
ASIA OVERVIEW 

 

Human rights fared poorly in Asia during the year, and nowhere as badly as in East Timor. No 

outside country and no institution, regional or global, put the necessary pressure on Indonesia to stop the 

deadly violence of its proxy militias until a scorched earth campaign in September left the soon-to-be-

independent country a smoking ruin and virtually its entirAe population uprooted. The principle of 

accountability for crimes against humanity was strengthened by United Nations Secretary-General Kofi 

Annan=s establishment in September of an international commission of inquiry on East Timor. The principle 

was undermined, however, by Cambodian Premier Hun Sen=s refusal for months to work with the U.N. to 

bring senior Khmer Rouge leaders to justice, although by late October, it appeared that his position might 

change.  

Nationalist sentiment, inflamed by different factors in different countries, produced an anti-Western backlash across 
the region that had negative repercussions for human rights.  

The fundamental civil rights of expression, assembly, and association suffered severe setbacks during the year in 
Pakistan, China, Burma, Malaysia, Singapore, and Cambodia, and judicial independence took a battering in Hong Kong and 
Malaysia. Religious persecution was a major issue in China, India, and Vietnam as well as elsewhere in the region. 

Government action and inaction fueled communal and caste conflict in India, while communal violence, exacerbated by if 
not initiated by government action, flared as well in Indonesia. Internal armed conflicts in Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, 
Indonesia, and Burma produced human rights violations by all parties involved and led to serious problems of protection for 
refugees and internally displaced persons.   

Governments in Pakistan and Afghanistan failed spectacularly to uphold women=s rights, and violence against women 
was a pervasive problem in the region. The Indonesian government made no effort to further investigate the rapes of ethnic 
Chinese women in May 1998, and trafficking of women continued into or out of  most of the countries of the region. 

Corruption remained a major obstacle to respect for human rights, with  cronyism of past or present leaders a 
national political concern in Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, China, and Pakistan.  

On the positive side, economic recovery and democratization made steady progress. The more open countries in the 
region, Thailand and South Korea, recovered most rapidly from the effects of the 1997-98 economic collapse, although key 
structural reforms were not implemented at year=s end. In June, Indonesia successfully held its first free national election 
in forty-four years, but the triumph was marred by the continuing role of the army in political life, the persistence of 
Amoney politics@ or influence-buying, and the failure of any politician to address the country=s political and economic 
difficulties. 

Regional governmental organizations played no role in human rights protection during the year. The Association of 
Southeast Asia Nations (ASEAN) seemed powerless and rudderless, in part because of the political and economic 
uncertainties in Indonesia, its largest member. The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in New Zealand in 
September ended up being a useful forum for discussion of East Timor but was otherwise seen by participants as lacking 
purpose or direction. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
The crisis in East Timor underscored the failure of Apreventive diplomacy@ and the unwillingness of the international 

community to take steps early on, such as exerting economic pressure or suspending military cooperation, that might have 
persuaded the Indonesian army to sever links with local militias, rendering international military intervention unnecessary 
(see Indonesia/East Timor chapter). The crisis highlighted the inability of key countries, such as the U.S. and members of the 
European Union, to focus on more than one crisis at a time, since East Timor was unfolding at a time when Kosovo had the 
near-exclusive attention of senior policy-makers in those countries. (Among Asian human rights activists, the attention to 
Kosovo left the impression that human rights disasters in Europe would always generate more attention than catastrophes 
farther afield.)   The East Timor crisis also underscored Japan=s unwillingness to link aid to human rights. 

Once the scale of the post-referendum violence became apparent, the U.N. moved relatively quickly to force Indonesia 
to accept an international force, with full support from governments in the region, including China. But Asian support 



for and participation in the International Forces in East Timor (Interfet) was one thing; support for the notion of 
universal jurisdiction or international accountability for crimes against humanity was quite another. On September 27 in 
Geneva, in a special session of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights, Asian delegates as a bloc rejected or abstained from 
voting on a resolution calling on the U.N. Secretary-General to establish an international commission of inquiry for East 
Timor. They instead supported Indonesia=s contention that it could do its own investigation without Aforeign intervention,@ 
through the Indonesian National Commission on Human Rights. The argument was similar to that used by Hun Sen in rejecting 
an international tribunal for Khmer Rouge leaders, insisting that Cambodian courts could do the job. 

 The Asian governments= vote may have been linked in part to their unhappiness with how the special session was 
convened. But other factors may have been just as important. Of the governments concerned, Sri Lanka, Japan, Korea, 
Pakistan, and China are all countries that have unanswered questions of accountability for past abuses. Sri Lanka, India, and 
the Philippines, all of whom voted with Indonesia, also have national human rights commissions that are seen by their 
respective governments as sufficient to address ongoing abuses, without interference from abroad. 

A final factor in the vote may also have been rising nationalism. Nationalist anger against outside intervention on 
rights issues was evident in Malaysia, in response to the November 1998 remarks in Kuala Lumpur by U.S. Vice President Al 
Gore in support of the political opposition; in China, in reaction to the May 7 bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade; 
in India and Pakistan, in response to a flare-up of the Kashmir conflict from May to July;  in Indonesia, in response to the 
U.N. role in East Timor beginning in June; and throughout the region in response to NATO intervention in Kosovo.   

The freedoms of expression, association, and assembly were under particular assault in Pakistan, China, Malaysia, and 
Burma during the year but suffered elsewhere as well. Burma=s ruling State Peace and Development Council continued to 
arrest supporters of the opposition National League for Democracy. The government of Nawaz Sharif in Pakistan launched a 
frontal attack on nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)  in May, depriving thousands of legal status, and then Sharif 
himself was overthrown in a military coup in October that led to the imposition of martial law.  In China a series of 
sensitive anniversariesCof the Tibetan uprising on March 10, 1959, the Tiananmen Square crackdown on June 4, 1989, and the 
founding of the People=s Republic on October 1, 1949Cled authorities to tighten controls and increased intolerance of 
independent political activity.  Singaporean authorities continued to ban outdoor speeches and rallies, arresting opposition 
politician Chee Soon Juan in January for making a lunch-hour address to a crowd of businessmen, and imprisoning him for 
twelve days in February after he refused to pay the criminal fine levied against him for the January speech. The other 
veteran opposition leader in Singapore, Joshua Jeyaretnam, faced the prospect of bankruptcy as a result of punitive 
damages, awards, and costs assessed in defamation actions brought by Prime Minister Goh and others. The actions related to 
statements made by Jeyaretnam in an election eve political rally in 1997.  In Malaysia,  Deputy Prime Minister Anwar 
Ibrahim=s first trial ended in April with a six-year sentence on corruption charges; a second trial began in June. Both 
trials seemed designed to end Anwar=s political career and the threat he posed to his former mentor, Prime Minister 
Mahathir, as well as to stifle calls for reform.  

The integrity and independence of courts were at issue in many countries of the region during the year. In Malaysia, Far 
Eastern Economic Review journalist Murray Hiebert was jailed in September on charges of Ascandalizing the court,@ for an 
article he wrote in 1997 noting the speed with which a lawsuit involving the son of a prominent judge moved through the 
court system. He was released on October 11. It was the first time any journalist in Malaysia had been detained since 1957.  
In Cambodia, pressure from the U.N. and major donor governments on Hun Sen to allow an international tribunal to try 
senior Khmer Rouge leaders was premised on the assumption that Cambodian courts were still too weak and politicized to do 
the job properly.  In China, legal reform continued to make slow headway, but Averdict first, trial second@ remained the 
operative rule for political cases. In the Special Administrative Region (SAR) of Hong Kong, the traditional independence 
of the court system was placed in jeopardy in May after SAR Chief Executive Tung Chee-hwa asked Beijing to intervene to 
overrule a decision by Hong Kong=s Court of Final Appeal that he opposed. In Pakistan, the government set up new military 
courts in late 1998 to try suspected Aterrorists@ and when these were challenged, simply replaced them in May with anti-
terrorist courts, which still eliminated most basic protections for defendants.  

Caste, communal, and ethnic violence continued to plague the region. In India, private armies supported by upper-caste 
landlords attacked members of the Dalit or Auntouchable@ community with impunity; a series of particularly vicious attacks 
took place in Bihar in from January to April, part of an ongoing cycle of retaliatory violence between these armies and 



Maoist guerrillas.  The coming to power of a Hindu nationalist government also encouraged many right wing Hindu groups to 
attack religious minorities, often with local police failing to intervene.  

A series of communal riots throughout Indonesia in late November and December 1998 and January 1999 were widely 
believed to have been instigated by army-linked provocateurs. Whether the riots were provoked or not, government 
intervention inevitably made things worse. Conflict between Muslims and Christians, rooted in political and economic causes, 
raged unchecked in the central and southeastern Moluccan islands at the end of the year.  Many of the deaths were caused 
by security forces opening fire to stop communal fighting, but local people alleged that different branches of the armed 
forces took one side or the other, rather than remaining neutral. No progress was made during the year in investigating 
the deadly May 1998 riots in Jakarta that were directed against ethnic Chinese. In Kashmir, the conflict took on a communal 
aspect as it spread beyond the Kashmir valley, with the Indian government deploying former army servicemen, largely Hindu, 
to assist the army in counterinsurgency operations in the Jammu region. These village defense forces were responsible for 
abuses against local Muslim villagers. 

Internal armed conflict produced grave human rights violations across the region, with abuses against civilians often 
being carried out by paramilitary groups working in unofficial collaboration with government armed forces. Rebel groups 
were also responsible for abuses. In Kashmir, the incursion into Indian-held Kashmir by Pakistani-backed militants in May 
and the resultant fighting between India and Pakistan diverted attention from a pattern of systematic abuse in Kashmir by 
Indian security forces and former militants working with them called Arenegades,@ but those abuses continued. Militias 
organized, trained, and equipped by the Indonesian army were the primary agents of violence against suspected supporters 
of independence in East Timor; attacks by pro-independence groups on non-Timorese civilians took place in late 1998 and 
early 1999, but from February onwards, the violence was almost all on the other side. In Sri Lanka, several paramilitary 
Tamil groups worked with the Sri Lankan army to try and crush the insurgency led by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) in the north and east of the country; the LTTE was also responsible for grave abuses, including recruitment of child 
soldiers. In Burma, the ongoing campaign by the Burmese army or Tatmadaw to pacify areas held by ethnic insurgent armies 
resulted in large-scale forced population removals and other abuses; there were also some reports of executions by the 
insurgents, including the Karen National Union,  during the year. In Afghanistan, both the Taliban forces and the United 
Front were responsible for indiscriminate bombings of civilian areas. The Taliban also forcibly relocated thousands of 
civilians and detained an unknown number during a mid-year offensive. 

The various conflicts in the region produced huge outflows of refugees and internally displaced persons, with critical 
protection problems emerging as a result. In East Timor, one issue was how to safely repatriate East Timorese who had been 
forcibly expelled into Indonesian West Timor and who remained under the control of the militias who had forced them out 
(see chapter on Refugees).   

In Thailand and Malaysia, the governments= failure to accord refugee status to Burmese and Indonesians respectively led 
to an ever present danger that people with a genuine fear of persecution could be repatriated against their will and in 
violation of international law. The Malaysian government continued to deny UNHCR permission to visit immigration detention 
camps where some refugees were believed detained. In Bangladesh, the government was eager to see the repatriation of 
some 21,000 remaining ethnic Rohingya refugees originally from Arakan, in western Burma, but not all wished to return. For 
those who did, the Burmese government continued to place obstacles in the way of repatriation. Tens of thousands of 
Indonesians were displaced by political or communal conflicts in Aceh, West Kalimantan, and the Moluccas; the Indonesian 
government restricted access by international humanitarian agencies to the camps, fearing that their presence would be 
exploited for political reasons by parties to the conflict. The Sri Lankan government blocked delivery of humanitarian 
relief supplies to internally displaced persons in northern Sri Lanka in June and July, leading to international protests. 
In October 1998, UNHCR established a presence in Thailand along the Thai-Burmese border where camps housed some one 
hundred thousand refugees.  The procedures by which new arrivals from Burma would be screened for admission to the camps 
remained unclear; local groups were concerned that until those procedures were clarified, there was a possibility that 
genuine refugees could be sent back. UNHCR sought to cease international protection for Cambodian refugees remaining in 
Thailand and send them back to Cambodia, based on what it viewed as an improved political situation. After protests by 
human rights groups, UNHCR said the status of Cambodians would be further reviewed.  In the beginning of the year, the Thai 
government said it would consider signing the U.N. Refugee Convention, but as of this writing, it had taken no action. 



Corruption remained a huge issue. In Indonesia, a major bank siphoned off U.S.$70 million to officials of the Golkar 
ruling party, including people closely linked to President Habibie. In February, a taped conversation between President 
Habibie and Attorney General Andi Ghalib revealed that a government investigation into former president Soeharto=s wealth 
was a sham; Ghalib himself became the target of a bribery inquiry and was forced to step down on June 14 pending 
investigation.  The investigation into the Soeharto wealth was called off in October. In April former Pakistani prime 
minister Benazir Bhutto was convicted in absentia of taking bribes; her husband remained in a Pakistani jail on corruption 
charges. In Malaysia Anwar Ibrahim was tried on corruption charges, but it was he who in 1998 had raised concerns about 
corruption and cronyism in Mahathir=s inner circle. Newspaper articles accusing high-ranking officials of corruption led 
to systematic harassment of journalists and publishers in Pakistan. In August, newspapers in the  Philippines also 
complained of government pressure after reporting on corruption and cronyism in the administration of President Joseph 
Estrada. In Cambodia, the Cambodian Mine Action Center (CMAC), a national institution, lost funding after news broke that 
CMAC officers had misappropriated hundreds of thousands of dollars. In Vietnam corruption continued largely unabated, 
despite the high-profile trial in August of seventy-seven people in what became known as the Minh Phung Epco case. 
Corruption of police and immigration officials facilitated trafficking of women and illegal migration across the region. 
 

Defending Human Rights 
Where they were allowed to exist and in some cases, even where they were not, Asian NGOs vigorously defended human 

rights. Human rights NGOs in Thailand and Malaysia worked with their Indonesian counterparts to protest abuses in Aceh. The 
Asia Monitor Resource Center, a Hong Kong-based NGO, documented abuses of worker rights in Vietnam and China. Advocacy 
on behalf of migrant workers continued to be a priority for NGOs in the region. A project to better enforce the 
fundamental freedoms of expression, assembly, and association in Asia involved human rights organizations from Hong Kong, 
Sri Lanka, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Cambodia. Human rights in Burma and East Timor continued to be of major 
concern to NGOs across Southeast Asia; they often worked collaboratively to document abuses and raise concerns with 
ASEAN governments. When Malaysian human rights activists were arrested in September, organizations across Asia rallied to 
their support. Extensive access to the Internet by Asian NGOs facilitated not only regional campaigns of this kind but also 
international advocacy efforts on Asian issues.  When Falun Gong was banned, its members in China bombarded western 
human rights groups and governments with e-mail messages pleading for help. 

Human rights monitoring continued to be a risky job, however. Neelan Tiruchelvam, a Sri Lankan recognized 
internationally as a leader of the human rights movement, was assassinated in Colombo in July by a suicide bomber believed 
to be linked to the LTTE. Two staff members of the Cambodian human rights organization  Cambodian League for the Promotion 
and Defense of Human Rights (LICADHO) were arrested in December 1998 and accused of inciting a demonstration against 
toxic waste dumping in the port city of Sihanoukville.  The two LICAHDO staff were detained for one month, released 
pending trial, then put on trial in July. They were eventually acquitted of all charges. The office of the leading East 
Timorese human rights organization, Yayasan Hak, was attacked by militias on September 5. The staff were evacuated, and 
then the building was torched, destroying valuable evidence that might have been used in prosecutions of Indonesian 
officers. 

In several countries including Indonesia, Sri Lanka, the Philippines, and India, national human rights commissions 
functioned reasonably independently and were helpful in getting certain human rights issues onto the national agenda. The 
Indian commission succeeded in getting compensation paid to victims of police torture.  But in Indonesia, the government 
used the national commission as a way to deflect international scrutiny of its role in East Timor. Malaysia and Thailand both 
passed legislation during the year mandating the establishment of national human rights commissions, and Korea was also 
planning to create one.  

No human rights organizations were permitted to function in North Korea, Vietnam, Burma, or Singapore. In China,  legal 
aid organizations and a hotline for women operated freely, but any organized advocacy effort on behalf of dissidents, 
religious activists, Tibetan nationalists, or workers was crushed. 
 

The Role of the International Community 



The international community was moved by conflicting impulses during the year. On East Timor, the impulse to stop the 
destruction was restrained by a concern voiced by several U.N. Security Council members that too much pressure on Indonesia 
could undercut Indonesia=s fragile democratization process. (Indonesian pro-democracy activists argued the opposite, that 
only accountability for senior officers could help reduce the role of the military.)  The terror in East Timor did, however, 
prompt an unusual mobilization of military and material resources, with Japan covering almost half the costs of an 
international force led by Australia, and Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, the Philippines, Korea, Bangladesh, China, and New 
Zealand among the countries of the region contributing personnel.  

Despite a crackdown that steadily increased in China during the year, the G-7 countries gave up trying to pressure the 
government to make improvements and put all their effort into human rights dialogues and seminars on the rule of law 
which, while harmless, produced few, if any, tangible results.  

In South Asia, Western countries put concern over human rights aside as they worried about how to halt the escalation 
of conflict between India and Pakistan over Kashmir, not recognizing the role that human rights abuse by Indian security 
forces and separatist militants had played in fueling the conflict to begin with. 

The region=s economic recovery was a top priority for all donors, but there was a noticeable increase in attention 
toward governance and support of civil society.  
 
International Financial Institutions 
  The World Bank engaged in more consultation with local groups than ever before in countries that had active NGO 
networks. Where freedom of association was tightly restricted, as in China, Aconsultation@ tended to be a much more pro 
forma process. The Bank launched a Acomprehensive development framework@ initiative to enhance the input of civil society 
in development activities, but its only pilot project in the region was in Vietnam, where the emphasis was on poverty 
reduction.  The World Bank shied away from giving explicit support to NGOs in China trying to expose corruption. But it 
energetically protested the crackdown on NGOs and journalists in Pakistan, convening a special meeting of ambassadors in 
Pakistan with NGO participation, putting off a planned consultative group donor meeting, and appealing for the release of 
 Najam Sethi, a jailed journalist who campaigned against corruption. 

In Indonesia, the World Bank consulted with a wide range of NGOs and political opposition leaders as it decided how to 
handle disbursement of loans in the pre- and post-June election period. In September, it held up loans to the Habibie 
government because of a major corruption scandal. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank also linked 
the delay in disbursements to the violence in East Timor and Indonesia=s failure to meet its commitments under the May 5, 
1999 agreement (see Indonesia/East Timor chapter). 

The World Bank=s inspection panel was charged with doing an independent assessment of a highly controversial $40 
million resettlement project in a traditionally Tibetan ethnic area of China, and for the first time, its assessment was a 
precondition for disbursement of project funds. Its report was due to be delivered to the World Bank=s board in late 
November or early December. 

Under Congressional mandate, the U.S. Treasury Department established an outside advisory committee to examine the 
impact of IMF programs, including social safety net funding, greater transparency in IMF operations, and the impact of the 
IMF on core labor rights standards.  The committee=s initial meetings in early September focused on procedural matters; it 
included representatives from the human rights and environmental communities as well as business and labor groups. 

 

United Nations 
The United Nations made useful contributions to human rights in East Timor, Cambodia, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Afghanistan. 
 Despite controversy over whether the U.N. could have done more to protect the people of East Timor from the terror 

unleashed by militias in September, there is no question that the U.N. Mission in East Timor (UNAMET) acted with 
professionalism and integrity as it organized a referendum in record time under abominable conditions and ensured the safe 
evacuation of the more than one thousand displaced people who had taken shelter in its compound. The protection failure lay 
more with member states who failed to exert the pressure on Indonesia that they could have earlier in the year. In 
September the Security Council authorized the sending of an Australian-led international force to East Timor to halt 
Indonesian army-backed violence, restore order, and provide humanitarian aid to hundreds of thousands of displaced people. A 



special session of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights also met in September and passed a resolution calling on the 
secretary-general to set up an international commission of inquiry into violations of international humanitarian law in 
East Timor.The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights opened a small office in Jakarta. 

The Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women visited Jakarta and East Timor in November 1998; she was followed in 
February by the U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention. In neither case were the visitors allowed to visit Aceh or Irian 
Jaya. 

Following up on a November 1998 mission, the U.N. sent a second group of experts to Cambodia in August 1999 to assess 
options for bringing the Khmer Rouge leadership to justice through a tribunal that met international standards. The U.N. was 
initially rebuffed by Premier Hun Sen, however.The Phnom Penh field office of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights had its mandate extended for another year, but in September Hun Sen called for the closure of the office of the 
personal representative of the secretary-general in Cambodia at the end of its mandate in January 2000. 

A hard-hitting report on Vietnam released in March by Abdelfattah Amor, the special rapporteur on religious 
intolerance prompted an angry response from the Vietnamese government. 

A resolution by the U.N. Commission on Human Rights and statements by the U.N. Secretary-General in April and August, 
respectively, condemned widespread violations of human rights and humanitarian law in Afghanistan. Burma, also the subject 
of a UNCHR resolution critical of its rights practices, continued to block access by U.N. Special Rapporteur Rajsoomer 
Lallah.   

U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights Mary Robinson=s visit to China and Tibet in September 1998 led to no new 
initiatives, and even an assessment mission in 1999 designed to press for ratification of the two U.N. covenants China had 
signed was not productive.  

 The U.N. High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) expanded its role in some areas, including along the Thai-Burma border.  
It continued to be involved in some of the region=s protracted refugee situations, such as in Nepal, but was sometimes 
insufficiently proactive in identifying possible solutions that respected refugee rights and wishes. UNHCR continued to work 
with urban refugees in India, Thailand, and Malaysia.  Detention of refugees on charges of illegal entry remained a problem 
in many countries as governments made no distinction between refugees and undocumented migrants. UNHCR often had no 
access to these detainees; Malaysia was a case in point. 
 
United States 

United States policy in the region was once again pulled in different directions by political and economic imperatives. 
Political interests themselves led to contradictory initiatives, with security concerns sometimes at odds with the desire to 
strengthen civil society and bolster democratization efforts. With the exception of the India-Pakistan conflict and the East 
Timor crisis, Asia lost out to the Balkans in the administration=s list of priorities. 

The White House was outspoken in opposing the crackdown on NGOs and journalists in Pakistan, and this coincided with 
its policy of increased pressure on the Sharif government, driven largely by nonproliferation and anti-terrorism concerns; 
it condemned, however, the coup against Sharif in October.  The White House, State Department, and Pentagon also used 
public and private diplomacy throughout the East Timor crisis. Unfortunately, all three drew the line at conditioning 
economic and military assistance on an end to militia violence until the scorched earth campaign began, by which time mere 
threats were no longer useful. 

There was no change in the administration=s tough policy on Burma, and a July report by the U.S. embassy in Rangoon 
documented for the first time that U.S. sanctions were having a significant impact on foreign investment and the overall 
economy even if they were not producing the desired political objectives. 

The Administration took the lead in carving out benchmarks for a U.N.-supported Amixed tribunal@ for Khmer Rouge 
leaders and pressed for the release of two staff members of the human rights organization LICADHO as a key test of the 
Cambodian government=s attitude towards civil society.  In Vietnam, both the embassy and the State Department gave top 
priority to finalizing a trade agreement, although religious freedom issues were high on the agenda. 

China represented the administration=s most significant policy failure. The administration badly handled opportunities to 
exert serious pressure on Beijing, including during the U.N. Commission on Human Rights in Geneva, Premier Zhu=s visit to the 
U.S. in April, and President Clinton=s contacts with Jiang Zemin throughout the year.  China=s deft manipulation of the 



crisis in U.S.-China relations following the bombing of the Belgrade embassy in May put the administration at a 
disadvantage and left its dialogue strategy in shambles.  Talks on China=s World Trade Organization (WTO)  entry were 
making little progress towards the end of October. 
 
European Union 

While the European Union (E.U.) expressed concern about human rights violations in Afghanistan, Burma, India, Malaysia, 
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, it took a less active stance with respect to China. Former Hong Kong governor Chris Patten, the 
European Commission=s foreign affairs commissioner, however, stressed the importance of taking human rights concerns into 
consideration in E.U. relations with China, including in the establishment of trade and economic ties.   Similarly, the 
European Parliament linked expansion of the E.U.-India relationship to India=s nuclear disarmament, while urging India to 
ratify the convention against torture, place a moratorium on executions and step up efforts to abolish the death penalty, 
foster religious tolerance, and protect religious freedom. The E.U. continued to criticize the Burmese government while 
attempting, albeit unsuccessfully, to involve the government in a dialogue about human rights.  On October 11, the E.U. 
extended sanctions against Burma for another six months, citing human rights abuses.  

In October, the European Council expressed concern about the humanitarian situation in East and West Timor and banned 
for four months the supply to Indonesia of equipment that might be used for internal repression or terrorism. The E.U. also 
pressed for peaceful settlements to the conflicts in Kashmir and Afghanistan and advocated the establishment of an 
international tribunal for Cambodia. 

