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Contrary to expectation, the reversion of Hong Kong to China did not have the most impact on human rights in Asia 
during the year. The famine in North Korea, the currency crisis in Southeast Asia, and the forest fires in Indonesia 
unexpectedly vied for that honor. All served to weaken the shibboleths about human rights and economic 
development in Asia, highlighting the issue of government accountability.  The fires, the economic crisis, and the 
coup in Cambodia also raised questions about the staying power of AAsian solidarity@ that has been such a block to 
regional human rights initiatives in the past.  

War, work, and religion were three other themes running through human rights developments in the region 
during the year. Ongoing internal armed conflicts in Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, East Timor, India=s northeast, Kashmir, 
and the border areas of Burma continued to produce serious abuses by both government and opposition forces and a 
growing population of refugees and internally displaced people. Labor rights remained a top priority of activists 
in the region, with bonded labor an ongoing issue across South Asia, forced or compulsory labor a continuing 
problem in Burma, Tibet and Vietnam, and restrictions on the right to organize  source of deep concern in 
Indonesia and China.  International campaigns also highlighted abuse of workers in Asian-invested plants producing 
international name-brand footwear.  The political use of religion by Asian governments caused human rights 
violations in Pakistan, China, Indonesia, Burma, and Vietnam, while arbitrary detention and torture continued to be a 
problem across the region.  

 
Human Rights Developments 

On the surface, the problems in North Korea and Southeast Asia could not have been more different. The secretive 
Stalinist government in Pyongyang, clinging to a home- 
 
grown ideology of self-sufficiency, seemed to be frozen politically, socially, and economically in the 1950s.  In 
contrast, the urban elite of the capitalist, foreign investment-friendly societies of Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, 
and Indonesia seemed in some ways to have already crossed the bridge to the twenty-first century. It was the 
governments of these Amiracle economies@ of Southeast Asia, together with China, that produced the spurious 
AAsian values@ claim, arguing that the welfare of the community through economic development had to take 
precedence over protection of individual rights, and that Asians valued efficiency over democracy.  Many western 
analysts bought the argument, often adding that a strong, centralized leadership not beholden to particular 
constituencies and capable of taking unpopular decisions at critical times was responsible for the soaring rates 
of economic growth.  

But when the Asian bubble burst in July, with the collapse of the Thai currency and dangerous smog spread 
over Southeast Asia, the comparison to North Korea did not seem so farfetched.  North Korea=s catastrophe was 
only a more extreme version of a central problem besetting Southeast Asia: lack of government accountability. It 
seemed to underscore the accuracy of philosopher Amartya Sen=s contention that faminesC as opposed to crop 
failuresC only take place in countries with tight restrictions on freedom of expression. 

The absence of checks on executive power also contributed to Southeast Asia=s woes. One lasting image for 
the year may well be the larger-than-life videoscreens of Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir and financier George 
Soros trading accusations at the World Bank meeting in Hong Kong in September over who was responsible for 
Southeast Asia=s economic crisis. Mahathir blamed Soros and western speculators in general, going so far as to 
suggest that Soros was out to punish the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) for admitting Burma as 
a member in July. Soros countered that the crisis in the region might have been averted by a freer press and less 
corruption. 

Certainly Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia continued to punish those who released damaging information about 



the government or who portrayed government leaders in a negative light. Singapore continued to rely on criminal 
defamation suits, with two opposition politicians, Jayaretnam and Tang Liang Hong, the particular objects of its 
wrath. Meanwhile, in Thailand Prime Minister Chavalit established a ANews Analysis Center@ under the Ministry of the 
Interior, ostensibly to ensure accurate reporting at a time when the government was blaming negative press 
articles for some of the country=s economic problems. 

Lack of government accountability and corruption are also believed to have been factors in the forest fires 
that raged through Sumatra and Kalimantan, Indonesia, in the latter half of the year. One cause of the fires was a 
prolonged drought, but another was the Indonesian government=s granting of timber concessions to Soeharto family 
cronies and the clearing of land for palm oil plantations, both over the opposition of local peoples and both 
resulting in the destruction of wide swathes of rainforest. The argument that controls on freedom of expression 
and association lessened the possibility of finding correctives to bad development policies had fallen on deaf ears 
as long as the negative impact of those policies stayed within national boundaries. By late 1997, with the smog 
causing serious health hazards in at least three countries besides Indonesia, the argument was beginning to carry 
more weight. 

One result of the problems in East and Southeast Asia was that Indian democracy gained new respect. 
Singaporean officials, in particular, had been fond of pointing out that if India and the Philippines were examples 
of Asian democracy, they wanted none of it. Open political processes, in their view, produced chaos and 
perpetuated poverty. China, with all its human rights problems, was doing more to improve the standard of living 
of its people than India. That view began to change during the year. More realistic assessments of long-term 
growth in the region laid stress on the importance of the rule of law, independence of the judiciary, political 
accountability, and the need for building up popular consensus to sustain economic reform programs, and the same 
analysts bewitched by the AAsian values@ argument of the mid-1990s were beginning to see India as perhaps a 
better investment prospect than China. 

