisoners, many of
them supporters of the now banned Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP).
Prisons, which hold twice as many inmates as they were designed for, do not meet international standards.
There is widespread violence, and in one-third of the country's prisons, access to clean water is lacking.

Freedom and citizens' rights
Constitutionally, Cambodia is a 'liberal multi-party democracy'. However, in practice Cambodia is a one-
party state, ruled for over 30 years by the Cambodian People's Party (CPP) and its veteran leader Hun Sen.
As mentioned above, the use of politically motivated charges against opposition politicians, principally
from the CNRP, is a long-standing practice. However, such attacks have intensified since 2013; apparently,
the government is worried by growing public support for the opposition. International observers identified
'serious flaws' in the 2013 election, including a strong media bias in favour of the government. Nevertheless,
the CNRP scored its best result ever, winning 45 % of parliamentary seats compared to the CPP's 55 %.
Again, in the 2017 local election, 44 % of votes were cast in favour of the CNRP, putting it on track towards
a possible victory in parliamentary elections scheduled for 29 July 2018.
In response, the government has made legislative changes, amending the constitution in February 2018 to
require political parties to 'place the country and nation's interest first', a provision that is open to abuse
against opposition parties, accused by the government of collaborating with foreign powers. At the same
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time, changes to the Penal Code make it an offence to insult the monarch. Modelled on similar laws in
neighbouring Thailand, this new legislation is apparently less about protecting the monarchy (which in the
past Hun Sen himself threatened to dissolve) than clamping down on the opposition; in May 2018, CNRP
activist Ban Somphy became one of the first to face lèse-majesté charges. In the same month, the
government gave itself powers to remove online content deemed to create 'turmoil'.
However, the most radical step towards restricting political freedom so far was the Supreme Court's
November 2017 ruling, which dissolved the CNRP and removed its representatives from Parliament on the
grounds that it had plotted to overthrow the government. 20 parties have registered for the July 2018
election, but in the absence of the CNRP, the CPP is not expected to face substantive opposition; in the
February 2018 election to the Senate, it managed to win every one of the seats up for grabs.
In parallel with its crackdown on the opposition, Cambodia has also curtailed media freedom. In 2017,
though ranked 132nd out of 180 countries in the Reporters Without Borders Press Freedom Index, it was
still one of the better-performing countries in south-east Asia. However, 15 radio stations were silenced in
August 2017, and a month later the Cambodia Daily, one of the country's last independent papers, was
forced to close after being hit with a huge tax bill. In May 2018, another hefty tax bill forced the Phnom
Penh Post to sell out to a Malaysian investor with links to Hun Sen; since then, the paper has toned down
its criticism of the government. Cambodia's ranking in the Press Freedom Index fell by 10 places in 2018.

Equality
Sustained economic growth averaging over 7 % a year since 1993 has helped to dramatically reduce
poverty (in 2012, 18 % were living below the national poverty line, compared to 50 % nine years earlier) and
raise life expectancy (currently 69 years, 19 years longer than in 1985).
However, land-grabbing is a major problem for the country's poor, many of whom lack legal title to their
homes. As many as half a million have lost land, often to politicians and companies with strong political
connections. A land-titling programme launched in 2012, intended to resolve some of these problems, was
criticised for being insufficiently transparent, and land disputes have continued since then.
Cambodia does not do well in terms of gender equality – in 2015 it came 112th out of 188 countries in the
UNDP's gender inequality index, the worst of the ten south-east Asian countries. Women are traditionally
encouraged to play a subservient role in Cambodian households. According to a UN report, one-fifth of
Cambodian women admit to having experienced domestic violence (unfortunately, the report also
suggests that such figures are not exceptional for south-east and east Asia).

Justice
As the role of the courts in politically motivated cases against opposition figures shows, Cambodia lacks an
independent judiciary. In non-political cases too, the country's legal system is notorious for corruption, with
bribes often determining the outcome of legal procedures (according to Transparency International's
Corruption Perceptions Index, Cambodia is one of the world's 20 most corrupt countries).

EU response: the European Parliament has adopted no fewer than five resolutions since 2014 on Cambodia –
most recently in December 2017 in relation to the banning of the CNRP. In view of the country's deteriorating
human rights situation, the Parliament called for sanctions against Cambodian regime members.
The EU had allocated €10 million in funding to help Cambodia's national election committee register voters and
purchase election equipment. So far, some €8 million of that funding has been spent. In response to the banning
of the CNRP, in December 2017 the EU announced that it would suspend payment of the remainder. Moreover,
EU election monitors will not participate in Cambodia's July 2018 election.
In February 2018, the Council of the EU announced that it was considering sanctions, and asked the European
Commission to examine whether Cambodia is still eligible for the EU's Everything But Arms (EBA) scheme. Under
the scheme, Cambodia has unlimited tariff-free access to the EU, its main export market, a privilege that can be
withdrawn in the event of serious human rights violations. Exclusion from the EBA would be a heavy blow for
Cambodia and its textile sector in particular, which directly employs some 600 000 Cambodian workers, while
generating one-sixth of the country's GDP and four-fifths of its export earnings. Following up this
recommendation, the European External Action Service together with the European Commission's DG Trade and
DG Employment sent a monitoring mission to Cambodia in the first half of July 2018; its findings are expected
later in 2018.
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