 
Japan 
       The Japanese government was noticeably more active at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights than in previous years, 
taking the initiative, for example, to sponsor a Cambodia resolution, and working to develop a consensus on  Burma.  On 
China, Japan caved in to pressure from the Chinese foreign minister not to cosponsor the U.S. resolution, though it opposed 
a no-action procedural motion by China.  In general, with the exception of China=s WTO entry, which Japan strongly 
supported, Japan=s relations with China remained tense, and Beijing put ion hold the bilateral human rights dialogue with 
Japan that had begun in 1997. 
       Japanese diplomacy was highly visible in Southeast Asia. Japan sent observers to Indonesia for the June elections 
and donated computer equipment to tally the results. Japanese leaders lobbied President Habibie and other officials to end 
militia violence in East Timor, but stopped short of using Tokyo=s huge bilateral Official Development Assistance (ODA) as 
leverage.  Through 1997 Indonesia had received a cumulative total of more than $13 billion in ODA loans and other assistance. 
       In Vietnam, Japan continued to focus on economic reform, and did not link any of its ODA to human rights 
improvements, although Japanese officials did raise some human rights cases.  Once again, Japan was Vietnam=s largest 
donor.   
       Japan also maintained its high level of interest in Cambodia, hosting in February the World Bank=s first donor 
conference since the 1997 coup, and trying to defuse the Khmer Rouge tribunal issue by supporting both U.N. and domestic 
remedies without providing concrete assistance for either. 
       Behind the scenes, the Japanese government used its ties to the Burmese government to press for International 
Committee of the Red Cross access to prisons, implementation of the International Labor Organization=s recommendations on 
forced labor, and the visit by U.N. envoy Alvaro De Soto in mid-October. It took no action to restore suspended ODA to 
Burma. 

Japan continued its assistance to economies suffering from the Asian currency crisis, providing emergency aid in yen 
loans and grants to Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines, and South Korea under the so-called AMiyazawa@ initiative, named 
after the former prime minister who formulated Japan=s response to the crisis.  Together with loans provided as part of 
the IMF=s package of financial aid, Japan gave a total of $43 billion, the largest contribution of any single donor. 

Otherwise, whether in Kashmir, India, and Pakistan, or Malaysia, where Japan had particularly close 

ties, human rights concerns were low on the Japanese government=s agenda.  The October coup in Pakistan, 

however, did spark a strong diplomatic response: Prime Minister Obuchi publicly urged  the military to 

Apromptly@ return to democratic and constitutional rule. 



 
The Work of Human Rights Watch 

Enhancing  collaboration with Asian NGOs, finding new ways to get international attention to long-standing issues 
and neglected areas, and responding to the East Timor crisis occupied much of the division=s time during the year. The 
international financial institutions were more a focus of advocacy efforts than ever before.  

In India, we continued our partnership with local organizations working on the rights of Dalits (Auntouchables@), 
assisting in their campaign to end caste violence. The launch in April of a Human Rights Watch report on abuses against 
Dalits gave a major boost to the campaign, and by year=s end, Dalit activists in South Africa, the United States, the United 
Kingdom, and the Netherlands had joined the effort.  At this writing, the report was being translated into eight regional 
languages in India.  In Cambodia, we produced two reports in close collaboration with local human rights defenders. One of 
them, on official impunity in Cambodia, was released simultaneously in Khmer and English and served as the starting point 
for a campaign to bring officials responsible for unlawful deaths to justice. 

Much of the Asia division=s work focused on bringing attention to serious human rights violations in the region that 
were out of the public eye. Abuses in the area known as Aeastern Tibet@Cethnic Tibetan regions of the Chinese provinces 
of Gansu, Sichuan, Yunnan, and QinghaiCwere highlighted in a report in September, and human rights violations associated 
with communal violence in Ambon and Aceh, Indonesia were addressed in March and May. 

The Asia division reached out to regional media in advocacy work, with op-eds appearing in the Asahi Evening News, on 
Japan=s policy toward Indonesia and East Timor, and in the English-language Phnom Penh Post, as well as the leading Khmer 
language daily on accountability for the Khmer Rouge. Our reports on caste violence in India and on impunity in Cambodia, as 
well as our advocacy work on East Timor were extensively reported in the media in India, Cambodia, and Indonesia 
respectively. The work of the Washington, London, and Brussels offices as well as that of the U.N. representative were 
critical to the division=s efforts during the year.  In Washington, our work focused on Congress, the executive branch, the 
World Bank, and foreign embassies. Asia division staff testified or submitted written statements to Congressional hearings: 
once each on Cambodia and Hong Kong, twice on China, and three times on Indonesia and East Timor.  In addition to briefing 
Congressional staff and arranging for them to meet NGOs from the region, Human Rights Watch facilitated Congressional 
letters to foreign leaders on key human rights issues in Cambodia, Hong Kong, East Timor, Pakistan, India, and China.  We also 
briefed new U.S. ambassadors to Indonesia and Cambodia, the charge d=affaires to Burma (the highest ranking U.S. official 
posted there), and the newly appointed U.S. ambassador for religious freedom. 

Asia division staff had ongoing contact during the year with the World Bank on human rights concerns across the 
region, particularly in response to concerns in China, Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia, East Timor, Pakistan, and elsewhere in the 
region. 

Japan was a major focus of advocacy, with a mission to Tokyo and extensive interaction with Japanese embassy officials 
in Washington throughout the year, as well as contacts with Japanese NGOs, academics, and business people.   

The Washington office hosted four Burma roundtables during the year on a range of issues including humanitarian 
assistance in Burma and the impact of selective purchasing legislation in certain U.S. states. 

 

 AFGHANISTAN 
 

Fighting continued in contested areas of Afghanistan, intensifying in midyear as both the Taliban and the United Front 
launched new offensives in the north. The fighting drove thousands of displaced civilians into Kabul.  There was no 
improvement in the status of women in the parts of the country controlled by the Taliban. After months of negotiations 
over security for United Nations staff, some expatriate U.N. staff began to return to the country in March.  Attacks on 
Afghan political figures opposed to the Taliban continued in Pakistan. 
  

Human Rights Developments 
Fighting continued for control of the central part of the country which had fallen to the Taliban in 1998. On April 21, 

United Front faction Hizb-i Wahdat  took control of Bamiyan city,  only to relinquish it after heavy fighting in early May.  



Following the Hizb-i Wahdat victory, relief workers reported that Hizb-i Wahdat forces had beaten and detained residents 
suspected of supporting the Taliban, and burned their houses.  When Taliban forces retook the city,  they reportedly took 
reprisals by shooting suspected Hizb-i Wahdat supporters, primarily ethnic Shi=a Hazaras, burning hundreds of homes and 
deporting men to unknown locations.   

In late July, at peace talks held in Tashkent, the Taliban and the United Front agreed to the ATashkent declaration,@ 
which called on all parties to resolve the conflict through Apeaceful political negotiation.@ Almost immediately 
afterwards,  both the Taliban and the United Front resumed fighting, with the Taliban focusing its efforts on United Front 
Commander Ahmad Shah Massoud=s territory north of Kabul.  As they pushed north, the Taliban forced civilians from their 
homes and then set fire to houses and crops, and destroyed irrigation canals and wells, ostensibly to rout opposition 
sympathizers but effectively preventing the residents= return.  In the Shomali region, men believed to be loyal to Massoud 
were arrested or shot, and women and children were taken by truck to Pakistan or made to walk to Kabul. Some one 
thousand ethnic Tajik men were reportedly separated from their families during the exodus and held by the Taliban. Over four 
days in August the U. N. estimated that over twenty thousand people fled to Kabul, bringing the total to close to forty 
thousand in a two-week period.   

The influx of displaced people into Kabul further strained relief efforts in the city. Some 850 families took refuge in 
the abandoned Soviet diplomatic compound. A further one hundred thousand displaced were thought to have taken refuge in 
the Massoud-held Panjshir valley, fifteen thousand of them without shelter. In September, officials with the U.N. World Food 
Programme stated that 145,000 people were at risk of malnutrition in the coming winter.  

For much of the year, both the Taliban and the United Front launched mortar and rocket attacks on cities, killing 
hundreds of civilians. In September Taliban fighter planes bombed Taloqan, the capital of northern Takhar province. Earlier 
in the year, Massoud=s forces fired rockets into Kabul, killing scores of civilians. 

Taliban officials continued to beat women on the streets of Kabul for dress code violations and for venturing outside 
the home without the company of a close male relative.  In Kabul, girls were not permitted to attend school, although 
primary schools for girls were permitted in other parts of the country. Women=s employment remained severely restricted 
and was generally limited to health care. To ensure that religious practices were strictly enforced, Taliban police 
continued to arrest men for having beards that were too short, for not attending prayers, and for having shops open 
during scheduled prayer times. 

As in previous years, the Taliban enforced its laws according to its interpretation of Islamic Sharia, with weekly 
public executions, floggings, and amputations in Kabul stadium and other cities under its control. Several men accused of 
sodomy were punished by having walls pushed on them by a tank.  In one case, a man who survived the ordeal after being 
left under the rubble for two hours was reportedly allowed to go free. 
     In September, the Taliban issued new decrees aimed at non-Muslims that forbade them from building places of worship 
but allowed them to worship at existing holy sites,  banned non-Muslims from criticizing Muslims, ordered non-Muslims to 
identify their houses by placing a yellow cloth on their rooftops, forbade non-Muslims from living in the same residence as 
Muslims, and required that non-Muslim women wear a yellow dress with a special mark so that Muslims could keep their 
distance. 

 
Defending Human Rights 

No human rights organizations operated inside Afghanistan, but several nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) based in 
Pakistan documented abuses in Taliban-controlled areas. Other humanitarian groups also reported on human rights abuses. A 
number of women associated with these groups received threats from Taliban soldiers in Pakistan; in some cases, the women 
were compelled to cease their work and seek asylum outside Pakistan.  
 

The Role of the International Community 
Peace talks sponsored by the Group of Six-plus-Two, comprised of Afghanistan=s neighbors (Pakistan, China, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, Iran, and Uzbekistan) plus the United States and Russia, held in February and March, produced cease-fire 
agreements but had little effect. The March talks resulted in an agreement by all parties to a shared government, but a 
meeting to work out the details scheduled for the following month never took place, after the announcement by the Taliban 



that it would not share power with opposition elements. Talks in July resulted in both sides agreeing to allow humanitarian 
aid into areas under their control. Most neighboring countries as well as some of the Gulf states continued to provide 
financial and military support to one or more of the Afghan factions. 

Twenty NGOs returned to Kabul in January, after a six-month absence stemming from the Taliban=s edict that all aid 
organizations and employees be housed in a single dilapidated building.  The returning groups included MedAir, CARE, and 
M6decins sans Fronti4res, who agreed to the move on the condition that the facility be rehabilitated. 

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), which had remained in Kabul throughout the controversy, continued to 
provide food and assistance to the civilian population.  In June, ten ICRC workers were attacked, beaten, and robbed in 
Taliban-controlled Bamiyan province, despite having permission to travel and safety assurances from Taliban authorities.  
ICRC staff was reduced for approximately one week until further safety guarantees were obtained from the Taliban. 
 
United Nations 

The United Nations Afghanistan seat remained in the control of the government of Jamaat-I Islami leader Burhanuddin 
Rabbani, who was ousted from Kabul by the Taliban militia in 1996.   

U.N. staff began a gradual return to the country in March and April.  A team was also sent to the northern city of 
Mazar-i Sharif to reopen a U.N. office in the city, the first since September 1997, when U.N. offices were raided there 
during heavy fighting.   

The special rapporteur on Afghanistan, Dr. Kamal Hossain, visited the country in March. In April, the United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights passed a resolution condemning human rights violations by all parties in Afghanistan, citing in 
particular the mass killings that accompanied the Taliban=s taking of Mazar-i Sharif in August 1998 and the continuing 
violations of women=s rights.  It also denounced both sides in the conflict for continuing the civil war and urged other 
nations to refrain from supplying military support to any of the factions.  The commission also specifically condemned the 
Taliban for violations of women=s and girls= human rights.  The mandate of the special rapporteur on Afghanistan was 
extended for another year. 

Shortly after the start of the Taliban=s July offensive, the U.N. Security Council called for an immediate stop to 
hostilities.  Once again, countries were urged not to aid any of the factions militarily. U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
implored the Afghan factions to stop their Asenseless self-destruction.@ He criticized all the parties for committing 
Acriminal acts@ and then relying on Athe U.N. and the international community...to help save their own people from disasters 
provoked by those who claim to be their country=s leaders.@  He also denounced the use of child soldiers in the conflict.    

In August, the U.N. Subcommission on Human Rights adopted a resolution condemning the Taliban for violations of the 
most fundamental rights of women and girls,  stating that Afghan women were Acheated of their rights to health, 
employment, freedom of movement and security.@ 

In September, U.N. Special Rapporteur for Violence against Women Radhika Coomaraswamy visited Afghanistan. She 
condemned the Taliban militia  for its Awidespread systematic violation of the human rights of women.@ She stated that 
public beatings of women continued and she urged the Taliban authorities to respect international conventions on human 
rights and dismantle the Ministry for Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, the religious police responsible for the 
beatings. 

In January, UNICEF reported that 90 percent of the girls in Afghanistan and 75 percent of the boys were not attending 
school in Taliban-controlled areas, a drop from previous statistics. In a July UNICEF report on children at risk, Afghanistan 
ranked behind only Angola and Sierra Leone. The study analyzed environmental conditions, mortality rates, nutrition, primary 
education, security, and health. 

Afghanistan remained one of the most densely mined countries in the world, with approximately six million mines, most 
of them remnants of the war with the Soviet Union from 1979-1992.  In 1999 it was estimated that there were ten to twelve 
victims of landmines per day in the country, 30 percent of them children and 50 percent of them fatalities due to 
inadequate or nonexistent medical facilities.  In July and August, the U.N. reported that the United Front was laying mines 
north of Kabul to repulse the Taliban offensive. 

The U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported in February that the 2.6 million refugees from Afghanistan 
living in Pakistan and Iran remained the largest group of refugees in the world.   Over two million remained internally 



displaced due to fighting and forced evictions and relocations.  Although some fifteen thousand refugees returned from 
Iran, and fifty-one thousand from Pakistan during the first half of the year, renewed fighting deterred many from going 
back.  
 
United States 

Due to their harboring of suspected terrorist Osama bin Laden, the Taliban=s relations with  the U.S. remained strained. 
 Tensions increased in June when the U.S. put bin Laden on the FBI=s Ten Most Wanted list and offered a $5 million reward 
for his capture.  To exert further pressure, the U.S. imposed economic sanctions in July, including a freeze on all property 
and trade controlled by the Taliban in the U.S.  This was extended in August to include the freezing of approximately 
$500,000 in assets of Ariana Airlines, the only airline operating in Afghanistan, on the presumption that it could be 
supplying the Taliban with export goods. 

In a statement to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in April, Assistant Secretary of State for South Asian 
Affairs Karl Inderfurth stated that U.S. representatives had been meeting with Russian representatives as well as with 
Afghan King Zahir Shah to discuss means of reaching peaceful settlement in Afghanistan, but that prospects for peace 
were dim.  Listing the areas of concern to the U.S., he cited the threat of terrorism, ongoing narcotics cultivation and 
export, human rights abuses, treatment of women and girls, and regional instability.  Inderfurth reiterated the U.S. goal of 
a Abroad-based, multi-ethnic, representative government@ but expressed doubt that the Taliban would accept such a formula 
and predicted further hostilities. 

In August, the State Department announced that it was doubling its resettlement quota of South Asian refugees for 
the year 2000 from four thousand to eight thousand, specifically to allow more Afghan women into the country.  In the 
announcement the department representative said, AWe have seen a sizable increase in the numbers of Afghan women at 
risk. As President Clinton has made clear, we are deeply opposed to the Taliban regime=s repressive policies toward women 
and we are committed to ensuring that Afghan women in vulnerable circumstances obtain the protection they deserve.@ In 
September the U.S. issued a report on religious freedom worldwide in which it accused the Taliban of persecuting and 
killing minority Shi=as. 
 
Relevant Human Rights Watch Report: 
Afghanistan: Massacre at Mazar-i Sharif, 11/98 
 
 

 BURMA  
 
The ruling State Peace and Development Council (SPDC)  offered no signs during the year that fundamental change was 

on the horizon.  The SPDC=s standoff with the opposition National League for Democracy (NLD) continued. No progress was 
made on ending forced labor.  Counterinsurgency operations by the Burmese military in several ethnic minority areas, 
accompanied by extrajudicial executions, forced relocation, and other abuses, led to the displacement of thousands inside 
Burma and the flight of yet more refugees across the border into Thailand.   In one of the few positive developments during 
the year, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) reopened its office in Rangoon in May and was able to visit 
Burmese prisons on a regular basis.   

Bilateral and multilateral policies towards Burma remained largely unchanged during the year, with sanctions in place 
from much of the industrialized world.  Various governments tried combinations of diplomatic carrots and economic sticks to 
improve human rights and encourage negotiations between the SPDC and the opposition, but none had succeeded by late 
October.  
 

Human Rights Developments 
Arrests and intimidation of supporters of the NLD continued, part of a campaign that began in August 1998 after the 

NLD announced its intention to convene a parliament in line with the 1990 election result.  This was foiled by mass arrests, 



and the NLD subsequently established a ten-member Committee Representing People=s Parliament (CRPP), a kind of parallel 
parliamentary authority whose creation was seen as a direct challenge to the government.  Some sixty parliamentarians 
remained under detention while thousands of NLD registered voters were forced to resign their party membership.  

Divisions appeared within the NLD itself in early May, as a group of twenty-five MPs interested in promoting dialogue 
with the SPDC criticized NLD leader Aung San Suu Kyi over the establishment of the CRPP.  The NLD central leadership later 
accused the group of attempting to sow disunity within the party.  In June Suu Kyi said that she would accept lower level 
contact with the government, but the Burmese Foreign Minister Win Aung responded that before this could happen the NLD 
should dissolve the CRPP.  The NLD refused. 

Detention of other political opponents continued.  On January 13, a special court gave lengthy sentences averaging 
seven to ten years to 270 students who had demonstrated in support of the CRPP in November and December 1998.  Of this 
group, a student named Thet Win Aung reportedly received a sentence of fifty-two years, and Myon Min Zaw, thirty-eight.  
Also in January, Mon National Democratic Front chairman Nai Htun Thein was detained without trial, following the 
sentencing of three other MNDF party members in December.  Each received a sentence of seven years. 

The Burmese government released three high-profile prisoners during the year in response to international pressure.  
Eighty-one-year-old Ohn Myint was released in January following the visit of  United States Congressman Tony Hall.  Dr. 
Ma Thida, a medical doctor and close colleague of Aung San Suu Kyi, was released from prison on February 11 on 
Ahumanitarian grounds@ during a period of diplomatic differences between the European Union and the Association of South 
East Asian Nations (ASEAN).  Ma Thida had received a twenty-year sentence in October 1993 for distributing anti-
government materials.  The E.U. called the release an Ainteresting gesture.@  A few days later, Burmese writer, Nyi Pu Lay, 
who was serving a ten-year sentence, was also released.  Any hopes that these releases constituted increased tolerance 
by the SPDC were dashed by the arrest in late February of fifty-one-year-old U Yaw Hsi, elected to parliament in 1990 as 
an NLD representative. He was arrested for possession of a cloth soaked in opium oil, a common medicinal item in Burma. 

On May 6 the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) reopened its office in Rangoon and was allowed to have 
confidential visits with prisoners in Insein prison, the facility near Rangoon where most well-known political prisoners 
are housed.  An agreement reached between ICRC and the Burmese government allowed the ICRC to visit all of Burma=s 
prisons. By September 1999 it reported having registered some eighteen thousand prisoners and visited nine places of 
detention. 

Exiled dissidents spearheaded a campaign beginning early in the year for a mass uprising on September 9, 1999 (9-9-99). 
  The uprising was intended to replicate the mass pro-democracy protests on August 8, 1988 (8-8-88) that have come to 
symbolize the  high point in Burma=s short ADemocracy Summer@ and were met with violence by the security forces.  
Dissident groups claimed the government arrested some five hundred persons in connection with the campaign, but 
diplomats put the number at about one hundred.  The SPDC admitted arresting forty.  Two British activists were also 
arrested when they entered the country in late August to protest against the government.  The first, James Mawdsley, who 
had been arrested and deported twice previously, was given a seventeen-year sentence in a closed trial.  The Burmese court 
in Rangoon sentenced Rachel Goldwyn to seven years of hard labor on charges of sedition.  September 9 itself passed 
quietly with little protest. 

Academic freedom remained tightly restricted, despite one small breakthrough. On January 5, 1999, the government 
announced that it was reopening four medical institutes. Classes there resumed in May.  Thousands of other students spent 
yet another year with no access to college education. Since 1996, all universities have been closed in Burma, except for 
some post-graduate and other specialist courses. 

Burma=s ethnic minority areas were the sites of continuing violence and gross violations of human rights and 
humanitarian law.  The military=s forced relocation of villagers as a counterinsurgency measure continued in different parts 
of the Shan, Kayah (Karenni) and Karen state and Tenasserim Division, especially in areas where armed opposition groups 
were known to be active.  After relocation, soldiers frequently burned homes, uprooted crops, and looted belongings that 
villagers left behind.  At the relocation sites, villagers had to contribute up to fifteen days a month of forced labor on 
infrastructure projects, portering, night watch, and the physical maintenance of army camps.  One new development of 
particular concern was the arrival of Burmese army Ashort pants@ units to Karen State.  Since December 1998, these out of 



uniform soldiers operating in units averaging  six persons have Adisappeared,@ beaten, and threatened villagers primarily in 
Nyaunglebin township in an effort to weed out from the rural communities any supporters of the Karen National Union (KNU). 

 
Violations by the ethnic insurgent armies were also reported in 1999.  In March for example, the KNU captured and executed 
eleven Burmese immigration officers along the road between Three Pagodas Pass and Thanbyuzayat.  On July 31, elements of 
the Karenni National Progressive Party reportedly killed Daw Phraemoe and Hla Din, two local Karenni community leaders 
who had acted as go-betweens in cease-fire talks between the government and ethnic Karenni guerrillas.   

In November 1998 the repatriation of Rohingya refugees from Bangladesh to Burma resumed.  Nevertheless, the Burmese 
government obstructed the refugees= right to return  by requiring the re-verification by Burmese authorities of those 
refugees previously cleared to return. Because of these obstructions, the maximum quota for returning refugees of  fifty 
persons per week set by the Burmese government itself has never been filled.  In Rakhine (Arakan) State, the Burmese 
government continued to deny the Rohingya full citizenship. 
 

Defending Human Rights 
The Burmese government=s suffocating grip on all aspects of society has prohibited the development of any indigenous 

human rights institutions.  Restrictions persisted on access to the country by foreign human rights monitors.  In what has 
become a yearly ritual, the government denied U.N. Special Rapporteur on Burma Rajsoomer Lallah access to the country, but 
he nevertheless presented a scathing report on conditions in Burma to  the U.N. Human Rights Commission.   The government 
continued to exercise strict control over the flow of information into and out of the country by monitoring 
telecommunications. 

 
The Role of the International Community 

The international community continued to differ over how to ease repression in Burma. Sanctions imposed by most of the 
world=s leading donor governments remained in place. 

Australia and Japan continued to refrain from giving aid but tried to maintain a political dialogue with the SPDC: 
Australia sent a mission to explore creation of an independent human rights commission in Burma, and Tokyo invited an SPDC 
military official to visit Japan.  The E.U. sent a mission to Rangoon to try to break the SPDC-NLD deadlock. Its efforts to 
keep Burma at a diplomatic distance while trying to maintain cordial relations with ASEAN, of which Burma is a member, led 
to strains not only between the E.U. and ASEAN but also within the E.U. itself.  
 
United Nations 

On February 25 and April 23 respectively, the General Assembly and the Human Rights Commission adopted resolutions 
criticizing the government for a wide range of violations and calling on the SPDC to take the necessary steps to restore 
democracy, bring an end to forced labor, and cease the abuse of civilians in zones of conflict.  The Human Rights Commission 
decided to extend by one year the mandate of the special rapporteur.  The government postponed at the last minute the 
slated September 11 visit of U.N. Deputy Secretary-General Alvaro de Soto.  De Soto and a World Bank official visited 
Rangoon from October 14 to 19 to discuss an incremental plan to restore aid in return for progress on human rights and 
dialogue with the NLD. 

The concern of the International Labour Organization (ILO) about the Burmese government=s  use of forced labor in 
violation of the Forced Labour Convention resulted in Burma=s effective expulsion from the organization. In July 1998 the ILO 
had published the results of a commission of inquiry into the use of forced labor in Burma, which incorporated a set of 
recommendations to be implemented by the SPDC if it wished to remain an ILO member in good standing.  Nearly a year later, 
with no perceived progress, the ILO, in an unprecedented move at its annual conference, prohibited any further Burmese 
participation in its activities and banned receipt of ILO technical assistance.  The ban was to be lifted only upon the 
cessation of the use of  
 
forced labor and implementation of the recommendations. 
 



Asia and the Pacific 
Japan continued to engage the SPDC this year while keeping most of its Official Development Assistance (ODA) 

suspended.  In a move seen as an effort to cultivate dialogue with the government, Tokyo hosted the January 20-28 visit of 
Brigadier General Kyaw Win, deputy director of the Office of Strategic Studies, an influential institution within the 
Burmese intelligence apparatus. Brig. Gen. Kyaw Win was the first high-ranking Burmese government official to receive an 
invitation from the Japanese government since 1988.  During a meeting with parliamentarians, Kyaw Win was informed that 
no more aid would be forthcoming without substantial political and human rights reforms.  Japan proposed but did not co-
sponsor the Burma resolution at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights and privately urged the SPDC to agree to ICRC prison 
visits, prior to the actual opening of the ICRC office. 

In a controversial move, Australia sent Human Rights Commissioner Chris Sidoti to discuss the potential for the Burmese 
government=s establishing its own independent national human rights commission.  This initiative was modeled after 
Australian support for similar bodies in Indonesia and Vietnam.  SPDC authorities were reported to have expressed interest 
in the idea of a commission and in other types of human rights exchange with Australia while Aung San Suu Kyi voiced 
strong reservations, questioning whether the commission could be truly independent. 

Fellow ASEAN members continued to have problems with Burma despite the formal policy of engagement.  Burmese 
membership in ASEAN hindered the organization=s meeting with the E.U. (See below).  Thailand continued to host some one 
hundred thousand refugees in camps along the border while human rights conditions displaced others into the Thai labor 
market.  The October 1 seizure of the Burmese embassy in Bangkok by five Burmese calling themselves the Vigorous Burmese 
Student Warriors threatened to lead to increased restrictions by the Thai government on student refugees.  The trafficking 
of women to Thailand and abroad persisted, with the Burmese authorities failing to formulate a policy to address the issue.  
Two of Burma=s top leaders, Senior General Than Shwe and Lieutenant General Khin Nyunt, visited Thai Prime Minister Chuan 
Leekpai in March.  Human rights issues were not mentioned. 
 
European Union 

The European Union (E.U.) this year continued to criticize the Burmese government while searching for opportunities to 
initiate a dialogue between the generals and the NLD.  The possible participation of Burmese officials in talks between 
senior officials of the E.U. and ASEAN scuttled a slated meeting of the two regional bodies in late January. In the last 
week of January, Germany advocated Burmese participation in ASEAN-E.U. foreign ministers= talks in Berlin in March, 
providing Burma was willing to include human rights issues in the agenda.  This meeting was also canceled when several 
other E.U. member states insisted that Burma not be allowed to participate.  ASEAN and E.U. representatives did meet in 
Thailand on May 24-27, after the Burmese government agreed to limit its participation to silent observation.   In an effort 
to end the political stalemate in Burma, the European Union sent a four-person exploratory mission to Rangoon in July to 
discuss human rights and democratization.  The mission, which the E.U. kept secret until the last minute, met with both the 
government and Aung San Suu Kyi but returned with no immediate results.  On October 11, the E.U. extended sanctions for 
another six months. 
 
United States and Canada 

On May 19,  President Bill Clinton extended sanctions against Burma for another year.  Secretary of State Madeleine 
Albright delivered a strong condemnation of the Burmese regime at the ASEAN ministerial meeting in Singapore in July.  
Congressman Tony Hall made a visit to Rangoon from January 11 to 14 to assess humanitarian needs in the country.  He 
returned to the US advocating the increase of assistance to Burma, particularly in the sectors of water, sanitation, food, 
security and public health.   

During an official visit to Thailand in late July, Canadian Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy announced a shift in Canada=s 
policy, when he expressed a willingness to engage the SPDC on the prospect of cooperation in narcotics suppression. 
Since 1988, Canadian policy had been to prohibit military and non-humanitarian exports to Burma and  to limit official 
contact.  However with Burma the world=s largest producer of illicit opium and heroin, much of the international community 
was concerned about how to engage effectively on this issue. 
 



 

 CAMBODIA 
 
With the defection or arrest of the remaining Khmer Rouge forces and the launching of a new coalition government 

following tumultuous 1998 national elections, political tensions eased in Cambodia and for the first time in thirty years the 
country was not at war. 

Impunity for human rights abusers, however, continued largely unabated. By October, none of the surviving Khmer Rouge 
leadership had been brought to justice, and throughout the year many civilian and military authorities continued to commit 
crimes with impunity. Human rights monitoring continued to be a risky profession, with the unsolved killing of an activist 
member of the Cambodian Human Rights and Development Association (ADHOC) and the arrest and trial of two workers from 
the Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human Rights (known by its acronym LICADHO), on spurious charges 
of having incited a demonstration against toxic waste. The two were later acquitted. Torture by police of detainees, undue 
use of lethal force by police in apprehending suspects, complicity of military and police in trafficking of women and 
children for sexual exploitation, and excessive pretrial detention periods were endemic problems, as was confiscation of 
land by military personnel and local officials. The judiciary was far from independent, and numerous court decisions were 
influenced by corruption or political dictates. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
A key issue during the year was whether or not senior Khmer Rouge officials would be brought to justice. By midyear, 

all surviving members of the top Khmer Rouge leadershipCKhieu Samphan, Nuon Chea, Ieng Sary, Ieng Thirith, Chhit Choeun (Ta 
Mok), Ke Pauk, and Kaing Kek Iev (Duch)C had either defected to or been taken into custody by the government. As of 
October, however, none had been brought to trial. When former Khmer Rouge Standing Committee members Khieu Samphan and 
Nuon Chea defected in December 1998, the two men were given VIP treatment by Hun Sen before being allowed to retire in 
the town of Pailin. In February, Ke Pauk, former chief of the Khmer Rouge=s Northern Zone and allegedly responsible for the 
massacre of thousands of people in eastern Cambodia, was made a one-star general in the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces 
(RCAF). Ieng Sary, former Khmer Rouge foreign minister who defected in 1996, continued to operate freely in Pailin, with 
former Khmer Rouge commanders issuing periodic threats that if Sary were brought before a tribunal it could lead to a 
resumption of civil war. 

On March 6, government forces arrested former Khmer Rouge Standing Committee member Ta Mok, followed by the arrest 
in May of Duch, the former head of Tuol Sleng prison, a notorious torture center. The military court detained both men in 
the military prosecutor=s prison in Phnom Penh and charged them first with violating the 1994 Law Outlawing the 
Democratic Kampuchea Group. They were then charged with genocide under a 1979 law.  (Pol Pot and Ieng Sary were tried in 
absentia in 1979 in a Arevolutionary tribunal@ established by that same law.) Human rights organizations questioned the 
legality of both men being charged by the military court, since neither has served in the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces. They 
also questioned whether the 1979 law met international standards of justice. 

In an effort to buy more time as the six-month pretrial detention period for Ta Mok neared in August, the National 
Assembly and Senate passed a law extending the pretrial detention period from six months to a maximum of three years for 
people charged with genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity. The  law penalizes those who have not yet been 
proven guilty in court, and some Cambodians feared it could be used against members of the political opposition. 

In 1997 the two then co-premiers of Cambodia had requested U.N. assistance to help bring the Khmer Rouge to justice 
and the U.N. Secretary-General appointed a legal team known as the group of experts. The team=s report was released in 
early March 1999 to the secretary-general and the Cambodian government.  It concluded that domestic trials organized under 
Cambodian law were not feasible and proposed that an ad hoc international tribunal be held outside of Cambodia for crimes 
against humanity and genocide committed from 1975 to 1979. The experts found that Cambodia=s court system lacked the 
essential elements of fairness: a trained cadre of judges, lawyers, and investigators; adequate infrastructure; and a 
culture of judicial impartiality. U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan concurred. 



Premier Hun Sen rejected the U.N.=s recommendations, announcing in March that Cambodia was considering a Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission and then declaring that Cambodian courts were competent to conduct their own trials. In April, 
Hun Sen stated that foreign judges and prosecutors could participate in trials conducted in Cambodia and welcomed U.N. 
assistance to draft legislation to that effect.  On June 30, a second U.N. team of experts recommended to the Security 
Council that trials take place in Cambodia, with indictments prepared by international prosecutors and approved by a 
predominantly non-Cambodian panel of judges appointed by the Secretary-General. Hun Sen rejected this formulation. 
Having a minority of Cambodian judges, he argued, constituted a violation of national sovereignty. In August, the Cambodian 
government presented its own draft tribunal law to the U.N., which firmly placed any tribunal within the Cambodian national 
court system. Foreign judges and prosecutors would be allowed to participate, but only in a minority. When Hun Sen met 
with U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan in September he proposed that either the Cambodian government organize its own 
tribunal with limited international participation; that the U.N. not participate in a tribunal at all  but only provide legal 
advice; or that the U.N. bow out of the process completely.  However, in October Hun Sen appeared to welcome an initiative 
by the U.S. to forge a compromise, although nothing had been resolved by the end of the month. 

In addition to stalling on the question of past abuses, the government also failed to prosecute civilian and military 
authorities responsible for more recent crimes and human rights abuses. Research conducted by ADHOC and LICADHO found 
that police, military, gendarmerie, militia members, or local officials allegedly killed at least 263 people during a twenty-
two month period from January 1997 through October 1998. While many of these murders appeared to have been deliberate 
executions, few of the perpetrators had been brought to justice by the end of 1999. In addition, an estimated 130 crimes with 
political connotations, including assassinations and disappearances, were documented by the Cambodia Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (COHCHR) between August 1997 and October 1998. Most of these crimes have never been 
investigated or brought to trial.  

In June, the Ministry of Interior authorized the establishment of local civilian militia groupsCunarmed other than clubs, 
knives, or hoes Costensibly to reduce crime and take the place of armed militia that have answered to commune (sub-
district) officials in the past. Human rights advocates expressed concerns that the civilian security patrols would 
contribute to an increase in vigilante executions of alleged robbers and also be used to intimidate potential opposition 
candidates in upcoming commune elections. 

The problem of impunity was compounded by the lack of neutrality and independence in the judicial and law enforcement 
systems, as well as a low level of professionalism in those bodies. Key institutions such as the Supreme Council of 
Magistracy and the Constitutional Council remained largely inactive and lacked credibility, effectively leaving the country 
with no institutions to discipline judges or rule on the constitutionality of legislation. 

A law that effectively institutionalized impunity, article 51 of the Common Statutes on Civil Servants, was amended in 
August by the National Assembly and Senate. Previously article 51 provided protection to government employees who commit 
crimes by requiring the permission of the perpetrator=s ministry prior to arrest. In its amended form, article 51 requires 
the prosecutor to inform the head of the concerned institution within seventy-two hours before charging a suspect who is 
a civil servant. However, ambiguities in the article (such as whether prosecutors should continue to warn a perpetrator=s 
ministry before charging or arresting a perpetrator) continued to provide a degree of protection to civil servants who 
commit crimes. 

Excessive use of lethal force and misuse of weapons by law enforcement officials continued to be a problem during the 
year, with the instant reaction to an apparent crime often being to kill the alleged perpetrator, rather than waiting for 
a case to work its way through the politicized, weak, and often corrupt court system.  

Decades of war have left Cambodia awash with weapons and landmines. A campaign to impound unlicensed weapons, 
authorized by subdecree number 62 in April, met with limited success. Thousands of weapons were seized and many destroyed 
in public ceremonies, although Deputy Prime Minister Sar Kheng admitted in August that many of the confiscated weapons 
were subsequently sold on the black market. In May, the National Assembly approved the 1997 Ottawa treaty banning the use, 
production, and storage of antipersonnel landmines.  However, the country=s national demining agency, the Cambodian Mine 
Action Center (CMAC) suffered a huge setback and loss of donor confidence after press accounts emerged of corruption 
and mismanagement by CMAC officials, who were found to have engaged in Acontract de-mining,@ where land is de-mined to 
benefit commercial interests rather than  ordinary Cambodians. 



Citizens who chose to demonstrate during the year were largely allowed to do so, despite the chilling effect of the 
arrest of the LICADHO workers in December 1998. Farmers gathered at the National Assembly to protest evictions, teachers 
rallied to demand higher wages, and students marched to Thai and Vietnamese embassies to protest alleged border incursions. 
In general, the demonstrations passed without incident, although permission was denied for several demonstrations, such as 
an anti-Khmer Rouge rally planned in February just before a meeting of Cambodia=s donors in Tokyo, and a May 1 workers= 
demonstration. In August, three members of the opposition Sam Rainsy Party (SRP) were temporarily detained by police, who 
confiscated leaflets they were distributing announcing a march in support of an international tribunal. 

The government sought to restrict freedom of expression,  although there were  far fewer attacks on journalists than 
in previous years.  From March through September, the Ministry of Information suspended the issuance of new press 
licenses, stating that too many licenses had already been issued and the ministry needed to develop new requirements for 
potential newspaper owners. In February, the ministry sent warning letters to Smardei Khmer (Khmer Spirit) and Neak Sre 
(Farmer) newspapers for publishing articles critical of King Sihanouk. In March, the ministry issued warnings to Samleng 
Yuvachun Khmer (Voice of Khmer Youth) and Smardei Khmer newspapers, alleging that they had violated the Constitution and 
press code for attacking the king and Hun Sen. In September, Samleng Yuvachun Khmer was again issued a warning by the 
ministry for an article that criticized Prince Ranariddh, and Sathearanak newspaper was suspended for thirty days for 
allegedly insulting the king. Also in September, Moneaksekar Khmer (Khmer Conscience) was summoned to court for 
defamation for charging that Hun Sen had attempted to assassinate Sam Rainsy and suggesting that Military Intelligence 
Chief Mol Roeup was bribing SRP members in order to infiltrate and destroy the opposition party. 

The Cambodian People=s Party (CPP) of Hun Sen continued to dominate radio and television airwaves. However, in March 
the opposition Sambok Khmum (Beehive) radio station was allowed to resume broadcasting, after being closed by the 
government in September 1998. In August, Prince Ranariddh=s FUNCINPEC party was allowed to buy back its radio station from 
a pro-CPP company that had been running the station since it was confiscated by the CPP during the 1997 coup. 

Without an election campaign to raise political tensions, 1999 saw a decrease in political violence. Nevertheless, one 
member of the opposition SRP, Chhum Doeun, was killed by a group of men in military uniforms on March 25 at his home in 
Kandal province. The motive is thought to have been political; Doeun had been active in the 1998 campaign and post-election 
demonstrations, when he criticized alleged election irregularities, and he was a prospective candidate in upcoming commune 
elections. 

The SRP came under further pressure in September, when military police arrested member Mong Davuth in Siem Reap and 
Battambang member Kong Bun Hean in Phnom Penh in connection with a rocket attack in September 1998 on a motorcade 
carrying Hun Sen. Both men were sent to the military prosecutor=s prison in Phnom Penh. During the same time, several SRP 
officials in Battambang had their houses surrounded and searched by civilians supported by military police. In addition, 
several SRP members complained of being harassed by police during the year. 

On October 6, SRP member of parliament Lon Phon, who represents Battambang, was abducted from his house in Phnom 
Penh by four armed men dressed in military uniforms. After payment of a ransom he was released on October 9.   
Government denials of any link to the abduction were greeted with skepticism in Phnom Penh, given the pattern of state 
harassment of the opposition. In September, five senior army generals aligned with the FUNCINPEC party were summoned to 
answer questions by army intelligence chief Mol Roeup about their alleged involvement in the Siem Reap rocket attack. In 
addition, the home of Nhek Bun Chhay, a former senior FUNCINPEC general who had become a member of Cambodia=s Senate, was 
raided by a group of armed men in military uniforms on September 13. 

 On July 31, a member of a Vietnamese organization opposed to the Communist regime in Hanoi was arrested by Cambodian 
authorities in Pailin. Police arrested Vu Duc Binh and transported him to Phnom Penh. Since then his whereabouts have been 
unknown, and the Cambodian Ministry of Interior denied any knowledge of the incident. 

Prison conditions remained poor in 1999, with many long-term prisoners suffering from malnutrition and approximately 
one-quarter of the prisons lacking access to medical care. In June, two escaped prisoners were allegedly killed 
execution-style with shots to the head by prison guards at the Sihanoukville prison upon recapture. A local human rights 
group reported that approximately 25 percent of Cambodia=s prison inmates claim to have been mistreated while in police 
custody after arrest. The same NGO reported 286 cases of torture in police custody and thirty cases in prison between 



January and August 1999. At the Youth Rehabilitation Center in Phnom Penh, thirteen out of forty-eight detainees claimed 
they were mistreated or tortured by police. 

Throughout 1999 human rights and legal aid organizations reported a substantial increase in the number of land-related 
complaints received. A study conducted by Oxfam showed that law enforcement and military authorities were involved in most 
land conflicts. For example, in May in Ratanakiri province, district authorities accompanied by armed police and gendarmerie 
coerced representatives of several ethnic minority villages into allowing a Taiwanese company to log in areas considered 
sacred and on which the ethnic minorities depended for hunting and collection of forest products. Throughout 1999,  a 
coalition of local and international NGOs worked on amending the 1992 land law in order to address issues of transparency 
and control over concessionaires, state confiscation of land, and the rights of indigenous peoples to obtain communal land 
title. 

In March, in one example of a typical land conflict, gendarmerie in Prey Veng opened fire on villagers protesting 
land confiscation, shooting and injuring two and beating numerous others with bamboo poles and rifle butts. One villager 
was hit on the head with a machete by another civilian in the presence of gendarmerie, who then tied him to a truck for 
three days. Fifty-three other villagers were tied up and taken on a twelve-hour forced walk, boat, and truck journey, 
without food and water, to the provincial town. As of October, none of the perpetrators had been brought to justice. 
 

Defending Human Rights 
Domestic and international human rights organizations were allowed to operate in Cambodia, but their work was not 

without risk. The December 1998 killing of an ADHOC activist in Kandal province who had been helping families resist 
eviction remained unsolved as of October 1999. In January, provincial representatives of domestic human rights organizations 
in seven provinces were intimidated by government authorities, and one NGO worker was threatened with arrest during a 
campaign to gather signatures from Cambodians requesting the U.N. to establish an international tribunal for the Khmer 
Rouge. 

Human rights defenders suffered a further setback with the arrest, one-month detention, and trial of two LICADHO 
employees after they monitored demonstrations against toxic dumping in Sihanoukville that turned violent . The two workers 
were acquitted in July after a three-day trial that U.N. and international observers said should never have occurred in the 
first place because of lack of evidence and procedural errors. 

Also in July, workers from ADHOC and LICADHO came under threat of arrest in Koh Kong province after assisting in a 
human rights case; this was resolved only after strong intervention from the Cambodia Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (COHCHR) and the Cambodian Human Rights Action Committee, a coalition of local  human rights groups.  

In August the COHCHR extended its memorandum of understanding with the government, enabling it to operate until March 
2002. In September, however, Hun Sen called for the closure of the Office of the Secretary-General=s Personal 
Representative in Cambodia at the end of its mandate in January 2000. The office had been active in monitoring political 
violence during the 1998 election campaign. As of October, the National Assembly had not acted on a much criticized new 
law that would place restrictions on NGOs. 
 

The Role of the International Community 

United Nations 
In December 1998, Cambodia regained its seat at the U.N. General Assembly, vacant since the 1997 coup. The U.N. special 

representative of the secretary-general on the situation of  human rights in Cambodia, Thomas Hammarberg, made numerous 
trips to Cambodia during the year, focusing on impunity, land rights, indigenous minorities, and bringing the Khmer Rouge to 
justice. In July, the U.N. Human Rights Committee evaluated Cambodia=s compliance with the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights. The Concluding Observations of the Human Rights Committee  included concerns about weaknesses in the 
judicial system, impunity, killings by security forces, deaths in custody, torture, trafficking for labor and sexual 
exploitation, and the fact that Khmer Rouge leaders had not been brought to trial. 
 
Donor Countries 



In February, the Consultative Group (CG) of Cambodia=s international donors, convened by the World Bank, met in Tokyo 
for the first time since the 1997 coup. Donors pledged U.S. $470 million, conditioned on the government=s implementation of 
political, economic, and social reforms. In June, at the first quarterly donor meeting to evaluate Cambodia=s progress, 
donors did not evaluate in any depth the country=s progress in addressing human rights violations, although donors 
expressed satisfaction with the country=s steps to reform fiscal and public administration, military demobilization, and 
forestry practices. 
 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

On April 30, Cambodia became a member of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Japan, which was 
Cambodia=s top donor and host of the donor meeting, focused primarily on restoring stability in Cambodia and did not link 
any of its aid to human rights improvements. On the other hand, when the Japanese foreign minister met with Hun Sen in 
February, he voiced concern about abuses committed in connection with the 1997 coup and also urged that criminals 
responsible for genocide be brought to justice. In June, Japan expressed its support for a domestic tribunal to try the 
Khmer Rouge, as long as it met international standards and due process, but did not offer to provide assistance. Japan 
pledged $100 million at the donor meeting, including $3.9 million for landmine removal. 
 
China 

In March, China expressed strong opposition to an internationally-sponsored tribunal to try the Khmer Rouge, stating 
that this was the imposition of the international community=s agenda on Cambodia. In June, Chinese Foreign Minister Tang 
Jiaxuan lobbied Cambodian parliamentarians to reject foreign involvement in any tribunal, charging that such a process 
would interfere with Cambodia=s sovereignty 
 
European Union  

The European Parliament passed a resolution in April condemning attempts by the Cambodian government to prevent the 
creation of an international tribunal by the U.N. and calling on all European Union (E.U.) member states and the European 
Council to fully cooperate with the creation of such a tribunal. The European Commission provided 1 million euro (U.S. 
$1,078,400) in March to support refugee repatriation, followed by a pledge in July by the E.U. of U.S. $5.7 million to fund 
NGOs working on health care, refugees, and demining. In July, the E.U.=s Council of Ministers adopted key agreements 
offering preferential market access for textile imports from Cambodia. 
 
United States 

The United States continued to take a strong stance on human rights issues, with Secretary of State Madeleine 
Albright pushing for an international tribunal when she visited Thailand in March. Several U.S. Congressmen visited Cambodia 
during the year and raised the issue of bringing the Khmer Rouge to justice.  In June, the Congressional Human Rights 
Caucus, a bipartisan group of more than 180 members of Congress, wrote to Hun Sen to call for the dismissal of charges 
against the two LICADHO workers. A senior State Department official visited Cambodia in July and urged dismissal of the 
LICADHO case as well as an end to official impunity. In July, the U.S. announced an aid package of $3.4 million to Cambodian 
human rights NGOs. The foreign aid bill for fiscal year 2000 conditioned any resumption of assistance to the Cambodian 
government on steps to end impunity and cooperation with an international tribunal for the Khmer Rouge. 
 
 
 

 CHINA AND TIBET 
 

Controls on basic freedoms were tightened during the year, in part because of Chinese authorities= desire to ensure 
stability on several sensitive dates.  These included the fortieth anniversary of the March 10, 1959, Tibetan uprising, the 



tenth anniversary of the crackdown in Tiananmen Square on June 4, 1989, and the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the 
People=s Republic of China (PRC) on October 1, 1949.   

Trials of dissidentsCand there were manyCwere neither fair nor open. Gao Yu, a prominent journalist accused of 
leaking state secrets, was released from prison early, but like many other released prisoners, continued to face a variety 
of restrictions.  

A prolonged economic slump coupled with illegal and excessive fees and taxes fueled unrest and heightened the 
government=s concerns with stability. On the political front, President Jiang Zemin=s determination to bolster the Chinese 
Communist Party, to placate hardliners, and to secure his own place in history contributed to heightened intolerance of any 
organization openly critical of the Party=s platform or attempting to function outside Party control.  Individuals and 
groups suspected of ties to Ahostile@ foreign organizations and those disseminating sensitive political information overseas 
were particularly targeted. 

State control of religious affairs in Tibet intensified. Dozens of judicial executions were reported from Xinjiang, 
where some ethnic Uighur groups were advocating a separate state; other alleged Asplittists@ were sentenced to long 
prison terms. Judicial independence and the rule of law in the Special Administrative Region (SAR) of Hong Kong were 
seriously undermined when the SAR government asked Beijing to interpret a ruling by the SAR=s highest court.  

The two key human rights treaties signed by China in 1997 and 1998 remained unratified. For the most part, the West and 
Japan continued to use bilateral dialogues rather than pressure as their method of choice in addressing human rights 
issues.  The U.S. human rights dialogue was suspended in the aftermath of the NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in 
Belgrade in May. 

On the positive side, legal reform efforts continued, although the legal system remained highly politicized. Supreme 
Court President Xiao Yang announced in March that in the interests of transparency, trials would be open and verdicts 
quickly made public, except for cases involving state secrets. In April, he announced plans to curb government 
interference with the legal process. Chinese judicial and legal experts continued to meet with their counterparts in many 
countries in an effort to further the reform process. 
 

       Human Rights Developments 
On November 23, 1998, former Premier Li Peng announced that China would not tolerate any political system that would 

Anegate the leadership of the Communist Party.@ A month later, three organizers of the opposition China Democracy Party 
(CDP) received heavy sentences. Veteran dissident Xu Wenli in Beijing, Qin Yongmin in Hubei province, and Wang Youcai in 
Zhejiang were sentenced to thirteen, twelve, and eleven years in prison respectively on charges of subversion. Other CDP 
members were also tried. During the first week of August alone, Zha Jianguo and Gao Hongming received nine- and eight-
year terms in Beijing, and She Wanbao and Liu Xianbin received twelve and thirteen years respectively from courts in 
Sichuan. The following week, two Shanghai CDP members, Cai Guihua and Han Lifa, instead of being released on schedule, had 
their terms extended. Some thirty CDP members were still in custody as of mid-October, and the crackdown on the CDP had 
extended to some twenty provinces, autonomous regions, and municipalities. 

Legal authorities also squashed the China Development Union (CDU), a nongovernmental organization committed to 
environmental and political reform. In February, its leader, Peng Ming, was detained for fifteen days on a charge of 
soliciting prostitution. Instead of being released, he was then administratively sentenced to an additional term of eighteen 
months. 

Labor and peasant activists also received long sentences. Unrest in Hunan province resulted in sentences of up to six 
years for nine peasants who protested the imposition of exorbitant taxes; the arrest of Liao Shihua for organizing workers 
to demand an end to pervasive corruption in the province; and two-year terms for six farmers who alleged that local 
elections had been rigged. 

Throughout the year, China repeatedly demonstrated its determination to prevent contacts between mainland and overseas 
dissidents and to obstruct information flows. On January 20, the Shanghai No.1 Intermediate Court announced a two-year 
sentence for computer entrepreneur Lin Hai for passing some 30,000 e-mail addresses to VIP Reference, an overseas 
dissident publication. Fang Jue, a former economic planning official in Fujian province, whose essay on democratic reform 
was published abroad in 1998, was sentenced to a four-year prison term in June 1999 on what appeared to be spurious fraud 



charges.  In March, a district court sentenced Gao Shaokun, a retired police officer, to a two-year term after he informed 
the foreign press about a peasant protest.  On May 11 a Beijing court sentenced Liu Xianli to a four-year term for his 
attempts to publish a work about well-known Chinese dissidents. Song Yongyi, a Dickinson College (Pennsylvania) 
researcher, was detained in August when he returned to China on a Chinese passport to continue his research on the 
Cultural Revolution. 

Chinese authorities were clearly concerned about increasing use of the Internet. New regulations in January required 
bars and cafes with Internet access to register and inform the police about their business operations and customers.  In 
May the Ministry of State Security installed monitoring devices on Internet service providers capable of tracking individual 
e-mail accounts. Special computer task forces began round-the-clock checks on bulletin boards. In January one of those 
bulletin boards, AEverything Under the Sun,@ was ordered closed for posting messages critical of the government. In 
February Chinese authorities shut down the ANew Wave Network,@ a popular bulletin board that featured political discussion. 
In September police detained Qi Yanchen, a former China Development Union member and a member of the China Democracy 
Party, whose electronic magazine Consultations pushed the CDU agenda. In early September, after overseas dissidents hacked 
into the website of the official newspaper, People=s Daily, a police circular called for a crackdown on all anti-Party and 
government articles on the Internet. 

The government also tightened controls on publishing and the print media. On January 1, new regulations required 
shippers of printed material to obtain government permits. President Jiang Zemin personally ordered senior officials to 
prevent the media from undermining the fiftieth anniversary celebration. His complaints about the number of publications in 
circulation resulted in a decision to stop issuing any publication permits at least through June.  In September the 
government decreed that local newspapers and magazines had to be placed under Party management by October 30 or face 
closure, and it was estimated that some 20,000 publications would be closed. 

In September, Chinese authorities banned newsstand sales of special editions of Time, Asiaweek, and Newsweek covering 
fifty years of Communist Party rule. Censorship even affected computer games and survey research, with authorities 
confiscating some 10,000 games that featured Taiwan repelling a mainland invasion. 

Restraints on religion and belief increased significantly during the year.  On April 25,  ten thousand members of Falun 
Gong (also known as Falun Dafa), surrounded Zhongnanhai, the Beijing compound housing China=s top leaders. The peaceful, 
silent demonstration was to protest a newspaper article disparaging Falun Gong, a quasi-religious meditation society 
whose beliefs were loosely based on Buddhist and Daoist tradition. The size of the demonstration clearly shocked the 
government, and while authorities took no immediate action, they began a systematic crackdown three months later.  On July 
22, the Ministry of Civil Affairs labeled Falun Gong an illegal organization and accused it of spreading Asuperstition@ and 
Aendangering social stability.@ It banned public and private practice and distribution of the organization=s literature.  
Police detained thousands of practitioners for reeducation and began to confiscate and destroy over one million books. A 
week later, the government issued an arrest warrant for Li Hongzhi, the group=s leader, who had been living in the U.S. The 
government put the number of practitioners at two million; other estimates run as high as seventy million. Alarmed at the 
number of party members involved, the party leadership mounted a full-scale internal Arectification,@ using the opportunity 
to emphasize the value of Marxism and reinvigorate President Jiang=s Athree stresses@ campaign to strengthen theoretical 
study, political awareness, and good conduct among Party members. As of mid-October, the first set of trials of Falun 
Gong leaders was under way in southern China. 

Police detained members of at least three other sects, the Men Tu Hui or Disciples, Dongfang Shandian or Eastern 
Lightning, and a group known as God=s Religion. The government continued its long-standing campaign to force Catholic 
congregations to register with the Bureau of Religious Affairs. The campaign, centered in parts of Zhejiang and Hebei 
provinces with large Catholic populations, was marked by detentions, disappearances, ill-treatment, fines, and harassment. 
A series of arrests in Wenzhou, Zhejiang, that continued into September, forced some clergy into hiding. In one still 
unexplained incident, Father Yan Weiping, from Hebei, was found dead on a Beijing street on May 13. He had been detained 
that same day while saying Mass. In a crackdown in southern Henan province,  several prominent house church leaders were 
briefly detained. The raid followed an earlier one in central Henan on January 24 when pastor Chu Chang=en and forty-five 
others were detained. In May, three students in China=s most prestigious Protestant seminary were expelled after protesting 
the government=s control of religious affairs. 



Free assembly fared poorly during the year. Police in several cities prevented those wishing to publicly commemorate 
the tenth anniversary of the June 4 crackdown from laying wreaths or visiting cemeteries. Jiang Qisheng, a student leader 
in 1989, was formally arrested for calling on people to remember the crackdown with a candlelight vigil.  

In a move to ensure order before the October 1 celebration, the Beijing city government banned all public gatherings 
after July 1. Police detained or expelled those without papers, legal residence permits, or permanent incomes. They targeted 
migrants, beggars, hawkers, food vendors, the homeless, the unemployed, the mentally ill, prostitutes, and other 
Aundesirables.@ On September 6, the Public Security Bureau notified hostels, hotels, boarding houses, and private citizens 
that they would be penalized for housing illegal migrants. Dissidents were under heavy surveillance, their movements 
restricted, and their phone lines cut. Any non-resident wishing to enter Beijing needed a detailed letter of introduction.  

The death penalty continued to be in use, and mass executions were common. On September 27, the Guangdong Supreme 
People=s Court declared it would hold fifty-seven public rallies to announce 818 sentences. Two hundred and thirty-eight 
prisoners were scheduled to be executed before October 1. Executions also took place in Changsha, Hunan province and 
Chongqing, a city formerly part of Sichuan province. 
 
Tibet 

At the beginning of the year, authorities announced a three-year campaign to free rural Tibetans from the Anegative 
influence of religion,@ and to work against the Dalai Lama=s Asplittist@ struggle. They continued to deny access to Gendun 
Choekyi Nyima, the ten-year-old boy recognized by the Dalai Lama as the reincarnation of the Panchen Lama, the second most 
important figure in Tibetan Buddhism. No one has seen the child or members of his family since 1995 when the Chinese 
government recognized another boy, Gyaltsen Norbu, as the reincarnation. On June 17, that boy arrived in Tibet for the first 
time. 

In response to a World Bank proposal to resettle some 58,000 Han Chinese and Hui Muslims in a predominately Tibetan 
and Mongolian area in Qinghai province, an Australian, Gabriel Lafitte, an American, Daja Meston, and their Tibetan 
translator, Tsering Dorje, traveled to the area to assess for themselves the feelings of residents in the resettlement 
region. State security forces detained all three on August 15 but released them within two weeks. Lafitte and Meston, who 
was severely injured in an escape attempt, were permitted to leave after confessing to wrongdoing. 

During the year, security forces detained Tibetans who openly advocated independence. On March 10, the fortieth 
anniversary of an abortive uprising against China, two Tibetan monks, Phuntsok Legmon and Namdol, demonstrated in Barkor 
Square in Lhasa. On July 9, they reportedly received three- and four-year sentences respectively, a report that Tibetan 
officials have denied. In a preemptive move, some eighty people were detained before March 10. Monks from major 
monasteries could not enter the city, and the Jokhang, the most religious site in Tibet, was closed for Acleaning.@ 

Prison conditions in Tibet remained substandard. In February the official Chinese news agency acknowledged that Aquasi-
military@ training for staff and prisoners had been carried out in Drapchi prison Ato improve police officers= managerial 
abilities and enhance prisoners= discipline and awareness of the law.@ The use of torture continued, sometimes resulting in 
death. Legshe Tsoglam, a Nalanda monk who resisted reeducation, died in April, several days after his release from Gutsa 
Detention Center. A Ganden monk, Ngawang Jinpa, died two months after serving his full four-year term, and Norbu, also 
from Nalanda, died almost three years after severe prison beatings damaged his kidneys. All three were in their early 
twenties. Several monks, arrested in 1998 for putting photos of the Dalai Lama on the main altar in Kirti monastery in 
Sichuan Province, were sentenced in July and August 1999. Ngawang Sangdrol, a twenty-three-year-old nun, severely 
beaten after a protest in Drapchi prison in May 1998, had her original three-year sentence extended for the third time for 
a total of twenty-one years.   
 
Xinjiang 

Local  authorities, claiming that Asplittist@ elements in the region were using terrorist tactics, ordered intensified 
efforts to maintain stability in the run-up to the October 1 anniversary celebrations. Executions of so-called Asplittists@ 
were commonplace, as were long prison sentences and public sentencing rallies. In January, a court official in Ili 
prefecture, the scene of massive demonstrations and rioting in 1997, confirmed that twenty-nine people, all but two of 
them ethnic Uighurs, had been given the death penalty. In July a court in Nonshishi sentenced another eighteen men to terms 



ranging from ten to fifteen years for, among other things, allegedly destroying the Party=s religious policy. In an 
apparent attempt to decrease the flow of information overseas, public security officers in Urumqi, the capital, seized 
Rebiya Kadeer, a prominent Uighur businesswoman, on August 11 as she was on her way to meet a visiting American. She was 
later charged with trying to transmit information across borders. Rebiya Kadeer=s husband, a U.S. resident, publicly 
advocates  independence and appears regularly on Radio Free Asia and the Voice of America. Rebiya, her son, Ablikim 
Abdyirim, and her secretary, Kahriman Abdukirim, remained in prison as of October. 
 
Hong Kong 

This year China took several steps to curtail Hong Kong=s autonomy and the rule of law.  The independence of the courts 
in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) was placed in jeopardy after Chief Executive Tung Chee-hwa invited 
Beijing to intervene in a decision of the highest court in Hong Kong, the Court of Final Appeal. Tung campaigned against 
the court=s decision on right of abode in Hong Kong that would have allowed many more mainland Chinese to reside in the 
SAR. (How many more was a matter of intense debate.)  Fearing a flood of Chinese immigrants, on May 18 Tung invited the 
Standing Committee of China=s People=s National Congress, as the ultimate authority under Hong Kong=s constitution, the 
Basic Law, to overturn the ruling.  Leading judges and lawyers questioned the political decision of the Chief Executive to 
invite Beijing to intervene. The Standing Committee effectively reversed the Court of Final Appeal=s decision.   

Municipal councils, the middle tier of elected office in Hong Kong, were abolished by Tung this year, in a transparent 
effort to weaken the influence of pro-democracy political parties in Hong Kong. 

Chinese officials barred entry to pro-democracy Hong Kong lawmakers. On September 12,  Margaret Ng was prevented 
from attending a seminar on China=s constitution. China also interfered with requests for travel to Hong Kong, refusing to 
consider a papal visit because the Vatican and Taiwan maintain diplomatic relations. A senior official from Taiwan was 
prevented from attending an academic conference at the University of Hong Kong.  
 

Defending Human Rights 
Public defense of political and civil rights was virtually impossible, and social organizations concerned with aspects 

of worker rights or basic freedoms found themselves unable to register with the government or, in some cases, they were 
banned altogether. 
 

The Role of the International Community 
Human rights concerns dropped even lower on the agenda of China=s major trading partners in 1999 as Beijing used the 

Belgrade embassy bombing to create a crisis in its overseas relations. The Chinese government suspended a bilateral human 
rights dialogue with the U.S., put off a planned visit by the German chancellor until later in the year, and delayed talks on 
China=s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO).  International protests against the banning of Falun Gong and the 
crackdown on activists prior to the June 4 and October 1 anniversaries were mild or nonexistent.  At the U.N. Commission 
on Human Rights in April, China sustained its successful campaign to prevent a debate on its human rights record, 
persuading the European Union (E.U.) and other governments to refrain from backing a last-minute resolution by the U.S., 
dooming it to failure.  Meanwhile, the E.U., Australia, and Canada continued human rights dialogues and rule of law seminars; 
the exchanges were sometimes useful, but they appeared to have little direct impact on the human rights situation. Jiang 
Zemin visited Australia in September and European capitals in October.  Except for a brief visit to the U.S. by the Chinese 
labor minister in March and a Canadian-led seminar in July, concerns about violations of worker rights= were largely 
absent from the agenda.  
 
United Nations 

A split between the U.S. and the E.U., traditional cosponsors of resolutions on China at the U.N. Commission on Human 
Rights, enabled China to once again escape U.N. scrutiny during the Commission=s annual meeting in April.  Under intense 
domestic pressure, the Clinton Administration tabled a last minute resolution which was blocked by a Chinese no-action 
motion. That motion was adopted by a vote of twenty-two to seventeen, with fourteen abstentions.  The E.U. and individual 
member states refused to cosponsor the measure;  Poland agreed to serve as a cosponsor. 



China made no progress in ratifying the International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights or the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  Both were under review by the Standing Committee of the National 
People=s Congress. 

U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights Mary Robinson sent a technical mission to China in March to follow up her visit 
to China in September 1998. The results of the mission were inconclusive. The High Commissioner was publicly silent about the 
crackdown on the Falun Gong movement in July, despite appeals to intervene, although she did raise concerns privately 
with Chinese authorities. 

The U.N. Committee reviewing China=s compliance with the Convention to Eliminate Discrimination Against Women issued a 
report in February and recommended that China invite the Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women to visit China. It 
listed among its concerns domestic violence and custodial abuse, sexual harassment in the workplace, and various aspects 
of the implementation of China=s population policy. 
 
European Union 

Germany, in the presidency of the E.U. in the first half of 1999, made no effort to overcome E.U. opposition to 
sponsorship of the resolution on China at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights meeting in Geneva.  At the E.U. General 
Affairs Council meeting on March 22, the foreign ministers decided that maintaining unity within the E.U. was a higher 
priority than criticizing China. It also prevented individual E.U. states from cosponsoring any measure put forward by the 
U.S. (The E.U. did oppose China=s no-action motion.) 

On February 7-8, Germany hosted an E.U.-China dialogue in Berlin on human rights focused on China=s relationship to 
various U.N. human rights mechanisms, the recent crackdown on political activists, and Tibet.  NGOs were invited to attend 
part of the meeting, but most declined to participate. There was no public report on the results of the dialogue. 

 In March, an E.U. troika delegation (Germany, Austria, and Finland) visited Beijing to press for human rights progress 
but returned empty handed. 

An E.U.-China summit planned for May was called off after the NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade.  
Instead German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder went to Beijing in an effort to apologize to China=s leaders on behalf of 
NATO for the alliance=s deadly mistake. Another E.U.-China summit was re-scheduled for November in Beijing.  Schroeder also 
planned to lead a delegation of company executives and members of parliament to China in early November.  

Meanwhile, the E.U. continued with its policy of dialogue with China.  Finland, the new E.U. president, chaired a seminar 
on ethnic minorities, discrimination against women, and other human rights concerns in early September.  The next formal 
E.U.-China human rights dialogue meeting was scheduled to take place in Beijing in mid-October. 

The E.U. issued a mild demarche in Beijing on the banning of Falun Gong, but made no public protests.  
The E.U. strongly supported China=s entry into the World Trade Organization, and this was expected to be the major 

focus of a visit by Jiang Zemin to London, Brussels, and other European capitals in October.  Beijing reportedly voiced 
objections to the appointment of Chris Patten, former British governor of Hong Kong,  as the European Commission=s new 
foreign affairs commissioner.  In hearings before the European Parliament, Patten declared that trade and economic links 
with China should be not allowed to overshadow human rights concerns. He also said that development of E.U. relations with 
Beijing would depend, in part, on its human rights record. 
 
United States 

The Clinton Administration had no clear strategy to follow up the president=s visit to China in June 1998, except to 
continue dialogue and to use the occasion of high-level contacts to protest abuses.  Following the Belgrade bombing, the 
administration was preoccupied with getting bilateral relations back on track, largely putting human rights concerns on 
the back burner. 

A dialogue with China took place in Washington, D.C. in mid-January, in which State Department officials pressed for 
an end to administrative detention, made a request (which was denied)  for access to the Panchen Lama, and objected to 
arrests of political activists.  Further meetings were suspended by China after the Belgrade bombing.   



In mid-February, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright visited Beijing; a prominent journalist, Gao Yu, was released 
just prior to her visit.  Albright urged human rights improvements, but received no specific promises in preparation for 
Premier Zhu Rongji=s first official visit to the U.S. later in the spring. 

There was little or no White House support for the effort to sponsor a resolution on China at the U.N. Commission on 
Human Rights. 

Zhu Rongji=s visit in April was dominated by the debate on China=s bid to join the WTO.  Human rights concerns and 
Tibet were raised in his talks with President Clinton but without apparent results.  Clinton also urged Zhu to pursue 
China=s dialogue with the Vatican.  Despite major concessions by Zhu on the WTO, the White House turned down a bilateral 
agreement.  The visit was considered a failure by both governments, and WTO talks with the U.S. were cut off after the 
Belgrade bombing. 

In June the president extended Normal Trade Relations (NTR) status, formerly called Most Favored Nation, to China for 
one year, triggering a Congressional debate that focused mainly on security concerns. On July 27, the House of 
Representatives voted 260-170 to defeat a bill that would have overturned Clinton=s decision. Clinton also promised to lobby 
Congress for permanent NTR status (doing away with the annual renewal process) should China become a member of the WTO.  

Also in June, Undersecretary of State Thomas Pickering traveled to China to explain the NATO bombing of the Belgrade 
embassy.  The U.S. subsequently agreed to pay $4.5 million in compensation for the three people killed and twenty-seven 
wounded, opening the way for the restoration of high-level contacts. 

The State Department protested arrests in the run up to the June 4 anniversary, and publicly appealed to the Chinese 
government to make a full accounting of those killed in 1989 as well as to release all those still serving sentences for 
their peaceful participation in the demonstrations. 

In September, Clinton and Jiang met in Auckland, New Zealand in the margins of the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) summit and agreed to resume WTO talks.  Discussion of  rights concerns was perfunctory; the U.S. protested the 
crackdown on Falun Gong and other abuses. No human rights steps were announced, and China would not agree to resume the 
bilateral human rights dialogue. 

Also undecided by October were plans for a visit to China by U.S. Labor Secretary Alexis HermanC the first such visit 
by a U.S. labor officialC in exchange for a visit to Washington in late March by her Chinese counterpart.  
 
Pacific Rim Countries 

Canada rejected appeals by NGOs and others to cosponsor the China resolution in Geneva and instead focused on its 
dialogue policy with China.  A forum on human rights, jointly sponsored by Canada and Norway, took place in Qingdao in late 
July. Among the participants were government representatives and officials from national human rights commissions in 
thirteen countries from the Asia-Pacific region and academics, but no NGOs. The session was modeled after a similar 
meeting held in Vancouver in 1998 and debated issues such as the rights of ethnic minorities and labor concerns.  Canadian 
officials used the meeting to protest the violation of Falun Gong members= rights to free association and assembly.  No 
public report was issued on the results of the meeting. 

Australia=s major focus was on a visit to Canberra by Jiang Zemin en route to the APEC summit in New Zealand in 
September, during which human rights concerns were raised. Just prior to the visit, the third annual Australia-China human 
rights forum took place in Beijing and Qinghai province in late August.  A wide range of topics, including Tibet and the 
Falun Gong crackdown, were on the agenda, and Australia later announced a joint program of cooperation for the next 
year, including exchanges and visits of judges, and legal and prison experts.  But the session was eclipsed by the 
detention of an Australian citizen visiting a planned World Bank resettlement project in Qinghai. 

Japan=s prime minister, Keizo Obuchi, visited China in July to follow up an official visit to Tokyo by Jiang Zemin the 
previous November.  During the 1998 summit, Japan had announced the next round of Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
loans for China for 1999-2000 totaling 390 billion yen (US $3.67 billion) for twenty-eight projects.  A joint declaration  
noted that the two countries would pursue human rights concerns through mutual exchanges and dialogue Abased on equality 
and mutual respect.@  In April Japan declined to cosponsor the Geneva resolution.  Japan did, however, vote against China=s 
no action motion in Geneva.  Because of this vote, during Obuchi=s visit Beijing refused to schedule the next session of its 
bilateral human rights dialogue with Japan, tentatively set for October. 



 
World Bank 

China continued to be the World Bank=s leading recipient in loans. For fiscal year 1999, the Bank approved over $1.7 
billion in loans to China, plus $45 million in technical assistance. In June, the Bank=s board decided to fund a $160 million 
poverty reduction project in Western China that included $40 million for the voluntary resettlement of farmers to a 
traditionally Tibetan ethnic area. The project was approved over the objections of the U.S. and Germany, pending a visit to 
the project site by the Bank=s inspection panel in early October and based on Beijing=s agreement to allow open, 
unhindered access to the site for journalists, diplomats, and others.  The detention in mid-August of an American and 
Australian visiting the site, together with their Chinese translator, triggered high level diplomatic activity to press for 
their release, and they were freed within two weeks.  The Bank had made appeals in Beijing, along with the U.S. and 
Australian governments.    
 
 
 

 INDIA  
 

Conflict with Pakistan over Kashmir and communal violence dominated human rights developments in India during the year. 
The Hindu nationalist Indian People=s Party (Bharatiya Janata Party or BJP), which led India=s coalition government during 
the year, appeared to condone the activities of right-wing Hindu groups responsible for attacks on religious minorities and 
people at the bottom of or outside India=s caste system, including members of tribal groups. The attacks increased 
significantly in the months preceding national parliamentary elections in September and October.  In Bihar, a series of 
caste clashes and massacres between January and April once again revealed the unwillingness of state authorities to 
protect the rights of those born into lower castes.  

 
Human Rights Developments 

In April the BJP government lost a motion of confidence in Parliament by one vote. Because opposition parties were 
unable to form a government, India was forced to hold national parliamentary elections for the third time in as many years. 
 In October the BJP-led National Democratic Alliance returned to power, a development that boded ill for communal 
relations.   

Human rights violations by Indian security forces and by Islamic militants, many of them Pakistani-trained, continued to 
fuel tensions within Kashmir and between India and Pakistan. In February, Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee=s bus 
trip across the Indo-Pakistan border to meet with Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif seemed to signal the beginnings 
of a reconciliation and hopes for a resolution of the Kashmir conflict. However, those hopes were short-lived. In April 
India tested ballistic missiles and Pakistan followed suit.  In May, after Islamic militants crossed from Pakistan into Indian 
Kashmir near the town of Kargil, India responded with military operations against the militants and their Pakistani backers. 
 Armed clashes between India and Pakistan continued for the next eight weeks, until Pakistan agreed to withdraw the 
militants, and both countries agreed on a process of Adisengagement.@  

In the course of those clashes, over 1,200 people, many of them civilians, were killed by artillery fire. Civilians were 
also forced to flee the towns along the 720-kilometer border that divides Indian and Pakistani-controlled Kashmir.  
Communal violence between Hindu and Muslim groups escalated during the military confrontation, particularly in Jammu, the 
Hindu-majority area of the state of Jammu and Kashmir. For example, on June 30, Islamic militants gunned down twelve Hindu 
migrant laborers in southern Kashmir, reportedly in retaliation for the June 28 massacre of fifteen Muslim villagers, 
including women and children, by unidentified gunmen in Poonch district.  Human rights activists reported that the gunmen 
were members of a militia backed by the army.  Pakistan=s agreement on July 4 to withdraw its fighters did not bring an 
end to the violence.  On July 20 about twenty Hindus were killed by militants in Doda and Poonch districts.  The victims 
included eight women and children.  



Indian security forces in Jammu and Kashmir continued to violate human rights with impunity. The Jammu and Kashmir 
Disturbed Areas Act and the Armed Forces Special Powers Act, which authorize warrantless searches and arrests, remained 
in effect in the state.   Military-led cordon-and-search operations in Muslim neighborhoods continued to result in 
violations of fundamental civil rights, including the detention, torture, and summary executions of suspected militants.  

Caste violence assumed alarming dimensions early in the year, particularly in the state of Bihar, where clashes between 
the Ranvir Sena, an upper-caste landlord militia, and Naxalites, Maoist guerrillas agitating for higher wages and more 
equitable land distribution for lower-caste laborers, claimed many lives.  Human rights activists charged the state 
administration with criminal negligence for failing to intervene effectively and prosecute those responsible for the 
killings.   On January 25, about one hundred armed extremists from the Ranvir Sena killed at least twenty-two Dalit 
(Auntouchable@) men, women, and children in Bihar=s Jehanabad district.  On February 10, Sena members struck again in the 
same district killing eleven Dalits as they slept.   

The massacres led the government in New Delhi to impose Apresident=s rule@ in Bihar, a legal regime whereby the 
central government takes over authority from the state.  Despite that measure, which led to the increased presence of 
paramilitary forces in the state, twelve alleged supporters of the Ranvir Sena were reportedly gunned down on February 14 
by Communist Party of India-Marxist Leninist (Liberation) activists in retaliation for the January killings.  In early March 
the central government reinstated the state government led by Chief Minister Rabri Devi.  On March 18, Naxalites killed 
another thirty-five upper-caste villagers in Senari village, Jehanabad district.  On April 21, about a hundred armed 
activists from the Ranvir Sena killed twelve lower-caste villagers in neighboring villages in Gaya district.  The victims 
included a sixty-five-year-old man, three women, and a nine-month old child. Police made little effort to prevent the 
killings, despite the fact that the Ranvir Sena often publicly announced its intentions days before each attack. They also 
failed to provide protection for villagers in the aftermath of such attacks.  
  Caste clashes also continued to plague the southern state of Tamil Nadu, and Dalit women were primary targets.  On 
March 29, in the Ogalur-Villupuram region of Tamil Nadu, four upper-caste men sexually assaulted a female Dalit farm 
laborer.  The attackers were then beaten by those responding to the laborer=s cry for help.  On April 3, in retaliation for 
the beatings, three upper-caste men set fire to a Dalit colony, injuring twenty people.  On June 19 a gang of upper-
caste Hindus looted and destroyed the houses in a Dalit settlement in Kodankipatti village, Madurai district, after Dalits 
there had demanded a share in the common property of the village.  The Dalits were then chased out of their homes. 

More incidents of violence against India=s Christian community were recorded during the past two years than in all the 
years since independence.  Attacks occurred primarily in the tribal regions of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, and Orissa, as well 
as the state of Maharashtra.  Activists belonging to militant Hindu extremist groups, including the Bajrang Dal and the 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (World Hindu Council, VHP) were often blamed for the violence.  While the central government 
officially condemned the attacks, spokespersons for the BJP characterized the surge in violence as a reaction to a 
conversion campaign by Christian missionaries in the country.   

Anti-Christian violence in the state of Gujarat reached its peak during Christmas week 1998 when a local extremist 
Hindu group obtained permission to hold a rally on December 25 in Ahwa town in the state=s southeastern Dangs district.  
Over four thousand people participated in the rally, shouting anti-Christian slogans while the police stood by and watched. 
After the rally, Hindu groups began to attack Christian places of worship, schools run by missionaries, and shops owned by 
Christians and Muslims.  Between December 25, 1998, and January 3, 1999, churches and prayer halls were damaged, attacked, 
or burned down in at least twenty-five different villages in the state.  Scores of individuals were physically assaulted, 
and in some cases tied up, beaten and robbed of their belongings while angry mobs invaded and damaged their homes.  
Thousands of Christian tribals in the region were also forced to undergo conversions to Hinduism.   

On January 23 in Keonjhar district, Orissa, a mob of Hindu extremists burned to death Australian missionary Graham 
Stewart Staines and his two sons as they slept in their car.  Staines had worked for over thirty years in a leper colony 
in the state and was accused of conducting mass conversions to Christianity.  In August a government-appointed judicial 
commission accused Bajrang Dal activist and BJP member Dara Singh of leading the charge in the killings.  The 
commission=s report also found that Staines had not been involved in any conversions, but it fell short of accusing the 
Bajrang Dal, insisting that Singh acted alone.  Opposition parties labeled the report a Awhitewash,@ while allies of the 
BJP by and large welcomed the findings. 



The Shiv Sena, a Hindu party which heads the state government of Maharashtra in coalition with the BJP, also engaged 
in disruptive practices and hate campaigns against Muslims and Christians throughout the year.  In December 1998, the 
award-winning film Fire, by director Deepa Mehta, was recalled from theaters after Shiv Sena activists vandalized at least 
fifteen cinemas where it was playing.  Sena members objected to the film=s depiction of a lesbian relationship between 
two Hindu sisters-in-law, adding that had the women been Muslim there would be no objection.  

In January 1999, when Pakistan=s cricket team was set to travel to India for a series of test matches, members of the 
Shiv Sena dug up the pitch at a New Delhi stadium that was to host the first match and ransacked the headquarters of the 
Board of Control for Cricket in Bombay.  In June, the Shiv Sena launched a series of attacks against Christian mission-run 
kindergarten schools alleging that they were not admitting the children of Sena activists.   On June 26 suspected Sena 
members vandalized the Sacred Heart school in Worli, Bombay.  

On August 26 Staines= killer Dara Singh struck again, when he led an angry mob to attack the garment shop of 
Sheikh Rehman, a Muslim trader in Orissa=s Mayurbhanj district.  In the presence of four hundred eyewitnesses and in broad 
daylight, Rehman=s arms were chopped and his body was set on fire.  Singh continued to evade arrest despite his numerous 
television appearances in the months following the Staines murder.  One week later, on September 2, the Rev. Arul Doss 
was killed by a gang of fifteen unidentified assailants.  Voting in Orissa for the staggered general elections was 
scheduled for September 25.  On September 20, a Catholic nun in Bihar was abducted by two men, stripped, and forced to 
drink their urine.  The nun was reportedly interrogated about her proselytizing activities.  

Violence remained a salient feature of India=s national parliamentary elections.  During five stages of polling in 
September and October 1999, repolling was ordered for hundreds of poll stations as a result of violence and the 
destruction of ballot papers and ballot boxes.  Well over one hundred election-related deaths were reported throughout the 
country, predominantly in Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Kashmir, Bihar, and the northeast region of Assam and Tripura.  Most 
deaths resulted from clashes between supporters of rival parties and from attacks by separatist militants trying to 
enforce election boycotts.  In the Chidambaram constituency of Tamil Nadu, Dalits were not allowed to vote in as many as 
twenty-three villages as a result of attacks by political parties contesting elections in which the Dalit Panthers of India 
were also candidates.  In clashes that ensued, nearly ten Dalit hamlets were torched.  While over two hundred Dalits were 
arrested, police refused to register cases against caste Hindus. 

Police in Andhra Pradesh continued to summarily execute suspected Naxalites in so-called Aencounter killings.@  
Violence in the northeastern states, particularly Assam, continued throughout the year, claiming many civilian casualties.  
Members of the United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA), a militant group seeking Assam=s independence from India, 
repeatedly clashed with the police and with surrendered ULFA members, now working with the government and referred to 
as ASULFA.@  

The Armed Forces Special Powers Act remained in effect in the northeast, but it was not the only abusive law on the 
books. Due to the spurious backdating of violations, detentions under the notorious Terrorist and Disruptive Practices 
(Prevention) Act (TADA) continued for offenses allegedly committed before the law lapsed in 1995.  In Karnataka, for 
example, fifty-two people remained in pre-trial detention in Mysore Central Prison for periods ranging from four to six 
years.  

Women, particularly those belonging to the lower castes, continued to be victims of violence and sexual abuse.  In a 
positive step to promote gender equality, the Supreme Court of India gave women the same rights as men to act as natural 
guardians of a minor.  Gita Hariharan=s application for financial bonds in the name of her minor child had been rejected by 
the Reserve Bank of India on the basis of the Hindu Minority and Guardianship Act of 1956, which regards the father, and 
only after him the mother, as the natural guardian of a minor.  The Supreme Court ruled that the provision Aafter@ had to be 
struck down from the act as it violated gender equality 
 

Defending Human Rights 
India=s vibrant human rights movement continued to grow despite some setbacks.  While most organizations were allowed 

to function freely, social action groups working with marginalized communities faced continuous harassment and 
intimidation.  On December 10, 1998, the National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights was officially launched in New Delhi.  
Among the campaign=s demands were the abolition of untouchability practices, the effective implementation of the 1989 



Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, and increased intervention by U.N. bodies and the 
international community against caste-based violence and discrimination.    

On February 11, members of Parivartan, an NGO working with Dalits and landless agricultural laborers in Gujarat, were 
attacked in Padra village.  Sixteen Dalit women, who had come to attend a tailoring course organized by Parivartan=s 
women=s co-operative, were among those physically assaulted by local strongmen. Police officials agreed to register a 
complaint only after the Home Ministry=s intervention.  In 1998, the Hindu group VHP had issued a press statement claiming 
that Parivartan was trying to convert Gujarat=s entire tribal belt to ChristianityCa charge that the NGO has denied.  On 
June 11, four fishworkers were killed and thirteen were injured when police opened fire on an anti-shrimp culture protest 
organized by the NGO Chilika Matsyajibi Mahasangh in Orissa.  Despite a Supreme Court ruling prohibiting shrimp farms 
within a thousand meters of the Chilika lake in Orissa, a number of shrimp farms had obtained support of local politicians 
and bureaucrats.  

 On July 23, police action against lower-caste laborers in Tirunelveli district, Tamil Nadu, resulted in the loss of 
seventeen lives. The victims, including two women and one child, were among those protesting working conditions at a 
local tea plantation and demanding the release of 652 workers arrested following a demonstration on June 8. Members of 
the police and reserve forces chased the victims into the Thamiraparani river where they drowned.  In July, political parties 
in favor of the building of the Sardar Sarovar dam across the Narmada river in western India burned copies of the book, The 
Greater Common Good by novelist-activist Arundhati Roy.  Roy, whose book discussed the social and environmental costs of 
the Narmada project, including large-scale population displacement, was part of a larger people=s movement against 
India=s big dam projects.  Facing threats from the youth wings of the BJP and the Congress party, bookstores in Ahmedabad 
city, Gujarat, also began to pull the book from their shelves.    

On September 27, the Ministry of Home Affairs sent a notice to several prominent NGOs asking them to justify their 
status as nonpolitical organizations under the Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act.  The notice was effectively a threat 
to cut off foreign funding. The NGOs, many of whom worked on women=s rights, communal violence, and Dalit and tribal 
issues, had publicly criticized the policies of the BJP-led government and the anti-secular activities of the sangh parivar, 
a collective of rightwing Hindu organizations of which the BJP is a member.   

The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC), a government-appointed body, tried to defend human rights in several areas, 
although it did not directly address the troubled regions of Kashmir and the northeast.  In February the NHRC directed state 
governments to ensure regular medical examinations of all prison inmates and to submit monthly reports.  Concerned over 
the rising number of custodial deaths and excesses committed by the police, the NHRC launched human rights cells in all 
state police headquarters.  The commission also ordered the payment of compensation to the families of persons who had 
either died as a result of police violence or had been physically assaulted by the police, and recommended action against 
guilty police officials.                            
 

The Role of the International Community 
Tensions between India and Pakistan dominated India=s international relations during the year.  Many countries welcomed 

the Indo-Pakistan summit in February, but while crediting India with showing Arestraint@ in its handling of the Kargil 
crisis, the international community failed to use the opportunity to press India to curb human rights abuses in the state.  
 
United Nations 

While Pakistan demanded U.N. mediation in the Kashmir dispute, the Indian prime minister rejected an offer by the U.N. 
secretary-general to send an envoy.  In a report issued in January, the U.N. special rapporteur on torture commented on 
India=s abysmal record on torture and detentions, especially in Jammu and Kashmir, and noted with regret the government=s 
continued refusal to extend him an invitation to conduct investigations in the country.  Also in January, the special 
rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism indicated that, with the permission of the Indian government, he might 
undertake a field mission to investigate the situation of Auntouchables@ in the country.  
 
World Bank 



In April the World Bank board approved a controversial plan limiting the powers of the inspection panel, an internal 
watchdog body set up to receive and investigate complaints by those adversely affected by bank-funded projects worldwide. 
 Following a visit in July 1997, the inspection panel was blocked from conducting a more thorough investigation in 
Singrauli, India=s Apower capital,@ where a World Bank-funded thermal power project resulted in the displacement of 
thousands of villagers and severe environmental damage.  India was prominent among World Bank member countries pushing 
for limiting inspection panel investigations.  
 
 
European Union 

The European Union (E.U.) joined the international community in expressing concern over the escalation of fighting in 
Kashmir, and issued several statements publicly urging India and Pakistan to hold talks to find a peaceful solution to the 
crisis. 

The E.U. remained India=s largest trading partner, with an estimated 26 percent share of India=s 

export and 25 percent of the country=s imports.  In a February resolution the European Parliament 

expressed deep shock over the persecution of Christians in India by extremist groups and called on the 

Indian government to put in place effective measures for protection of religious minorities and to bring 

to justice those responsible for the killing of Australian missionary Graham Staines. The European 

Parlaiment also called on the E.U. and the European Commission to ensure that human rights clauses in 

treaty agreements with India be rigorously implemented. A legally binding partnership and development 

agreement between India and the E.U. concluded in 1994 contains such a human rights conditionality 

clause.  

In March, the European Parlaiment expressed support for the European Commission=s efforts to enhance relations with 
India but said improved relations should depend in part on India=s nuclear disarmament. The European Parlaiment also urged 
India to foster tolerance and protect freedom of religion; to ratify the torture convention; and to impose a moratorium on 
executions and step up efforts to abolish the death penalty.  
 
Japan 

In response to India=s nuclear tests in May 1998, Japan halted all new grant aid (with the exception of emergency and 
humanitarian aid and grant assistance for grassroots projects) and all new yen loans in accordance with Japan=s 
Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) Charter.  The suspension remained in effect in 1999.   
 
United States 

The Clinton Administration dropped its objections to a U.S. $150 million World Bank loan request by India for a power 
project.  In June the U.S. Senate approved a measure lifting sanctions on the sale of farm commodities and other products 
to India and Pakistan. The sanctions, which had been triggered by India=s May 1998 nuclear tests, were to remain in place for 
missile and nuclear technology and for military sales.  The Clinton administration joined the international community in 
expressing concern over India and Pakistan=s ballistic missile tests in April, and over the conflict in Kargil.  In 
September the U.S. Department of State released its first annual report under the 1998 International Religious Freedom 
Act, detailing attacks on religious minorities throughout India.  Responding to reports that U.S. Ambassador Robert Seiple 
wished to visit the country to discuss religious rights, the Indian government defended its ability to guarantee 
constitutionally mandated religious freedoms and rejected any Aintrusive exercise@ into its internal affairs. 
 
 

 INDONESIA AND EAST TIMOR 
 

Indonesia lurched haltingly toward a more democratic political system but remained in thrall to a powerful military 
that oversaw the destruction of East Timor in September. 



Government leaders gave little attention to resolving nationalist, ethnic, and communal conflicts, particularly in 
Aceh, in northern Sumatra; Ambon, in the Moluccan islands; West Kalimantan, on the island of Borneo; and Irian Jaya, on the 
western half of the island of New Guinea. Corruption remained endemic. So much of the ancien regime remained entrenched 
that the year=s political developments underscored how hard it was going to be for Indonesia to emerge from the legacy of 
disgraced President Soeharto. 

Three key votes took place during the year. On June 7, Indonesia held its first free parliamentary election in forty-
four years, with voters decisively defeating the ruling party, Golkar. On August 30, in a Apopular consultation@ organized 
by the United Nations, close to 80 percent of East Timorese voters decided to reject an autonomy package offered by 
Indonesia and move toward independence. On October 20, the newly elected parliament in Jakarta and 200 other appointed 
delegates chose Abdurrachman Wahid as the country=s fourth president in a ballot that for the first time ever did not have 
a predetermined outcome. The opposition leader Megawati Soekarnoputri was elected vice-president the next day.  

The June elections were preceded by a boisterous but peaceful campaign that defied expectations of widespread 
violence. The August ballot in East Timor was preceded by systematic terrorization of independence supporters by Indonesian 
army-backed militia and local police and military. The international community was unwilling to exert the pressure needed 
to stop it, initially in the belief that the military in a democratizing Indonesia must be better than it was under 
authoritarian leadership. Even when the role of the Jakarta military command in the East Timor violence became obvious, 
those countries with leverage over Indonesia were reluctant to use it for fear of setting back Indonesia=s economic 
recovery and political stabilization.  

Officials in Jakarta exploited that concern throughout the year. Even in late September, after a scorched earth 
campaign had left East Timor a smoking ruin, some of Indonesia=s major donors were reluctant to press too hard for an 
international investigation into possible crimes against humanity for fear that the military would mount a coup against a 
weak and discredited civilian leadership. Angry Indonesian democracy activists said the opposite was true: if military 
officers were not held accountable for what they had done in East Timor, Indonesia would never rid itself of military rule 
and genuinely democratize. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
Violence in and around Jakarta in November 1998 foreshadowed many of the political conflicts that were to erupt 

across the country in 1999. From November 10 to November 13, a special session of the People=s Consultative Assembly 
(Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat or MPR) was held to draft the legal framework for reform of the political system. On 
November 13, the last day of the session, sixteen people, mostly students, died in the Semanggi area of the capital as 
soldiers fired bullets at rock-throwing crowds calling for President Habibie=s resignation and protesting the military=s 
ongoing involvement in politics. The violence was exacerbated by thousands of civilian guards armed with sharpened bamboo 
staves who had been deployed and paid by the army as a security measure to protect the MPR session, some of them chosen 
for their opposition to the student pro-democracy movement. The army=s increased reliance on civilian auxiliaries during the 
year only served to intensify existing conflicts. 

In the months that followed the MPR session, Indonesia took a number of tentative steps toward reform. The parliament 
passed a new and exceedingly complex election law that lay the groundwork for multiparty competition in the national 
elections in June.  

In March, Justice Minister Muladi stated that since taking office in May 1998, the Habibie administration had freed 202 of 
242 political prisoners; by year=s end, twelve more had been released. Those freed in 1999 included forty-three Acehnese; 
twenty-seven East Timorese, including resistance leader Xanana Gusmao, who was released on September 8; fifteen Muslim 
activists from Lampung, Sumatra; ten men arrested in connection with the coup attempt in 1965-66; and Dita Indah Sari, a 
labor activist from the militant People=s Democratic Party (Partai Rakyat Demokratik or PRD), who was amnestied and 
released on July 7. Budiman Sujatmiko and six other PRD members refused a presidential amnesty in March; Budiman said he 
would stay in prison until general amnesty was extended to all political prisoners. 

On April 1, in a move seen as presaging civilian control over the security forces, the police were formally separated 
from the military and placed under the Ministry of Defense rather than the Commander of the Armed Forces. The separation 
was more in principle than in practice, however, since the Minister of Defense and the Commander of the Armed Forces 



were the same person, General Wiranto. Wiranto appeared to be making an effort to send police rather than soldiers to 
situations of civil unrest during the year, but in some cases, as in East Timor, local observers reported that many of the 
Apolice@ were merely soldiers with new uniforms that they recognized from earlier tours of duty. 

By March, an Election Commission had approved forty-eight parties to compete in the June elections, a whopping 
increase over the three officially-approved parties allowed by the Soeharto government. Despite fears of ethnic and 
communal violence, the campaign was exuberant and peaceful, if focused more on personalities than issues. Over 90 percent 
of the eligible voters turned out in June in a process that an army of international observers said was largely free and 
fair. The counting was painfully slow, and it was not until September 1 that the final tally was announced, with the 
Indonesian Democratic Struggle Party (PDI-Perjuangan) of Megawati Soekarnoputri garnering the most votes. 

On September 23, students in Jakarta put the government on notice that they would take to the streets if it took 
decisions that went counter to reform. That day, the parliament passed an army-backed bill on national security that would 
have given the army sweeping powers to declare states of emergency at the regional or national level. Pro-democracy 
groups and student organizations mobilized thousands to protest, and in the ensuing clash with security forces, four people 
were killed, including one policeman. On September 24, the government announced that it was suspending implementation 
of the law.  

The national security bill went to the heart of a key issue in Indonesia=s democratizationCwhether civilians would have 
control over the military. In April, the parliament made good on the Habibie government=s promise to abolish the hated 1963 
anti-subversion law, which had been used repeatedly by Soeharto to detain political opponents. In the same session, 
however, legislators revised the Indonesian Criminal Code to incorporate many of the defunct bill=s articles on crimes 
against the state. And in July, the Ministry of Defense and Security under General Wiranto submitted a draft of a new 
internal security law which allowed the president to declare martial law in parts of the country beset by separatist 
rebellions, communal violence, or Aideological challenges.@  

General Wiranto claimed the bill was a needed reform of the 1959 law it replaced, because it placed a number of 
checks on the declaration of a state of emergency. But to many concerned with civil-military relations, the law still gave 
too much power to the military. The protests against it were the most violent in Jakarta since the rioting that preceded 
Soeharto=s fall in May 1998. They also served as a reminder to the MPR delegates who began meeting on October 4 that 
rubber-stamping was no longer acceptable to those who wanted change. 

The MPR session had as its major item of business the selection of a new president. The thirty-eight seats reserved for 
the military in the 700-member MPR took on far more importance with forty-eight parties as opposed to three, and it was 
likely that Abdurrachman Wahid=s election was made possible in part by military support. 

While Jakarta seemed totally preoccupied by the maneuverings of its own elite, the rest of the country seemed to be 
descending into political unrest of varying degrees of violence. On November 22, 1998, the first in a series of communal 
riots erupted in Ketapang, a Jakarta neighborhood, following a rumor that security guards for a local casinoCalmost all 
of them Ambonese ChristiansChad burned down a local mosque. Muslim youths trucked into the area then lynched seven 
Ambonese and destroyed thirteen churches, as Jakarta police stood by. Thirteen people in all were killed. 

A week later, on November 30, Christian youths in Kupang, West Timor, protesting the church-burnings in Ketapang, 
attacked mosques, shops and homes belonging to ethnic Bugis, a Muslim immigrant group from South Sulawesi. In both 
Ketapang and Kupang, there was some evidence of provocation but by whom and for what reason was not clear. 

On December 5, a church was burned in Ujung Pandang, Sulawesi, apparently in retaliation for the Kupang riot. And on 
January 19, the last day of the Muslim fasting month, a fight between a Christian driver and a Muslim youth in the city of 
Ambon, capital of the Maluku province, set off a civil war that spread to islands far to the south and was continuing in 
October, with no end in sight and tens of thousands displaced. While the international press tended to portray the 
Christian side as the primary victims and the Indonesian press emphasized attacks on Muslims, both sides were equally 
perpetrators and victims. By the second month of the conflict, allegations that Indonesian security forces had stood by and 
done nothing to prevent the initial clashes had shifted to accusations by local leaders that they were playing a partisan 
role, with the army accused of siding with the Muslims and police with the Christians. By September, a rights group in 
Jakarta placed the death toll since January at 1,349.   



As in Ketapang and Kupang, allegations of provocation in Ambon were widespread, with several politicians charging 
that elements within the army linked to the Soeharto family were trying to stir up civil unrest to either disrupt the 
elections planned for June or pave the way for the return of the military to power. Evidence, however, was all 
circumstantial. 

Communal violence also flared up again in West Kalimantan where indigenous Dayaks had attacked Madurese immigrants 
in 1997. This time the conflict started in January between Madurese and ethnic Malays but Dayaks and even ethnic Chinese 
joined forces with the Malays to attack Madurese, a much resented immigrant group.  Some 200 were killed, mostly 
Madurese, and 30,000 Madurese were displaced. 

Meanwhile, a non-violent pro-independence movement in Irian Jaya gathered strength in the post-Soeharto political 
climate. On February 26, in what was billed as a Anational dialogue@ on Irian Jaya=s future political status, one hundred 
prominent public figures from Irian Jaya presented President Habibie with a statement expressing the aspirations of the 
people of Irian Jaya for independence. The government rejected any discussion of independence, and in April, after 
participants in the meeting tried to disseminate the results of the meeting to a larger public at home,  the Irian Jaya 
chief of police banned any further discussion. In August, news leaked out that five prominent Irianese had been banned from 
leaving Indonesia as of June 28. The ban, initiated by the military and imposed by immigration officials, was justified on 
unspecified national security grounds. Those affected were Tom Beanal, a tribal leader and plaintiff in a lawsuit against 
the U.S. company Freeport McMoRan; Dr. Benny Giay, a Protestant minister and professor; Willy Mandowen, a professor of 
linguistics at Cenderawasih University in Jayapura and founder of the Forum for Reconciliation of the People of Irian Jaya 
(FORERI); Octovianus Mote, Jayapura bureau chief of Jakarta=s best-known newspaper, Kompas; and Herman Awom, assistant 
general secretary of the Evangelical Christian Church in Irian Jaya. All were associated with support for changing Irian 
Jaya=s political status through peaceful means. 

Separatist flag-raisings in July and September in the districts of Sorong and Jayapura claimed three lives and 
resulted in at least nineteen new political prisoners. Also in September, residents of Manokwari, suspecting that arriving 
ships carried provocateurs from Ambon and East Timor, began checking identity cards of disembarking passengers. In 
clashes on September 24, one man died and police shot another in the chest as they blocked crowds from entering the port 
area. The next day, crowds threw rocks at police, who responded with gunfire, wounding two other men. The Manokwari 
police chief was replaced three weeks later. 

And then there was Aceh, by far the most serious of the regional insurgencies. Calls for a referendum on Aceh=s 
political status that began in January were fueled by bitter disappointment over the lack of accountability for atrocities 
committed by the Indonesian military during its operations there from May 1990 to September 1998. Students initiated the 
demand for a referendum in an Aceh-wide congress on January 28, 1999, but it was taken up by others including members of 
the local parliament and, on September 14, by influential religious leaders who comprise the Ulama Council of Aceh.  

A  long-simmering rebellion led by a guerrilla group called the Free Aceh Movement (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka or GAM) 
flared up again in late 1998, sparking the same kind of heavy-handed counterinsurgency operations that had led to so many 
abuses eight years earlier. On December 29, a pro-independence mob pulled seven soldiers off a bus in the town of Lhok 
Nibong and killed them; the next day, two army officers were kidnaped, apparently by GAM, near the city of Lhokseumawe. On 
January 3, in the course of military operations in Lhokseumawe, the army opened fire on villagers from the hamlet of 
Pusong, killing at least five. On January 5 and 9, it conducted search operations in the village of Kandang, just outside 
Lhokseumawe, where it believed GAM supporters and one GAM leader in particular were hiding. Dozens of young men 
captured during these operations were detained in a building belonging to the government youth association, KNPI, in 
Lhokseumawe. In the evening of January 9, a group of soldiers entered the building and started beating the detainees, four 
of whom later died of their injuries. In the speediest prosecution ever known in Indonesia, the Indonesian officer 
responsible for the assault, whose men had been killed in the bus incident in December, was tried and sentenced by a 
military court to six years in prison. 
  Further shootings by the army resulting in civilian deaths took place on February 2-3 in Idi Cut, East Aceh, in which at 
least seven were killed and seventy-four wounded; a visit by President Habibie to Aceh on March 26 sparked angry 
demonstrations and only served to exacerbate tensions. On May 3 in Kreung Geukueh, North Aceh, at least thirty-nine people 
were killed when the military opened fire on a crowd marching toward an army base; and on July 23, more than fifty were 



believed killed when the army opened fire on a religious school in West Aceh. Army officers believed the school=s 
charismatic head, Teungku Bantaqiah, was collecting arms for GAM. Four guns were reportedly found at the site. 

By year=s end, much of the districts of North Aceh and Aceh Pidie were under direct control of GAM, government 
services were at a standstill, and Indonesian officials in Jakarta had made no move to prosecute anyone for abuses 
committed in the 1990-98 period. 

In the aftermath of the May 1998 riots in Jakarta that had been directed against ethnic Chinese, several new groups 
emerged in 1999 to promote better race relations and lobby for the repeal of discriminatory laws. But only superficial 
gains were made: a ban on government use of the word pribumi, or Aindigenous,@ a term usually invoked to differentiate 
ethnic Chinese from other Indonesians, and the repeal of a ban on Chinese schools. Many Indonesians of Chinese descent still 
carried special identifying numbers on their national identity cards, although the practice was said to have ended.  

A new press law passed on September 13 guaranteed press freedom and no longer required publishers to obtain a 
publishing license from the government. The role of the Information Ministry was expected to be substantially reduced as 
the new law took effect. 

Throughout the year, Indonesia continued to be hobbled by economic woes and endemic corruption. Signs of recovery at 
mid-year were swept aside by revelations that a major bank, Bank Bali, had paid some $70 million as a commission for loan 
recoveries to a company closely linked to the ruling Golkar party.  An investigation into former President Soeharto=s ill-
gotten wealth got nowhere, in part because Attorney General Andi Ghalib, who was supposed to be leading the 
investigation, was himself suspected of corruption and in part because, as an intercepted conversation in February between 
President Habibie and Andi Ghalib revealed, the government was not serious about pursuing it anyway. It was finally 
suspended in October.  
 
East Timor  

By mid-September, the U.N. Secretary-General was suggesting that the Indonesian army=s actions in East Timor might 
constitute crimes against humanity. Beginning in January, its use of local militia to intimidate, harass, and sometimes kill 
East Timorese suspected of supporting independence seemed clearly designed to thwart moves toward a referendum or if 
that failed, to ensure that the vote went in favor of continuing integration with Indonesia.  

But that strategy ran directly counter to that of President Habibie, who announced on January 27 that his government 
had decided to give East Timorese the Asecond option@ of independence if they rejected the first option, a proposal for 
far-reaching autonomy under Indonesian sovereignty. That proposal had first been broached in August 1998. 

Officials from Indonesia, Portugal, and the U.N. proceeded to negotiate the substance of the autonomy package as well 
as the means by which East Timorese would be asked to accept or reject it. But as the details were being hammered out in 
Lisbon, Jakarta and New York, the Indonesian military was organizing, arming, and training pro-independence militia in 
each of East Timor=s thirteen districts. Some of these militia had existed since the late 1970s; others were newly created. 
But the army, apparently under the leadership of the army special forces, known as Kopassus, linked them into a centrally-
coordinated network with a political front organization as a way of defending Aautonomy@Cwhich came to mean not 
enhanced self-government but the status quo. A systematic pattern of violence began in February and culminated in April 
with two massacres in the capital, Dili, and a town to the west of Dili called Liquica. The death toll in the two attacks 
was more than sixty, but Indonesian authorities did not arrest any of the militia members responsible. Eyewitnesses reported 
direct army and police involvement. 

On May 5, Indonesia and Portugal signed an agreement to put the autonomy proposal to the East Timorese people in a 
direct and secret ballot that would be administered by a U.N. mission in East Timor that became known as UNAMET.  Security 
for the ballot and the preparations leading up to it would remain the responsibility of the Indonesian government. U.N. 
officials and East Timorese leaders knew at the time that this provision was a serious flaw, but they believed that no 
agreement would be possible without it, and that another chance for what amounted to a referendum on independence might 
never occur. 

UNAMET staff began arriving in Dili in late June and quickly became the target of militia attacks, as violence against 
suspected independence supporters continued, often with Indonesian military backing or direct participation. U.N. 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan twice delayed the date of the vote because of security concerns. On August 30, close to 99 



percent of eligible voters went to the polls, and on September 4, Annan announced that 78.5 percent had voted to reject 
the autonomy package and separate from Indonesia. Militia members, again backed by Indonesian soldiers, then initiated the 
scorched earth campaign that led to the destruction of most towns and villages and much of East Timor=s physical 
infrastructure. Over 200,000 East Timorese were pushed into West Timor, long part of the Indonesian province of East Nusa 
Tenggara. Many of the refugees were forcibly expelled at gunpoint by militia members who then regrouped to terrorize them 
in West Timor. Most of the remaining population fled to the hills; out of East Timor=s pre-referendum population of eight 
hundred thousand, humanitarian agencies were estimating that at least five hundred thousand had been displaced by mid-
September. An unknown number of people were killed. 

International pressure, which had been noticeably absent as militia violence was escalating in April, May, and June, 
eventually forced President Habibie to acknowledge that he could no longer control the situation, although many suspected 
that orders for the scorched earth campaign had in fact come from Jakarta. On September 12 President Habibie requested 
the assistance of a multinational force led by Australia. On September 15, the Security Council passed a resolution 
authorizing the International Force in East Timor, or Interfet, to be sent, and the first troops began arriving on September 
20 to a totally devastated and burned out city.  

On September 22 Sander Thoenes, a Dutch journalist for the Financial Times who had returned to Dili, was killed by 
men in Indonesian military uniforms. Clashes between Interfet forces and militia members were continuing to take place 
through October, and security remained a major concern for the hundreds of thousands of East Timorese hiding in the forest 
and in church sanctuaries. 

On September 27 a special session of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights passed a resolution, over the objections of 
Indonesia and other Asian countries, calling on the Secretary-General to establish an international commission of inquiry 
to look into violations of international humanitarian law in East Timor. The Secretary-General entrusted the task to U.N. 
High Commissioner for Human Rights Mary Robinson, and five commissioners were duly appointed on October 15. But at the 
same time, the Indonesian National Human Rights Commission set up its own inquiry to avoid, in its chairman=s words, Aforeign 
intervention.@ It was mandated to investigate genocide, extrajudicial executions, rape, torture, and arson, with anyone 
indicted to be tried before a new human rights tribunal. Both the Indonesian commission and the international commission 
pledged to have preliminary reports ready by December 31. 

In the meantime, refugees in West Timor remained under the control of the militia, and the U.N. High Commissioner for 
Human Rights worked to ensure their speedy repatriation. An airlift of refugees began on October 8. 

On October 19, the Indonesian MPR voted to ratify the results of the August 30 referendum and begin the process of 
turning East Timor over to a United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET). 
 

Defending Human Rights 
Human rights advocates operated openly and vigorously in both Indonesia and East Timor, although in East Timor and Aceh, 

they were under constant threat. In East Timor on September 5, militia attacked and destroyed the office of the premier 
human rights organization there, Yayasan HAK, and the entire staff was forced into hiding. Human rights activists in Irian 
Jaya were also subject to government harassment.  

Little progress was made, however, in holding senior officials responsible for human rights violations. On November 3, 
1998, a government-appointed fact-finding team composed of NGOs, community leaders, and members of the military, released 
a summary of its findings on the three-day riot in Jakarta in May 1998. The report confirmed fifty-six cases of sexual 
violence, mostly against ethnic Chinese women. It also suggested some degree of state responsibility for the widespread 
looting and arson. But the full version of the report was never made public and by October 1999, none of its 
recommendations had been implemented. 

One positive outcome of the riots was the formation of the National Commission on Violence Against Women, which was 
active during the year in East Timor and Aceh. 

On September 8, a wide-ranging new law on human rights was passed, giving new powers to the National Commission 
on Human Rights, including subpoena powers, and allowing the establishment of human rights tribunals. The law also 
recognized the equal rights and responsibilities of spouses and guaranteed the right of children to be protected from 



dangerous and exploitative work. Unfortunately, article 118 of the new law also stated that no human rights abuse reported 
more than five years after its occurrence could be investigated or prosecuted. 

On April 6, the Indonesian parliament ratified the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination of 1965. On April 23, it ratified three International Labor Organization (ILO) conventions: No. 105 on the 
abolishment of forced labor, No. 111 on employment discrimination, and No. 138 on minimum working age. 
 

 The Role of the International Community  

United Nations 
The U.N.=s role in East Timor through the arrival of the Interfet forces is described above. On October 25, the Security 

Council passed a resolution establishing the United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor under Chapter VII of the 
U.N. Charter. It was to be headed by a Special Representative with sweeping administrative powers, and to be supported by 
U.N. peacekeepers with Arobust@ rules of engagement. 

In addition, the office of the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights appointed a representative to be based in Jakarta, 
in line with a 1998 Achairman=s statement@ of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights. 

Aceh and Irian Jaya remained off limits to U.N. human rights visitors. In November 1998 the Special Rapporteur on 
Violence Against Women visited Jakarta and East Timor but was not allowed to visit Irian Jaya or Aceh. In February 1999, the 
U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention visited Jakarta and East Timor but again was denied access to Irian Jaya and 
Aceh. 

 
European Union 

In a declaration issued February 19, the European Union (E.U.) welcomed Indonesia=s new position on holding a popular 
consultation in East Timor, encouraged a reduction of Indonesian military presence there, and expressed concern about 
increasing violence and arming of civilian militia in the territory. Central and Eastern European countries associated with 
the E.U., Cyprus, and European Free Trade Association (EFTA) countries aligned themselves with the statement.  

On September 7, the European Parliament condemned the violence in East Timor and said it would support a resolution 
to send in peacekeeping forces. On September 16, it passed a resolution calling for immediate recognition of the 
independent state of Timor Loro Sae, the provision of peacekeepers, humanitarian aid and financial support, and the 
formation of an international court to try crimes perpetrated there.  

On September 18, the E.U. threw its weight behind international suspension of economic aid and arms sales to Indonesia. 
Its ban on export of arms, munitions, military equipment and bilateral military cooperation with Indonesia had initial 
applicability of four months. Speaking for the E.U. Council of Foreign Affairs Ministers, Finnish Foreign Affairs Minister 
Tarja Halonen said that the post-referendum violence had taken everyone by surprise. 

On September 21, the Finnish E.U. presidency, issued a statement welcoming the deployment of Interfet in East Timor, 
and pressing for complete, early withdrawal of Indonesian troops, rapid disarmament of paramilitary elements, safe access 
for humanitarian organizations to East and West Timor, and the establishment of the international Commission of Inquiry to 
investigate alleged violations of international law. 

The British government was embarrassed when it was revealed in mid-September that three British Hawk trainer jets 
were at the Bangkok airport awaiting delivery to Indonesia. Britain said it was powerless to stop the delivery, because the 
planes were already the legal property of Indonesia under a British Aerospace contract. 
 
United States 

The Clinton Administration linked Indonesia=s democratic transition to the government=s handling of East Timor, and put 
considerable resources into supporting economic recovery and the June parliamentary elections. Stanley Roth, the Assistant 
Secretary of State for East Asia and the Pacific, played a key role both in bilateral contacts and through efforts to 
mobilize support for the elections among other donors and Asian governments.  

Through the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the United States gave U.S. $31 million to 
assist with election preparation, mainly for training, public education, and various election-monitoring operations under 
the auspices of Indonesian NGOs and American organizations. No funding was given to the Indonesian government. Just prior 



to the vote, the U.S. provided, with input from Indonesian NGOs, a pilot  crowd control training program for the Jakarta 
police, in anticipation of possible post-election violence. The Administration attempted, but failed, to get other 
governments to contribute to the training. 
  At the Consultative Group meeting in July, the U.S. praised the Adisciplined and relatively peaceful@ run up to the 
elections, and the open press coverage during the campaign. It called for a greater role for civil society in the 
transition and the release of remaining political prisoners, and urged the government to end attacks by civilian militia in 
East Timor, though this was not a condition for U.S. aid.   

The Administration requested $70 million from Congress in FY 2000 for economic development assistance to Indonesia. 
In addition, it pledged an initial $10 million for the multinational force in East Timor, and provided $20 million in 
humanitarian assistance for East Timor and refugee aid in West Timor. 

As of late October, the U.S. had deployed helicopters and support personnel for the U.N. operation in East Timor, with 
approximately 1,800 U.S. personnel on ships offshore, 150 troops handling communications equipment in Dili, and 300 more in 
Darwin, Australia supplying logistical and intelligence support.   

Congressional hearings focused on the elections and on East Timor during the year. In testimony, senior State 
Department officials urged Jakarta to ensure that each step in the political transition was Afree, fair and transparent,@ 
called for an end to abuses in Aceh, and called on the Habibie administration to foster dialogue and negotiation in Irian 
Jaya. Secretary of State Albright raised many of these concerns when she met with her Indonesian counterpart in 
Singapore at the ASEAN conference in July, and at the U.N. in New York in September. 

President Clinton was outspoken on the East Timor crisis, and at the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum in 
New Zealand in mid-September lobbied for pressure on Habibie to invite a multilateral force into East Timor. There was 
close White House coordination with the Australian government throughout the crisis. Clinton publicly condemned the 
violence and said it was clear that the Indonesian military was aiding and abetting the militia. On September 9, he 
announced a suspension of U.S. military sales, commercial transfers, and training programs. 

Direct military aid and training in 1999 totaled $476,000, mainly for Expanded International Military Education and 
Training (IMET); Congress had already sharply limited most training programs in 1992, after the 1991 Santa Cruz massacre in 
Dili, though some joint training with Kopassus troops continued until all such programs ceased in May 1998 in response to 
Congressional pressure. Estimated commercial military sales approved in FY 1999 totaling $16 million and licenses for 
export still pending approval were also suspended in September. 

The role of the U.S. military was highly controversialCespecially with regard to East Timor. The Pentagon argued that 
its high level contacts with General Wiranto and other senior officers provided a useful channel to send political 
messages on East Timor, the need for a stable electoral process, and democratic reform. U.S. Defense Secretary William 
Cohen met with Habibie and Wiranto in late September in Jakarta and also reportedly sent private letters urging the 
military to rein in the East Timor militia, as did General Henry Shelton, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  

 But Congress was skeptical of the benefit of U.S. training programs and other forms of cooperation, and there was 
no clear evidence that more than forty years of such training had made a significant impact on the military=s behavior.   

In the Congress, bipartisan legislation required the U.S. to oppose non-humanitarian multilateral aid to Indonesia and to 
cut off all U.S. military ties and supplies until specific conditions were met, including the safe return of refugees and 
Indonesian civilian and military cooperation with the investigation and prosecution of abuses in East Timor. As of late 
October, similar provisions in  a separate bill and in the foreign operations appropriations bill for FY 2000 were 
pending in both the House and Senate. 

A House-Senate Congressional delegation visited East Timor in late July, and the House passed a strongly-worded 
resolution on September 28 urging the MPR to ratify the August 30 vote and expressing support for U.S. participation in 
the multilateral force, although not with combat troops. 

Two State Department delegations traveled to West Timor, Dili and Jakarta to press for  access to East Timorese 
refugees by U.N. agencies and an end to militia violence in the camps. Julia Taft, Assistant Secretary of State for 
Refugees, went to the camps with diplomats from Sweden, Japan, the United Kingdom, Thailand and Australia in late 
September; Harold Koh, Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor also visited in early October. 
He called for a rapid and voluntary repatriation of refugees under U.N. auspices. 



The U.S. strongly supported passage of the resolution by the special session of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights in 
September calling for an international commission of inquiry in East Timor. 
 
Australia 

The Australian government, perhaps inadvertently, played an important part in Habibie=s decision to allow East Timorese 
to opt for independence. Australia also took the lead in responding to the post-referendum violence, causing relations 
between the two countries to plummet. 
         In a private letter sent to Habibie in December, Prime Minister John Howard outlined a proposal for an eventual 
vote on self-determination in East Timor following an extended period of autonomy. Australia had been the only Western 
country to recognize Indonesian sovereignty over the territory, a stance it adopted in 1978. The Howard letter, seen by 
Indonesia as a major policy shift (although it apparently was not intended as such by some in the Howard government), was 
a crucial factor in Habibie=s January 27 announcement that Indonesia would consider independence for the territory. 
         From that point on, the East Timor question seemed to drive Australia=s policy toward Indonesia, although the 
Australian government was also eager to see free and fair elections in Indonesia in June and provided significant 
financial and logistical support for them. 
         After the May 5 agreement between Indonesia and Portugal resulted in the establishment of the United Nations 
Assistance Mission in East Timor (UNAMET), Australians came to constitute UNAMET=s largest component. Amid continuing 
violence leading up to the vote, Australia lobbied for increased numbers of international civilian police and military 
advisors. 
         Darwin became an international staging ground for relief efforts and military deployments after August 30. 
Australia organized and commanded the International Force for East Timor (Interfet) that entered East Timor on September 
20; the deployment of four thousand five hundred soldiers (out of a total of seven thousand) was Australia=s greatest troop 
mobilization since the Vietnam War. 
         Indonesian anger over the referendum results and the entry of Australian troops into East Timor sent 
Indonesia-Australian relations to their lowest point ever, and the Australian embassy in Jakarta and consulates elsewhere 
became the target of Indonesian nationalist protests. 

Following an exchange of fire in East Timor that killed an Indonesian policeman, Indonesia suspended a 1995 security 
treaty that had committed the two countries to Amutual consultation@ on Amatters affecting their common security,@ and 
joint navy patrols in the oil-rich Timor Sea. Australia=s carefully-cultivated relationship with the Indonesian armed forces, 
that had led to extensive training programs and joint exercises, also appeared to be destroyed. 
 
World Bank 

In one of the year=s more dramatic developments, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, together with 
the Asian Development Bank and Japanese government, held up $1.4 billion in loan disbursements from a $43 billion rescue 
package to Indonesia as of September 30, and raised the possibility of putting billions more on hold. Although a corruption 
scandal involving a major bank, Bank Bali, was a key reason, the IMF and the Bank also linked the aid suspension to the 
violence in East Timor and Indonesia=s commitments under the May 5, 1999, agreement between Indonesia and Portugal. This 
unprecedented use of multilateral and bilateral aid leverage was a major factor in convincing Jakarta to agree to an 
international force in East Timor. 

 
 

 MALAYSIA 
 

Human rights in Malaysia continued to deteriorate in 1999.  Government authorities responded to the growing 
assertiveness of some citizens groups and to a new opposition coalition with a series of repressive measures.  Former 
Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim=s conviction for corruption and his ongoing sodomy trial dwarfed all other news.  The 
Anwar trials, the arrest of several Anwar supporters and associates, and repeated government crackdowns on pro-Anwar 



rallies demonstrated the fragility of political rights in Malaysia.  Arbitrary limitations on basic rights were also evident 
in restrictions on campus life, arrests of activists, and use of criminal contempt laws against lawyers and journalists 
who questioned the independence of the judiciary.  Although the Malaysian economy began to rebound, providing hope for 
economically vulnerable populations, the government continued to implement restrictive laws on refugees and migrant 
workers.  Detainees at immigration centers protested harsh conditions and extended periods of confinement.  The passage 
of legislation to establish a Malaysian Human Rights Commission held out the promise of more government attention to human 
rights, but the legislation was severely flawed and drew strong criticism from local NGOs for its failure to establish a 
truly independent commission and to implement international standards. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
The trial of Anwar Ibrahim on corruption charges continued into 1999.  In April, Anwar was convicted on four counts of 

corruption and sentenced to six years in prison. 
In June the joint trial of Anwar and Sukma Dermawan, Anwar=s adopted brother, began on charges that they had 

sodomized Azizan Abu Bakar, Anwar=s wife=s former driver.  Sukma was also charged with aiding and abetting Anwar.  
Although the judge lifted a gag order that he had previously issued preventing anyone involved in the trial from making 
public statements about the case, he warned journalists about violating contempt laws after the trial began.  On 
September 10, Anwar was hospitalized following allegations that he had been poisoned with arsenic while in prison and the 
trial was temporarily suspended.  Anwar was released from the hospital on October 4, and the sodomy trial resumed the 
following day.  According to the hospital, tests on Anwar=s urine, hair, and nails did not reveal impermissable levels of 
arsenic. 

The use of the Internal Security Act (ISA) to arrest Anwar and some of the witnesses, the beating of Anwar in 
custody, and the repeated interference by the prosecution with the defense all combined to put the fairness of the 
proceedings in doubt.  In January the Inspector-General of Police Abdul Rahim Noor resigned following the Malaysian 
attorney general=s acknowledgment that the police had beaten Anwar.  The government then set up an independent 
commission to further investigate the matter.  In April, Abdul Rahim Noor was charged with Aattempting to cause grievous 
hurt.@  He pled not guilty to the charge. 

The primary witnesses against Anwar have recanted their confessions, alleging that they were coerced physically and 
psychologically by the police.  In February, Mior Abdul Razak, who had been arrested in September 1998 and held for 107 days 
for alleged sexual offenses with Anwar, lodged a statutory declaration stating that the police had pressured him to 
confess and that he was never sodomized by Anwar.  In April, perjury charges were brought against Mior Abdul Razak for 
his statement and were pending at the time of this writing.  During Anwar=s corruption trial in March, Azizan testified 
that Athreats of the police...had been very brutal and forced me to make confessions implicating Anwar Ibrahim, without any 
basis.@  Perjury charges were then brought against Azizan for giving false evidence; these charges were dismissed in July. 

Sukma and Dr. Munawar Anees, a Pakistani scholar and colleague of Anwar=s, both pled guilty in September 1998 to 
being sodomized by Anwar; in 1999, both unsuccessfully appealed their convictions on the grounds that their confessions had 
been coerced.  Sukma filed an affidavit to this effect and was consequently charged in April with perjury and two 
additional sexual offenses.  Despite Sukma=s testimony at the sodomy trial of physical and psychological abuse by the police, 
the court found his confession voluntary and allowed it to be introduced as evidence. 

 Subsequent to Anwar=s arrest in September 1998, the Malaysian government repeatedly broke up peaceful opposition 
demonstrations and public meetings.  Rallies in support of the Areformasi@ (reform) movement and demonstrations 
protesting Anwar=s detention and conviction were followed by mass arrests.  Demonstrators were brought to trial under 
charges of violating the Police Act (illegal assembly), the Penal Code (rioting), or both. After lengthy legal proceedings, 
many protestors saw the charges against them dismissed; others were sentenced to imprisonment and a fine.  Of more than 
300 people arrested in October 1998, twenty-seven were found guilty after trials in February and March; the others were 
all acquitted. Other trials were still ongoing at the time of this writing. 

On September 19 the largest protest since Anwar=s arrest erupted over allegations that Anwar had been poisoned in 
prison.  Approximately ten thousand people gathered at the National Mosque to demand that an independent investigatory 
commission be appointed.  Police arrested activists and opposition figures, including Sivarasa Rasiah, one of the most 



prominent human rights lawyers in Malaysia and a founder of the NGO Suara Rakyat Malaysia (Voice of the Malaysian People) 
(SUARAM), and Tian Chua, vice-president of the National Justice Party (Parti Keadilan Nasional).  This was the fourth time 
that Tian Chua had been arrested since September 1998 in connection with public demonstrations; Chua said that he was 
beaten by police while in custody in September 1998, April 1999, and September 1999.  Others arrested following the 
September 19 demonstration included activist Hishamuddin Rai; Azmin Ali, Anwar=s former private secretary; and Mohamad Ezam 
Nor, Anwar=s former political secretary.  Although some protestors reportedly had thrown stones and flower pots when the 
police moved in to drive back the crowd, there were no reports linking those arrested to the violence.  Sivarasa, Chua, and 
at least twenty-seven others were subsequently charged with unlawful assembly or disobeying an order to disperse and 
were released on bail.  If convicted, they face a fine and up to a year in prison. 

Students faced additional constraints from the Malaysian Universities and University College Act (UUCA) which forbids 
students from participating in any political organization or trade union, on campus or off.  The law also restricts the 
participation of university staff in political activity.  Following Anwar=s arrest, a growing number of students were 
detained in reformasi demonstrations, and Education Minister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak threatened sanctions under the act, 
including fines, suspension, and expulsion.  Educational institutions began issuing Ashow cause@ letters, and students and 
teachers who were arrested faced disciplinary action.  In April following demonstrations protesting Anwar=s conviction, 
thirty-six students, teachers, and lecturers were arrested and subsequently faced disciplinary action.  The Education 
Minister announced in May that two students, one from St. John=s Institute and one from the Institut Teknologi Mara, had 
been expelled for participating in the rallies. 

In June the Universiti Malaya, under the orders of Ahigh officials,@ canceled a political debate organized by the Islamic 
Students Society.  The debate was to be entitled, AIs Student Politicking Relevant?@ and would have included speakers from 
opposition parties.  The United Malays National Organization (UMNO) Youth Students and Training Council Chief Zein Isma 
praised the cancellation, saying that the debate was forbidden under the UUCA and was designed to instigate hatred against 
UMNO, the ruling party. 

Illegal assembly laws were also used in other contexts to punish well-known activists exercising their right to 
freedom of assembly.  In July Irene Fernandez, head of the Kuala Lumpur-based advocacy organization Tenaganita (Women=s 
Force); Mohamad Nasir, president of the Malaysian Socialist Party (Parti Sosialis Malaysia) and four others were charged 
with unlawful assembly for their participation in a peaceful gathering on June 28 at Kampung Sungai Nipah.  The activists 
and community members were protesting the demolition of the urban settlement as well as the authorities= failure to 
provide alternative housing to eighty families whose homes were scheduled for demolition.  Many of the families had lived 
there for decades, and the protesters were awaiting a stay order on the demolition from the Court of Appeal.  Police 
reportedly sprayed mace and tear gas at some one hundred men, women, and children who had formed a human barricade 
around the settlement, and then used water cannon and physical force to disperse the crowd.  More than fifty people were 
reportedly arrested, with the majority released soon after.  Although over four hundred people participated in the 
demonstration, five of the six persons charged were activists, suggesting that the law was being selectively applied. 

The Malaysian government continued to use arbitrary regulatory decrees, broadly worded legislation, and lengthy, 
expensive court proceedings to punish its critics and control free speech.  In preparation for the upcoming general 
elections, the Information Ministry announced in July that Malaysian opposition parties would not be allowed to appear on 
state-run television stations.  At the same time, the Entrepreneur Development Minister, who controls taxi licenses, told 
Parliament that taxi drivers who criticize the government, play tape-recordings of anti-government speeches, or display 
pictures of opposition leaders in their vehicles could have their licenses revoked.  In September Deputy Chief Minister 
Datuk Seri Mohamad Shariff Omar stated that mosque officials who allowed opposition parties to hold anti-government 
Aceramah@ (political forums) in their mosques would be removed.  Certain mosque officials who criticized the government in 
their sermons reportedly were removed. 

The trial of Irene Fernandez entered its fourth year, with Fernandez facing the possibility of three years of 
imprisonment on charges of malicious publishing.  In July 1995, Fernandez had published a short memorandum on abuses in 
immigration detention centers based on over 300 interviews with former detainees.  The government maintains that the 
report was inaccurate. 



On August 26, former secretary general of the Democratic Action Party (DAP) Lim Guan Eng was released after 
serving one year of his eighteen-month sentence for sedition and malicious publishing of false news.  In 1995 he had 
accused the attorney general of mishandling a case of alleged statutory rape of a schoolgirl by the chief minister of 
Malacca.  Because of his conviction, Guan Eng was disqualified from being a member of parliament or holding elective 
office, was prohibited from holding any position in a political party for five years, and was barred from pursuing his 
profession as an accountant. 

In April the International Court of Justice held that the Malaysian courts must provide Dato= Param Cumaraswamy, the 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Independence of Judges and Lawyers, with immunity in defamation suits brought by 
two corporations.  The suits were based on a 1995 article in the London-based International Commercial Litigation in which 
Cumaraswamy was quoted as saying he would be looking into allegations of corporate interference in the Malaysian 
judiciary.  According to the world court, Cumaraswamy made the allegations in his capacity as special rapporteur and, 
therefore, was clearly entitled to immunity under the Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations.  The 
court found that the Malaysian government had violated its obligations under the convention when it failed to inform the 
Malaysian courts of the U.N. Secretary-General=s finding that Cumaraswamy was immune, and directed the government to 
communicate the court=s opinion to the Malaysian courts.  Although Prime Minister Mahathir stated in March that he had 
accepted the court=s decision, in October the Malaysian High Court denied Cumaraswamy=s motion to dismiss and assessed him 
costs, stating that the world court=s decision was not a final and binding authority.  According to the Malaysian court, 
Cumaraswamy is not absolutely immune, and whether he is entitled to any immunity should be decided at trial.  

The cases brought against Cumaraswamy were among a spate of libel and criminal contempt actions brought against 
lawyers who questioned the independence and integrity of the Malaysian judiciary.  Other targets have included Zainur 
Zakaria, an attorney for Anwar who had filed an affidavit accusing the prosecution of attempting to tamper with evidence, 
and Tommy Thomas, an attorney who had publicly criticized the judiciary and who was the target of several libel suits for 
comments attributed to him in the same 1995 article that led to the suits against Cumaraswamy.  In separate proceedings in 
November and December 1998, respectively, Zakaria and Thomas were convicted of contempt of court under a loosely worded 
law that gives a presiding judge broad discretion to sanction attorneys and other parties for statements they make in 
connection with pending cases.  At the time of this writing, although their cases were on appeal, both were still facing 
jail time. 

The imprisonment of Canadian journalist Murray Hiebert for contempt in September attracted international attention.  
In 1997 Hiebert had published an article detailing a civil suit brought by the wife of an Appeal Court judge and noted its 
unusually rapid progress through the judicial system.  After a two-year appeal of his contempt conviction during which his 
passport was impounded and he  was unable to leave the country, his sentence was reduced from three months to six weeks. 
He decided to serve the sentence and was released after four weeks for good behavior.  Local opposition leaders and NGOs, 
including SUARAM, criticized the verdict as a further attack on freedom of expression in Malaysia. 

Extended detention of undocumented immigrants continued to spark protests by detainees.  On July 27, detainees at the 
Lenggeng detention center demonstrated against a three-day water cut and numerous health issues, and almost two hundred 
detainees escaped.  On September 19, more than four hundred Indonesian detainees at the Langkap detention center 
protested their lengthy detention. 

According to Menteri Besar Tan Sri Mohamad Isa Abdul Samad, 1,998 undocumented immigrants were detained and deported 
from January to August 20.  On September 3 Foreign Minister Datuk Seri Syed Hamid Albar stated, AWe do not recognize 
the status of refugees. . . . [W]e only allow foreigners to stay on a temporary basis after which they have to go back.@  
Although Malaysia is not a party to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, it is bound both by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights which provides refugees the right to seek and enjoy asylum from persecution and by customary 
international law which prohibits governments from returning refugees to countries where their life or freedom would be 
threatened. 

In July Parliament passed a bill to establish a Malaysian Human Rights Commission.   Under the bill, the commission 
would advise the government on human rights issues and have limited power to investigate allegations of infringements on 
human rights with some immunity from defamation actions.  Local NGOs objected to the commission=s jurisdiction being 
restricted to rights embodied in the Malaysian constitution, which has been deemed compatible with Malaysian laws including 



the ISA, the Official Secrets Act, and other broadly worded laws which violate internationally established human rights.  In 
addition, NGOs maintained that under the bill the commission would lack adequate resources and sufficient independence 
from the government. 
 

Defending Human Rights 
Malaysia=s human rights groups continued monitoring and advocacy on a variety of issues.  SUARAM responded quickly to 

arrests of reformasi protestors, including those following the September 19 demonstration.  Tenaganita continued to 
monitor immigrants in detention.  The Malaysian Bar Council expressed concern about judicial independence, with its 
president raising the issue before the Commonwealth Law Conference in September.  Local NGOs closely monitored 
legislation to establish a National Human Rights Commission, and thirty-four organizations and two political parties 
submitted a memorandum to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs raising the concerns about the bill noted above.  In July Hakam, 
Era Consumer, and SUARAM held a forum on the commission and produced a statement critiquing the legislation and 
proposing amendments.  The bill was later passed as drafted. 

As documented by the Anwar proceedings, the four-year old case against Irene Fernandez, and the arrests of Sivarasa 
Rasiah and Tian Chua,  Malaysian activists continued to pay a high price for their commitment to human rights.  
 

The Role of the International Community 

North America 
The U.S. State Department on April 14 expressed great concern about Anwar=s conviction and noted serious questions 

about the basic fairness of the  judicial proceedings.  The U.S. urged that Anwar be released on bail pending appeal.  Both 
U.S. President Bill Clinton and Canadian Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy condemned Murray Hiebert=s imprisonment. 
 
Asia 

Japanese Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi met with Prime Minister Mahathir during his seven-day visit to Japan which began 
on May 29.  Obuchi urged due process in Anwar=s trial, but did not protest the April verdict or sentence.  The Japanese 
Foreign Ministry was concerned, however, about Anwar=s mistreatment in custody and about long-term stability in Malaysia 
if unrest continued.  Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs Alexander Downer also expressed concern about Anwar=s 
conviction and the hope that issues concerning the trial=s conduct and possible judicial bias in favor of the prosecution 
would be addressed on appeal. 
 
European Union 

In an urgent resolution in June, the European Parliament called on the Malaysian government to stop politically 
motivated crackdowns on supporters of the reform movement, opposition parties, and NGO activists; to stop the excessive 
use of force by police and to bring to justice those responsible for abuse; to revise the laws criminalizing homosexual 
acts between consenting adults; and to abolish or amend the ISA. 
 
World Bank 

In September World Bank president James Wolfensohn, who had issued a public statement protesting Anwar=s arrest in 
September 1998, reiterated his concern about Anwar=s detention.  In May 1999, the Malaysian government officially informed 
the Bank that it would confine its borrowing to the $704 million that had already been approved and that it was not 
interested in participating in any other loan programs or technical studies with the Bank. 
 
 

 PAKISTAN 
 



As 1999 drew to a close, the government of Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif confronted mounting sectarian violence, a 
unified opposition demanding new elections, and escalating tension with the military. That tension, culminating in Sharif=s 
dismissal of army chief General Pervez Musharraf, ultimately led to the country=s fourth military coup on October 12. 

By suppressing opposition-led demonstrations and strikes, curtailing civil liberties through repressive ordinances, and 
persecuting independent NGOs and journalists, Sharif=s administration left civil society battered.  Meanwhile, Sharif 
alienated important elements in the army with his abrupt withdrawal of support in July for Muslim militants who had 
occupied strategic peaks overlooking Kargil, in the Indian-held portion of Kashmir.  The subsequent retreat of the 
militants, who had seized their positions with the backing of the Pakistani military, reduced the danger of Pakistan=s 
diplomatic isolation but engendered widespread domestic condemnation and proved to be the final catalyst in  prompting a 
military takeover.  
 

Human Rights Developments 
The most dramatic development during the year was the bloodless coup on October 12. Prime Minister Sharif dismissed 

General Parvez Musharraf as army chief, then tried to prevent the general=s plane, en route from Sri Lanka, from landing 
in Karachi.  Within hours, the military launched its counterattack, and by the end of the day, Sharif was under arrest and 
the entire cabinet was under guard.  

Within days of the military takeover, the general suspended the constitution, abolished the national assembly and all 
provincial legislatures, announced the formation of a six-member national security council to give Aguidance@ to the 
Cabinet of Ministers, and banned the Supreme Court from challenging his authority.  The general also promised to uphold 
freedom of the press and religious tolerance, to exercise nuclear restraint, withdraw some military forces from the Indian 
border, and to revive the country=s battered economy while attacking high-level corruption.  He said his was an interim 
government but gave no timetable for new elections.   Reaction to the coup within the country was generally favorable. 

The October coup capped a year of increasing discontent with the Sharif administration stemming from its crackdown 
on opposition political activity and increasing encroachments on civil liberties, with the courts providing only occasional 
relief.    Leaders of Pakistan=s normally fractious opposition announced on September 14 the formation of the Grand 
Democratic Alliance (GDA), grouping together nineteen political parties with the avowed aim of dislodging Sharif=s 
government.  The government responded with overt attempts to suppress opposition political activity.  A GDA call for a 
protest rally in Karachi led to the arrest from September 24 to 26 of more than 1,000 opposition activists throughout the 
city, including much of the leadership of the Pakistan=s People=s Party, as well as senior leaders of the Muttahida Qaumi 
Movement (MQM), the Awami National Party, and the Pakistan Tehrik-e-Insaaf party.  Most were released on bail on 
September 28, although magistrates rejected the bail applications of some senior figures, including Senators Nasreen Jalil 
and Aftab Sheikh of the MQM. 

On February 17, in a landmark ruling, the Supreme Court declared that the military courts set up by the federal 
government in late 1998 to try civilians for political, sectarian and ethnic violence were unconstitutional, and ordered that 
cases pending in military courts be transferred to anti-terrorism courts or other courts established within the law.  The 
federal government responded by amending the 1997 Anti-Terrorism Act so as to give anti-terrorism courts jurisdiction 
over the same categories of offenses as the military courts.  In the amended act, the definition of terrorism was extended 
to include Aacts of civil commotion,@ a term that included the Acommencement or continuation of illegal strikes@ as well 
as Adistributing, publishing or pasting of a handbill or making graffiti or wall-chalking intended to create unrest or 
fear.@   

Seven anti-terrorism courts were established in Karachi in early May.  One case was tried in apparent violation of  
Pakistan=s constitutional guarantee against double jeopardy.  Mohammad Saleem had been acquitted by a military appellate 
court on January 6 of involvement in the murder of three police officers, after the court failed to establish a motive or 
find substantial evidence linking him to the crime.  However, police again arrested Saleem on May 13 and brought him before 
an anti-terrorism court to face a second trial on the same charges.  On June 11, Saleem was convicted and sentenced to 
death.  The court rejected Saleem=s contention that he was below the age of sixteenCwhich under Sindh provincial law 
would have precluded capital punishmentCafter a court-ordered medical examination found him to be between the ages of 
twenty and twenty-one. 



The government repeatedly failed to uphold the civil liberties of women or to punish Ahonor killings.@ In one 
particularly egregious case, Samia Sarwar was shot and killed in the Lahore office of the AGHS Legal Aid Cell on April 6 
by a gunman who had apparently been hired by her family. A resident of Peshawar in the North-West Frontier Province 
(NWFP) and the daughter of Ghulam Sarwar Khan Mohmand, president of a local chamber of commerce and industry, Sarwar 
had traveled to Lahore the previous month to obtain a divorce, over her parents= ojections.  Although the First Information 
Report (FIR) included them in the list of the accused, neither Sarwar=s father, mother, or uncle was arrested.  And despite 
strong and credible evidence linking them to the murder, the investigation report submitted by the police concluded that 
there was no evidence of involvement by Sarwar=s family. 

On August 3, the Pakistani Senate voted to block debate over a draft resolution condemning incidents of violence 
against women. Only four members of the Senate voted in favor of discussing the draft, itself a substantial dilution of an 
earlier text that specifically condemned Sarwar=s murder.  

The government=s intimidation of the news media emerged as an issue of international concern, as authorities targeted 
a leading independent newspaper group and several journalists who had collaborated with a BBC team producing a 
documentary about government corruption in Pakistan. 

Najam Sethi, editor of the Friday Times, was arrested at his home in Lahore on May 8 and held without charge for nearly 
a month by Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), a military intelligence agency.  Government officials stated that Sethi was 
being held  in connection with a speech he had delivered in New Delhi in April.  The Friday Times claimed the real reason 
for his arrest was a series of editorials he had written about loan defaults by senior government officials and an 
interview that he gave the BBC team.  The Lahore High Court dismissed a habeas corpus petition filed by Sethi=s wife, Jugnoo 
Mohsin, ruling that it did not have the jurisdiction to Ainterfere in the affairs of the armed forces.@   

The government finally charged Sethi on June 1 with sedition, promoting communal enmity, condemning the creation of 
Pakistan and advocating the abolition of its sovereignty, and violating the Prevention of Anti-National Activities Act. The 
charges were withdrawn a day later, after the government failed to produce evidence before the Supreme Court justifying 
Sethi=s detention and following condemnation of Sethi=s detention by the international community.  Although Sethi was 
released on June 2, authorities subsequently seized his passport and his wife=s bank accounts.  On June 24, Zafar Ali Shah, 
the parliamentary secretary for parliamentary affairs, filed a petition with the chief election commissioner seeking an 
inquiry into Sethi=s religious status.  Shah suggested that if Sethi were found to be a non-Muslim, he should lose his right 
to vote.   

Two other journalists who had cooperated with the BBC team were also subjected to official harassment and 
intimidation.  In April, M.A.K Lodhi, a journalist with the News International was briefly arrested and questioned about the 
nature and extent of his collaboration with the BBC team.  On May 4, Hussain Haqqani, an opposition leader and columnist 
for The Friday Times and the Urdu-language daily Jang, was arrested by Pakistan=s Federal Investigation Agency under a 
two-year old corruption charge on which he had already been exonerated. However, his detention was also suspected to have 
been related to interviews he gave to the BBC.  He was finally released on July 25, after allegedly being brutally tortured 
and interrogated.   

During late 1998 and early 1999, the government persistently tried to prevent the Jang group of newspapers from 
publishing.  The Karachi-based group includes Jang, Pakistan=s largest circulation Urdu newspaper, and the News 
International, the country=s second-largest English-language newspaper.  The Federal Investigation Agency raided Jang=s 
Rawalpindi bureau in mid-December 1998, the day after Jang published a story on a financial scandal involving the Ittefaq 
group of companies owned by Prime Minister Sharif=s family. Prior to the December raid, the government had frozen the 
Jang group=s bank accounts, placed deadlines upon it to pay large taxes, ceased government advertising, and withheld 
supplies of government-regulated newsprint. The government=s harassment of Jang continued into early February. 

Reports of torture and ill-treatment in prisons continued to surface, including a case of sexual abuse of a juvenile 
that highlighted the lack of impartial grievance mechanisms for prisoners.  On April 11, a riot broke out in the juvenile 
ward of Sahiwal Central Prison in Punjab, after prison staff members beat a thirteen-year-old inmate for complaining of 
sexual abuse by the head warder. Several of the juvenile prisoners broke the wall of their prison cell and set fire to 
gallows and prison furniture.  The riot was eventually suppressed by the Frontier Constabulary, resulting in injuries to 
nearly twenty children.  A few days earlier, the Punjab prisons department had authorized a local legal-aid lawyer who had 



been informed of the sexual abuse, to visit the prison.  However, the prison superintendent subsequently prevented the 
lawyer from meeting any of the juveniles.  In the immediate aftermath of the uprising, the provincial prison department 
suspended the prison=s assistant superintendent and two of the warders.  Criminal cases were also registered against ten 
of the boys for rioting and damaging prison property. 

Sectarian violence escalated in scale and geographic scope, as Shi=a Muslim leaders and communities came under attack 
not only in Punjab, where the attacks had previously been concentrated, but also in Karachi. In the immediate aftermath of 
an attack on October 1 at a mosque in Karachi that left nine worshipers dead, police detained Maulana Azam Tariq, head of 
the extremist Sunni Muslim party Sipah-i-Sahaba Pakistan. They also arrested about two dozen local leaders and activists of 
various religious parties in Hyderabad. 

     
Defending Human Rights 

The Punjab provincial government shut down nearly 2,000 NGOs, imposed restrictions on the registration of new groups, 
and began drafting a law that would facilitate its ability to regulate the province=s remaining NGOs.  A similar crackdown 
on NGO activities, albeit on a smaller scale, was underway in Sindh.  Although local NGO activists noted that many of the 
banned organizations existed in name only, they said the move also targeted groups that had done critical reporting on 
human rights issues. 

Punjab social welfare minister Pir Binyamin Rizvi stated at a press conference on December 26, 1998 that all NGOs 
working in Punjab would need clearance from provincial and federal intelligence agencies before they could be registered 
with the Social Welfare Department.  All NGOs, he said, would have to submit a written pledge to the department that they 
were not involved in anti-state, anti-government, or anti-religion activities.   

On May 10, the department revoked the registration of 1,941 NGOs, shutting down nearly one third of the 5,967 NGOs 
registered in the province.  Stated reasons for the closures included, in some cases, failure to notify the government of 
an address change.  Rizvi told Agence France-Presse that about 3,000 remaining NGOs in Punjab were Aunder scrutiny,@ and 
that the government suspected that some of them had engaged in anti-state activities as Aagents of foreign countries.@  
He said that NGOs would not be permitted to receive direct foreign aid, and that donors would be required to channel 
grants through the government.   

All of the disbanded organizations were registered under the Voluntary Social Welfare Agencies (Registration and 
Control) Ordinance.  However, several major NGOs, including the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP), are registered 
under the Societies Act and are technically outside the jurisdiction of the Social Welfare Department.  The Punjab 
government subsequently announced on May 18 that all NGOs in the province would henceforth be registered under the 
Social Welfare Ordinance.  It also began drafting a law that would enable it to dissolve NGOs registered under the 
Societies Act and to seize their assets.  As of October, however, government representatives and an NGO committee were 
engaged in a dialogue about the need for such a bill and its possible content.      

Women=s NGOs emerged as a special target of harassment, and Social Welfare Minister Rizvi was quoted by Dawn 
accusing the  Applied Socio-Economic Research (ASR) Institute of Women=s Studies of  Abrainwashing young women and 
making them pursue a course that clashed with government policies.@ 

Although the crackdown on NGOs was centered in Punjab, similar campaigns were intitiated in other provinces.  On May 
17, for example, the Sindh social welfare department announced that it had canceled the registration of 273 NGOs, out of a 
total of about 5,282 NGOs registered in the province, because of their alleged involvement in anti-state activities and 
corruption.  The same month, the government of Sindh, on the directive of the federal government, initiated an inquiry into 
the alleged embezzlement by Shirkat Gah, a prominent women=s rights NGO, of Rs. 80 million (U.S. $1,543,657) of World Bank 
funds and its alleged involvement in anti-state activities.  The World Bank has denied funding the organization. 

Despite these repressive measures by the government, NGO activism continued.   Groups such as HRCP, and others 
working on women=s, environmental, and rural development issues, openly condemned the detention of Najam Sethi, the 
failure of Pakistan=s Senate to condemn Ahonor killings@ of women following Samia Sarwar=s murder, and the efforts by 
provincial governments to deregister and otherwise restrict NGOs. 
 

Role of the International Community 



There was near universal condemnation of the October 12 coup, and major powers used the threat of continuing 
sanctions to bolster their demand for a quick return to civilian rule. The British Commonwealth suspended Pakistan=s 
membership on October 18 because of the coup. 
 
United Nations 

In April, Radhika Coomaraswamy, the U.N. Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, expressed concern over the 
growing number of Ahonor crimes@ in Pakistan, particularly the murder of Samia Sarwar.  Coomaraswamy urged the 
government of Pakistan to seriously address the issue of honor killings and support crisis centers and shelters for women 
victims, adding that Athe government of Pakistan should take all necessary steps to protect the lives of Asma Jehangir 
and her colleagues.@  In October, U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan condemned the ouster of the civilian government and 
urged General Musharraf to take early steps to Arestore civilian rule and the constitutional process.@   
 
United States 

The Clinton Administration expressed concern over the ballistic missile tests by India and Pakistan in April and the 
escalation of violence in Kashmir during the months of May and June.  It also criticized the Pakistani government for the 
arrest of Najam Sethi, calling for his release and stating that the crackdown against Pakistani journalists was 
Aunacceptable.@ The State Department called for the immediate release of Sethi and other journalists who had been 
detained by the government.   

In September, during a meeting between Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and Pakistani Foreign Minister Sartaj 
Aziz, the U.S. expressed concern over the arrests of opposition leaders and activists in Karachi.   In the aftermath of the 
coup, the State Department announced that it would cut off remaining economic assistance to the country, as required by 
U.S. law.  Previous sanctions due to nuclear testing in 1998 had already reduced U.S. aid to less than $5 million per year.  
Following General Musharraf=s address to the nation, the U.S. seemed somewhat more optimistic about its relations with 
Pakistan.  In prepared testimony before Congress, Assistant Secretary of State for South Asian Affairs Karl Inderfurth 
praised the general=s address to the nation in which he announced the withdrawal of troops from the Indian border and 
promised to return Pakistan to a Atrue@ democracy, although the U.S. later expressed disappointment at the lack of a 
timetable for that return.  On October 21, the administration said it intended to maintain sanctions imposed following 
Pakistan=s nuclear testsCthough it was lifting some sanctions on IndiaCsaying Athere won=t be business as usual with 
Pakistan until there is a prompt restoration of civilian and democratic rule.@ 
 
European Union 

The European Union (E.U.) expressed concern over the escalation of fighting in Kashmir, and issued a statement in which 
it called on both India and Pakistan to show maximum restraint and respect the Line of Control (LoC). It demanded the 
withdrawal of armed infiltrators from Kashmir, and urged India and Pakistan to resume diplomatic talks to resolve the 
dispute.  The E.U. also postponed signing a trade and cooperation agreement with Pakistan four times: first, because of 
Pakistan=s nuclear tests; second, because of the arrest of Najam Sethi; third, in the wake of the Kargil conflict; and 
finally, due to the October coup.  The E.U. strongly condemned the coup and expressed deep concern about its implications 
for the South Asian region.  
 
Japan 

Japan suspended all new grant aid and new yen loans after Pakistan conducted its first underground nuclear tests in 
May 1998, following India=s nuclear tests earlier that month.  Exceptions were made for Aaid of an emergency and 
humanitarian character and grant assistance for grassroots projects.@  Japan has urged Pakistan to sign the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty and the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, and has sought greater transparency in Pakistan=s nuclear 
programs.  Japanese Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi also expressed grave public concern over the military takeover and did not 
respond to appeals from General Musharraf to Japan=s ambassador in Islamabad to provide aid.   
 
International Financial Institutions 



Aid and trade sanctions imposed on Pakistan following the May 1998 nuclear tests sent the country into an economic 
tailspin, but the October coup virtually ensured the sanctions would stay in place.  The International Monetary Fund had 
already delayed payment of a $ 1.5 billion credit because of questions about Pakistan=s economic policies, and following the 
coup suspended talks with the government.  While ongoing World Bank projects continued and $2.28 billion of a major loan 
program had already been disbursed, the bank said no new disbursements would be made and payment of another $1.3 billion 
loan approved would likely be held up until democracy was restored.  The Asian Development Bank, which did not extend new 
loans to Pakistan following the 1998 nuclear tests, stated that it would continue to monitor the situation to assess the 
impact of the coup on its operations in the country.   
 
 

 SRI LANKA 
 

The sixteen-year conflict between the Sri Lankan government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) continued 
to produce human rights violations on both sides.  On July 29, the international human rights movement lost one of its most 
respected and beloved leaders when a suspected LTTE suicide bomber assassinated Neelan Tiruchelvam, founder of both the 
International Centre for Ethnic Studies and the Law and Society Trust, a human rights research and advocacy organization.  
Tiruchelvam, a Tamil member of parliament, had angered the LTTE by proposing an alternative to a separate Tamil state, 
namely a plan for devolution of power to regional councils set up in part along ethnic lines. 
 
 

Human Rights Developments 
 The war was increasingly complicated by paramilitary actors, often working alongside the army as auxiliary forces, but 

sometimes at odds with them and with each other.  Armed clashes between rival groups claimed civilian lives. Impunity 
remained a critical problem, with few prosecutions for human rights violations, and torture prevalent both in the context 
of armed conflict and in day-to-day policing. Discrimination against Tamil civilians by members of the security forces 
attempting to root out the LTTE continued throughout the country and especially in the capital city of Colombo and in 
army-controlled areas of the north and east.  

The war in the north continued to claim civilian lives and generated thousands of new internally displaced people and 
a smaller number of external refugees as people fled military shelling, clashes between the army and the LTTE, food 
shortages, and LTTE recruitment of children and adults for military service.    On September 15 more than twenty civilians 
were reported killed and some forty injured in an air force bombing of the Puthukkudiyiruppu market in the northern 
district of Mullaithivu; houses and buildings nearby were also destroyed. Three days later a suspected LTTE attack on 
Sinhalese villagers in the east killed more than fifty. 

 The army redoubled its efforts during the year to control the strategically important A9 highway, linking the Jaffna 
Peninsula in the far north to Vavuniya town. In early December1998 the army launched a new offensive and advanced 
northeast-ward into the area around Oddusuddan, displacing some 12,000 people, some forcibly.  In March 1999, the army 
began the first phase of Operation Rana Gosa  (Battle Cry), and fighting shifted to the southwestern Vanni region of 
northern Sri Lanka, where the army made substantial territorial gains; at times appearing to move in virtually uncontested. 
In April, the army overran Madhu camp, an open relief facility established by the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 
The camp housed some 10,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs), some of whom had been there for almost a decade. Half of 
the camp=s residentsCthose from areas under army controlCwere sent home; those from regions still under LTTE control 
were moved to welfare centers in other areas. International relief agencies criticized the eviction, saying that it led to 
overcrowding of existing welfare camps in the north. 

 Military operations were marked by repeated closures of access across the forward defense lines,  resulting in the 
disruption of delivery of food, medicine and humanitarian relief to the civilian population of the Vanni.  One closure that 
began on June 26 lasted for more than six weeks, until the LTTE and the army reached a mutually acceptable arrangement to 



open the supply line.  The functioning of humanitarian organizations was badly hampered and conditions for civilians, 
especially IDPs, deteriorated sharply throughout July.  

According to U.N. estimates, about a dozen people suffered injuries from landmines each month on the Jaffna peninsula. 
 Both the government and the LTTE promised they would not remine areas cleared by U.N. mine clearance teams.  The 
government, however, refused to sign the Ottawa Treaty banning land mines, citing security concerns imposed by the LTTE. 

Conflict-related deaths and injuries of civilians were also reported in eastern Sri Lanka.   
The security forces= use of home guards and armed ex-militant Tamil groups as auxiliary units to aid in military 

operations continued to draw criticism from human rights defenders. These groups have engaged in illegal detention, murder, 
abduction, extortion, assault, torture, forced conscription, and forced eviction.  In 1999, fighting between two of these 
groups, the People=s Liberation Organization for Tamil Eelam (PLOTE) and Tamil Eelam Liberation Organization (TELO) also 
claimed civilian lives. 

 Large-scale arbitrary arrests of Tamils based almost solely on their ethnicity continued in many parts of the country. 
In the north and east, residents complained of discrimination at checkpoints, routine beatings, torture, public humiliation of 
persons detained during searches, and of detainees being used for forced labor by the army and Special Task Force. 

 The LTTE was also blamed for deaths of civilians and other noncombatants and intimidation of political opponents.  
Several members of Neelan Tiruchelvam=s party, the Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF),  reported receiving threatening 
letters or telephone calls from the LTTE or LTTE front organizations.  The LTTE also targeted members of armed Tamil groups; 
on September 2, 1999, Manikkadasan, PLOTE=s vice president and military wing leader, was killed along with two others in a 
claymore mine bombing of a PLOTE camp in Vavuniya. 

On September 18, apparently in retaliation for the deaths of civilians killed in air force strikes on Puthukudiyiruppu 
three days earlier, suspected LTTE members hacked to death some forty-eight Sinhalese villagers  and shot six others in 
attacks on three villages in eastern Sri Lanka.  The killings sparked large anti-LTTE demonstrations in Colombo. 

 Increased recruitment of children was also reported from LTTE-controlled areas of the country.  School buildings 
were the site of recruitment drives aimed at teenagers, and in April the LTTE began a practice of enlisting all residents 
in some areas of the north for military training as a Acivilian defense force.@  Older residents were reportedly directed 
to act as guards for their villages, while younger members were sent to the front lines to aid LTTE combat units.  
Residents attempting to flee these areas said they were leaving, among other things, because of LTTE recruitment. 

 Official efforts continued to account for the tens of thousands of persons who Adisappeared@ at the hands of the 
security forces since the conflict began. In January, the Presidential Commission on Disappearances submitted an interim 
report, based on investigations since June 1998. The commission received some 10,135 complaints, mostly from the Central 
Province, and 460 complaints from Jaffna district. At the beginning of 1999, there were more than 7,500 complaints 
awaiting inquiry, and the term of the Commission was extended.  

The report provided details on about one hundred court cases filed against perpetrators of Adisappearances.@  
According to officials of the Relief and Rehabilitation Authority, more than 18,000 people applied for death certificates 
for Adisappeared@ relatives; death certificates are a necessary prerequisite to obtaining government compensation.   

Almost a year after a former soldier named Somaratne Rajapakse alleged that the army had buried Adisappeared@ Tamil 
civilians in mass graves near Jaffna town, exhumation began in June on the first site.  Rajapakse, sentenced to death in 
June 1998 along with six other soldiers for the 1996 rape and murder of a Jaffna teenager named Krishanthy,  told a Colombo 
court  after his conviction that he knew the whereabouts of graves of hundreds of Tamil youths killed by the army after it 
took Jaffna in 1996. The first grave identified by Rajapakse contained two male skeletons. An investigating team that 
included Sri Lankan and foreign forensic experts and human rights observers said the remains showed signs of physical 
assault and murder. The victims, one with his hands tied with rope and the other blind-folded, were identified as two men in 
their twenties who@disappeared@ in 1996.  

In August,  Rajapakse and other ex-soldiers convicted with him identified twenty-four additional grave sites around 
Chemmani village near Jaffna town which they told a Jaffna district court contained eighty to one hundred bodies of 
persons killed and buried by the army near Jaffna town in 1996 and 1997.  Exhumations resumed on September 6, and within 
days more bodies had been uncovered. 



 Rajapakse complained in August that he and his family had received death threats, and that police investigators who 
questioned him about his allegations of mass graves failed to record the names of army officials who he said were involved. 
  

Prosecutions of abuses by security forces remained rare, but several notable cases did reach the courts. On July 20 a 
Mannar court ordered the detention of  two soldiers from Pallimunai army detachment accused of raping and murdering Ida 
Hamilitta, a twenty-one-year-old former LTTE member who had surrendered to the army two months before.  A witness told 
the court he had tried to report the killing to the Pallimunai police, but that they had refused to record his statement and 
warned him to keep quiet.  The Mannar medical officer, however, gave graphic testimony about the results of the woman=s 
post-mortem, and a determined magistrate ensured the prosecution of those responsible. 

 No progress was made in reopening the notorious ABolgoda Lake@ case which implicated Special Task Force (STF) 
commandos in the 1995 murders of twenty-three Tamil youths whose bodies were found floating in bodies of water near 
Colombo.  

But in another notorious case in which twenty-five people, including twenty-four students between the ages of 
fifteen and seventeen, Adisappeared@ from Sevana army camp, Embilipitiya, Ratnapura district between late 1989 and early 
1990, there was some justice done. Six members of the Sri Lankan security forces and a high school principal were 
sentenced to ten years= imprisonment after having been found guilty of abduction with intent to murder and wrongful 
confinement.  The court was unable to prove murder.  The judgment was the first to address the enormous number of  
Adisappearances@ linked to the state=s counterinsurgency campaigns against suspected supporters of the  Janatha Vimukti 
Peramuna (JVP), a Sinhalese nationalist insurgency, in the late 1980s.  

Independent press coverage of the war remained difficult, and political reporting on topics other than the war often 
sparked threats and physical attacks. In mid-July, when police in Colombo fired rubber bullets,  tear gas and water 
cannons to disperse a crowd of supporters of the United Nationalist Party, the main opposition party, unidentified men in 
plainclothes assaulted protestors, wounding at least thirty people, including ten journalists.  The Free Media Movement 
denounced the assaults as Athe worst attack on the media in recent history,@ and said that journalists had identified 
several attackers to be from the presidential security division (PSD). The demonstrators were protesting the failure of the 
People=s Alliance government to keep election promises including the abolition of the powerful executive presidency.   On 
July 21 journalists held a second demonstration in Colombo to protest the assaults.  

In late August, some two hundred people, including academics and students, journalists and local businessmen attended 
a demonstration organized by the North Sri Lanka Journalists= Association in Jaffna town protesting the August 21 
grenade attack on the office of a local Tamil newspaper, Uthayan. The North Sri Lanka Journalists= Association, which sent 
a memorandum to President Kumarantunge, said the attack was an effort to discourage the press from exposing incidents of 
extortion and corruption. They appealed to the Sri Lankan government to carry out an impartial inquiry. 

 On September 7,  Rohana Kumara, the editor of  Satana (Battle), a pro-UNP newspaper, was killed by unidentified 
gunmen in a Colombo suburb.  He was shot on his way home in a taxi after receiving a call that his house was being 
attacked. Members of parliament for the UNP blamed the ruling party for the killing and demanded an immediate 
investigation. 

 
Defending Human Rights 

 Human rights defenders continued to play a critical role in demanding accountability for human rights abuses and 
working for an end to political violence in Sri Lanka. But these activities did not come without substantial risks.  The 
greatest blow to human rights advocacy was the killing of Neelan Tiruchelvam.  Seven others were wounded in the attack, 
including five policemen.  The three young Tamil men arrested in connection with Tiruchelvam=s murder were reportedly 
severely tortured  in police custody in Colombo. 

 In December 1998,  a candlelight vigil organized by The Missing Persons Guardian Association (MPGA) in Jaffna, an 
organization of relatives of the@disappeared,@  was held opposite the Human Rights Commission office in Jaffna to protest 
Adisappearances@ in the area,  and the slow pace of progress in investigating the allegations of mass graves near 
Chemmani.  



Also in December, the Citizens Committee of the Vanni asked the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in 
Mallavi to intervene with the army to prevent attacks on displaced civilians.  It noted in particular a December 21, 1998 
attack which killed five civilians who were traveling to their paddy fields in the area.  

In January the Centre for Monitoring Election Violence, INFORM, and other human rights organizations protested reports 
of widespread violence, vote-rigging and voter intimidation during the Northwest Provincial Council Elections.  

 In March the Civil Rights Movement of Sri Lanka and other NGOs raised public concerns regarding an announcement 
that the government would no longer automatically commute death sentences when they came before the president, a move 
many feared would lead to a de facto reinstatement of the death penalty. 

 
The Role of the International Community  

International attention to Sri Lanka focused on continuing support for humanitarian efforts to mitigate the worst 
effects of the war and accountability for past abuses.  The killing of Neelan Tiruchelvam sparked widespread international 
condemnation, including from United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan who denounced the murder as an Aact of 
terrorism.@ 

 During an official visit to Jaffna in December 1998, Ilkka Uusitalo, head of the European Commission=s Delegation to Sri 
Lanka, raised concerns with the members of the commission about arbitrary arrest of civilians by army and police on the 
peninsula and human rights violations by paramilitary Tamil groups operating alongside the army during a meeting with the 
Human Rights Commission in Jaffna.  The Ambassador also inquired about the treatment of detainees by the security forces 
and the progress of  investigations into allegations of mass graves at Chemmani. 

 A ten-member team of experts from the Zimbabwean mine defusing company Mine Tech operating under contract to the 
United Nations arrived in the Jaffna peninsula in early July to launch a  two-and-a-half-year landmine clearing project 
assisted by the United Nations  Development  Program (UNDP).  The project,  partially funded by the Netherlands and 
Australia, was aimed at aiding the resettlement of thousands of displaced civilians. The U.N. also undertook a public mine 
awareness program.  

In September, the United States government announced that it had donated U.S. $1.3 million to the UNHCR to assist the 
agency=s efforts on behalf of  Sri  Lanka=s internally displaced population. 
 
 

 VIETNAM 
 

The Vietnamese government continued to show little tolerance for political criticism of the government, despite the 
release of more than a dozen prominent political prisoners in amnesties in 1998 and early 1999. Political and religious 
dissidents faced repression and heavy surveillance, with several key dissidents remaining under house or pagoda arrest, and 
outspoken government critic Nguyen Thanh Giang was arrested in May for two months. Freedom of expression became even 
more strictly controlled with passage of a new press law. Legislation authorizing administrative detention remained in 
force and prison conditions continued to be substandard. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
In general, the government tried to isolate rather than imprison political and religious dissidents during the year, in 

order to avoid international condemnation. Key dissidents were placed under surveillance and regularly summoned for 
questioning by  police or local officials. Their publishing rights were denied, friends and neighbors discouraged from 
meeting them, and communication with the outside world interrupted. Others were forced into retirement or lost their 
positions in the government.  

Many of the political prisoners released in 1998, including Dr. Nguyen Dan Que, Thich Quang Do, Thich Tue Sy, and Thich 
Khong Tanh, were denied residence permits and were thus unable to travel freely. Dr. Que was unable to resume work as a 
medical doctor because the authorities withheld his license to practice. Thich Nhat Ban, released in October 1998, said that 
he had been released from a Asmall prison only to enter a larger one.@ 



In January, the Vietnamese Communist Party expelled the country=s highest-ranking dissident, retired Gen. Tran Do, who 
has criticized the Communist Party for corruption, lack of democracy, and disorganization. Afterwards, his phone was 
monitored and the connection often cut, his house was under surveillance by undercover security police, who followed him 
when he traveled, and the Ministry of Culture and Information rejected his request in July to publish a newspaper. In March, 
police arrested geologist Nguyen Thanh Giang, an outspoken intellectual who has openly advocated human rights, multiparty 
democracy, and peaceful reforms. He was charged under Article 205a of the Criminal Code for Aabusing democratic rights.@ 
After widespread international protest Giang was released in May, but he was required regularly to report to police and 
prohibited from traveling outside of Hanoi without permission. 

In August, three members of a U.S.-based anti-Communist organization, the Vietnamese People=s Action Movement, were 
arrested in Can Tho province. In September, in a trial conducted quietly in An Giang province, twenty-four people, most of 
them members of another U.S.-based group, the People=s Action Party (PAP), were sentenced to terms of up to twenty 
years for subversive activities. All of the PAP members had been detained without trial for more than two years. 

Arbitrary detention under the 1997 Administrative Detention Decree 31/CP continued to be another way to isolate and 
silence critics. As of October, critics who remained under house arrest included biologist and writer Ha Si Phu, poet Bui 
Minh Quoc, writer Tieu Dao Bao Cu, and war veteran Nguyen Ho. All had been under house arrest for more than two years. 

Equally worrisome was a new decree, 89/ND-CP, which authorized the establishment of provisional custody and pretrial 
detention centers around the country. Signed by Prime Minister Phan Van Khai in November 1998, this decree allows police 
units from the district level upward and military units from the division level upward to operate their own temporary 
detention camps and to arrest and detain people under provisional custody or pretrial detention. No information was 
available about what kinds of crimes could motivate arrests under decree 89/ND-CP, nor how detention periods would be 
determined. 

The Vietnamese Communist Party made several attempts to stifle dissent within the party, in addition to expelling Tran 
Do. In February, the party central committee issued a resolution supporting ideological freedom while at the same time 
stating that it would punish members who expressed opinions or distributed documents against the party. In May, Politburo 
Permanent Secretary Pham The Duyet outlined more than a dozen activities outlawed for party members, including criticizing 
the party platform, and organizing or inciting people to lodge complaints or join demonstrations. 

A report by Abdelfattah Amor, the U.N. Special Rapporteur on Religious Intolerance, released in March, underscored the 
need for Vietnam to implement reforms to safeguard religious freedoms. However, the government continued to require that 
all religious activities be registered by the state and to apply restrictions on travel by religious leaders and on the 
contents of their sermons and speeches.  

In April the government issued a new decree on religion, No. 26/1999/ND-CP. While guaranteeing freedom of religion, 
the decree states that all religious organizations used to oppose the government, as well as undefined Asuperstitious 
activities,@ will be punished according to the law. The decree also bans religious organizations that conduct activities 
contrary to Astructures authorized by the prime minister.@ 
  Religious leaders from the banned Unified Church of Vietnam (UBCV) faced ongoing persecution during 1999. In September, 
one year after their release from prison in 1998, three UBCV monksCThich Quang Do, Thich Khong Tanh, and Thich Tue SyCwere 
again threatened with arrest. In March 1999, Thich Quang Do was summoned for questioning  and ordered to return to Ho Chi 
Minh City after he traveled to central Vietnam to visit the Supreme Patriarch of the UBC, Thich Huyen Quang (who himself 
has been under pagoda arrest for sixteen years). On August 6, officials in Ho Chi Minh City called in Thich Quang Do for 
several hours of questioning and tried to force him to sign a confession that he had acted illegally after he wrote a 
letter to European Union ambassadors in Hanoi calling for human rights and religious freedoms. On August 13, a police squad 
came to his pagoda after midnight and demanded to see him, threatening to break down the door before they eventually left. 
In September, Quang Do was again summoned for questioning by police, as were Thich Khong Tanh and Thich Tue Sy. The monks 
were told that their rearrests were imminent, as warrants had already been prepared to arrest them for Asubversive 
activities@ pending further investigation. 

Members of the Hoa Hao sect of Buddhism were subject to police surveillance and at least one member was thought to 
be in detention. The sect was granted official status in May, although government appointees dominated an eleven-member 



Hoa Hao Buddhism Representative Committee established at that time.  In July, in one of the first large public gatherings of 
the group since 1975, thousands of Hoa Hao members commemorated the founding of the church in An Giang province.  

The government also made efforts to suppress Protestants, particularly as increasing numbers of ethnic minorities 
joined evangelical churches in the northern and central highlands. Reports were received of persecution and harassment of 
Hmong Protestants in Lai Chau, Lao Cai and Ha Giang provinces, Mnong in Binh Phuoc province, Bahnar in Gia Lai province, 
and Hre in Quang Ngai. In January the official law journal Phap Luat heavily criticized the conversion to Protestantism of 
Hmong in northern Ha Giang province. The provincial party chief was quoted as saying that a district task force had been 
established to Adeal with illegal religious evangelism@ by persuading people to sign commitments not to follow Abad 
people@ or cults but to rebuild ancestor shrines. Two months earlier in Ha Giang, the provincial propaganda committee had 
issued a forty-two page pamphlet entitled APropagandizing and Mobilizing Citizens not to Follow Religion Illegally.@ More 
than a dozen Hmong Christians were reportedly in detention in Lai Chau and Lai Cau provinces as of mid-1999.   

On May 7, police raided an evangelical gathering of the Vietnam Assemblies of God Church in a Hanoi hotel, holding 
twenty people for several days. Police detained two of the group=s leaders, Lo Van Hen (a member of the Black Thai minority 
group, who had been released from three years in prison in January 1999), and Rev. Tran Dinh (Paul) Ai, who had served two 
years in prison in the early 1990s for his religious activities and who met with U.N. Special Rapporteur Amor during his 1998 
visit. Lo Van Hen was escorted back to his home in Dien Bien Phu, while Rev. Ai was detained under police guard for a month 
in the Hanoi hotel where the meeting had taken place before being released.  

For Catholics, relations between Vietnam and the Vatican slightly warmed with the visit in March of a Vatican 
delegation and Vietnam=s acceptance of the appointment of four new bishops by the Vatican. In addition, in September a 
group of bishops from the U.S. Catholic Conference made a historic visit to Vietnam, their first since 1975. As in 1998, tens 
of thousands of Catholics were able to attend an annual festival commemorating the sanctuary of the Notre Dame of La 
Vang in Quang Tri province. However, at least three members of the Catholic Congregation of the Mother Co-Redemptrix, 
arrested in 1987, were believed to remain in prison. 

During 1999 there were scattered reports of civil unrest in the countryside. In January villagers and riot police 
clashed over a land dispute in Ba Ria, Vung Tau province near Ho Chi Minh City, despite an unsuccessful mediation attempt by 
the local Catholic church. In May, more than one hundred farmers from provinces around Hanoi gathered in front of the 
National Assembly to protest against corruption by officials. That same month the official Thai Binh newspaper reported 
that unrest continued in Thai Binh province, the site of peasant clashes with the government over corruption and land 
grabs in 1997. 

The party and the government made several attempts during the year to attack corruption, starting with an official 
anticorruption drive in February and the party=s launching of a two-year Aself-criticism@ campaign in May. The state 
Vietnamese News Agency reported in May that during the first four months of 1999, more than 1,000 officials in Thai Binh 
province had been suspended from their jobs for corruption. Also in May, the state press announced that a new criminal 
code had been drafted that would focus more on corruption issues and economic crimes, rather than on national security 
violations. It would also decrease the number of crimes punishable by death from forty-four to thirty. The National Assembly 
failed to pass the new code before adjourning in June but was expected to take it up again in its November session. The 
country=s largest corruption trial, the Minh Phung-Epco case, ended in August, with six people sentenced to death and six 
sentenced to life in prison. The continued use of the death penalty in Vietnam remained a concern. 

Conditions within Vietnam=s prison system continued to be very poor and did not meet the U.N.=s Standard Minimum Rules 
for the Treatment of Prisoners. Solitary confinement, pressure to sign confessions, forced labor, and inadequate food and 
medical care were commonplace. 

In May, the National Assembly passed a new press law requiring journalists to pay compensation or publish retractions 
to persons hurt by their reports, even if the information is correct. A June edition of Tap Chi Cong San, the theoretical 
journal of the party central committee, instructed journalists to publish the conclusions of competent state agencies. If 
the press did not agree with such conclusions, the journal stated, it must publish them all the same but could file a 
complaint with the National Assembly. An earlier 1997 directive requires Vietnamese journalists to obtain approval from the 
Ministry of Culture and Information before passing any information on to foreign journalists. 
 



Defending Human Rights 
On September 6, Dr. Nguyen Dan Que, Vietnam=s leading human rights activist, called for the establishment of an 

independent human rights organization in Vietnam from his home in Ho Chi Minh City.  International human rights 
organizations were not permitted to visit Vietnam during the year, nor were domestic human rights organizations allowed to 
operate. In March, following the release of a report by the U.N. Special Rapporteur on Religious Intolerance, the Vietnamese 
Foreign Ministry stated that individuals or organizations coming to conduct activities concerning human rights or religion 
would not be allowed in Vietnam. Communist Party Secretary Le Kha Phieu revealed much of the leadership=s view on human 
rights at a party plenum in August, when he stated: AAny ideas to promote >absolute democracy,= to put human rights above 
sovereignty, or support multiparty or political pluralism...are lies and cheating.@ 
 

The Role of the International Community 
 
Donor Countries 

At the meeting of the Consultative Group of donors to Vietnam held in December 1998 in Paris, donors pledged U.S. $2.2 
billion in aid to Vietnam. One of the largest donors to Vietnam was the European Union (E.U.), which pledged $1.7 billion. In 
June, prior to a midterm review of donor aid  in Haiphong, Germany=s ambassador to Vietnam, on behalf of the E.U. 
presidency,  pushed for economic and social reforms and expressed concerns about political prisoners and restrictions on 
press and religious groups. During a September visit by Vietnamese Prime Minister Phan Van Khai to Finland after it took 
over the E.U. presidency, the Finnish prime minister raised issues of human rights, judicial reform, and treatment of 
dissidents. Phan Van Khai visited Tokyo in March and received aid commitments of 600 billion yen (U.S. $5.6 billion) in loans 
plus 600 billion yen (U.S. $5.6 billion) for infrastructure projects. The Japanese Foreign Ministry expressed concerns about 
the detention of Nguyen Thanh Giang but Tokyo did not condition any of its aid on human rights improvements or legal 
reforms. In August the Australian Senate passed a resolution on human rights in Vietnam, in which it mentioned the arrest 
of Nguyen Thanh Giang. 
 
United States 

The United States government took fairly strong positions on Vietnam=s human rights record during the year, criticizing 
the arrest of Nguyen Thanh Giang in March, and handing over a list of political prisoners it wanted released in July during 
the seventh session of the U.S. -Vietnam bilateral human rights dialogue in Hanoi. These incidents, as well as the September 
release of a report by the Department of State on religious practices in Vietnam, provoked strong reactions from Hanoi, 
which criticized the United States for interfering in its internal affairs.  Nonetheless, in July the U.S. and Vietnam signed 
an agreement in principle on a Bilateral Trade Agreement, potentially paving the way for eventual granting of Normal 
Trade Relations status for Vietnam. However, as of October the Vietnamese government had not yet signed the final 
agreement. Earlier in the year, the U.S. House of Representatives affirmed President Clinton=s 1998 decision to grant the 
Jackson Vanik waiver of freedom of emigration requirements of the 1974 Trade Act. Trade, human rights, and accounting for 
U.S. personnel missing in action from the Vietnam War were the main agenda items during a visit to Vietnam in September 
by Secretary of State Madeleine Albright. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 