The currency and forest fire crises in Southeast Asia, combined with the coup in Cambodia, also brought into 
question the notion of AAsian solidarity@ in a way that had implications for human rights.  While frictions among 
South Asian countries had long been public and bitter, the governments of East and Southeast Asia had tended to 
observe a code of silence with respect to each other=s practices. Not only did they traditionally refrain from any 
public criticism of their neighbors, but they even allowed the more repressive countries of the region to set the 
lowest common denominator for human rights. Thus, in November 1996, the youth wing of the ruling party UMNO, 
backed by Malaysian police, broke up a conference on East Timor and deported the largely Asian participants, so 
as not to cause offense to Indonesia. In August 1997, apparently for the same reason, the Singaporean government 
requested the Foreign Correspondents= Association to cancel a planned lecture by Indonesian opposition politician, 
Megawati Soekarnoputri. No government official would publicly criticize Burma or China for its human rights 
practices, arguing the case instead for quiet persuasion. The code of silence was adopted partly as a reaction to 
western pressure on human rightsCa statement on May 25 by U.S. State Department spokesman Nicholas Burns 
saying Burma should not be admitted to ASEAN was widely believed to be the act that convinced the last holdouts 
in ASEAN to drop their objectionsCand partly for self-protection of the individual member governments. It meant, 
among other things, that it was ludicrous to even think of a regional governmental Asian human rights charter, 
court, or commission because there was such a reluctance to interfere in what were perceived as the domestic 
affairs of one=s neighbors. Indeed, according to the Economist magazine in July, ASEAN Ahas given the impression 
of being a club without even minimal standards of political behavior.@ ASEAN=s call in July, at Prime Minister 
Mahathir=s instigation, for a review of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, did nothing to dispel that 
impression. 

But cracks in the facade of unity were showing. The most important factor was the Cambodian coup of July 5-
6, carried out by Hun Sen just before Cambodia was to be formally admitted as a member of ASEAN. Singapore was 
one of the first countries to speak out against the violence, and ASEAN as a whole held an emergency meeting 



within days of the coup and decided to put Cambodian membership in the regional body on hold. As ASEAN mounted a 
mediation effort led by Indonesian Foreign Minister Ali Alatas, Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim 
coined the phrase Aconstructive intervention,, as opposed to Aconstructive engagement,@ to describe the body=s 
newfound role.  

Then, as the Asian currency crisis deepened, Malaysians wondered publicly whether if they had voiced concerns 
about Thailand=s problems earlier, some of the spillover effects of the problem might have been avoided. In October, 
a Singaporean paper, The Sunday Times, made similar comments about the forest fires. It said that while information 
about Indonesia as the source of the smog problem had been apparent as early as May 1997, Singapore=s Environment 
Ministry requested the press not to publish the information because of Aregional sensitivities,@ according to an 
October 12 Reuter dispatch. The paper acknowledged that keeping the information from the public in Singapore and 
elsewhere also meant that there were no demands on Indonesia from affected governments to take action to 
address the problem. AIf only everyone concerned who had been monitoring the situation closely had spoken out 
about it early, clearly and loudly enough, the region may not have suffered the unmitigated environmental, public 
health and economic disaster that followed,@ Reuter reported the paper as saying. If governments of the region 
became well aware of the transnational impact of poor economic and environmental policy, it remained to be seen 
whether they would be willing to break the code of silence on their neighbors= human rights practices. 

In other areas, long-festering problems remained much the same, with armed conflict remaining a major 
source of human rights violations. In Kashmir, elections in 1996 did little to reduce the incidence of rape and 
extrajudicial executions on the part of the Indian armed forces and groups working with them during 1997. In 
Afghanistan, summary trials and executions by Taliban forces got less attention than the group=s efforts to ban 
women and girls from education and employment outside the home. In East Timor, attacks by guerrillas on army 
posts just before and after the May 29 elections sparked widespread arbitrary detention of young East Timorese 
men, often accompanied by torture, on the part of the Indonesian military; the guerrillas were also responsible 
for executions of civilians suspected of having links to Indonesian military intelligence. 

Labor issues continued to be high on the agenda of local human rights groups. In China, new studies by 
researcher Anita Chan showed a system of bonded labor in some of the footwear manufacturing plants that have 
grown up in the country=s booming coastal provinces, whereby migrant workers, recruited from inland provinces, 
are required to pay their employers a deposit for a temporary work permit which is then deducted from wages. She 
also documented widespread physical abuse of workers, including the use of electric batons by private security 
guards with links to the Chinese police. Chinese labor activists were among those who received particularly harsh 
administrative sentences during the year, and Chinese independent union organizer Han Dongfang, now resident in 
Hong Kong, remained banned from entering the mainland. In Burma, ongoing forced labor prompted the European 
Union to halt tariff benefits for Burmese agricultural exports. In Vietnam, reports of abuses of Vietnamese 
workers by Korean and Taiwanese managers in footwear factories were coupled with the Vietnamese government=s 
announcement in May that families would be required to donate labor to the construction of the most massive 
infrastructure project in Vietnam=s history, the construction of a north-south road running the length of the 
country. Bonded labor problems in South Asia, particularly India, Pakistan, and Nepal received new attention from 
the World Bank and other development agencies, with renewed emphasis on projects to eliminate bonded child 
labor in selected industries such as sericulture (silk production). In Indonesia, much of the labor activism was 
focused on a draft labor law that continued restrictions on freedom of association as well as on the issue of 
working conditions in Asian-owned plants in Java producing shoes for the Nike company. Independent labor union 
leader Mochtar Pakpahan moved back and forth between a hospital bed and his trial on subversion charges in a 
Jakarta court, as members of his union contined to face harassment, including brief detentions, during the year. 

Finally, political manipulation of religion and communalism was another theme prevalent in Asia during the 
year. In Pakistan, in a gesture to religious conservatives, the government made permanent the qisas or retributive 
penalties mandating that punishments for certain crimes be equal to the harm caused. Persecution of the Rohingya 



Muslim minority continued in Burma=s Arakan (Rakhine) state, causing a new outflow of refugees to Bangladesh, and 
attacks by Buddhist monks on Muslims in the central Burmese city of Mandalay in March were widely believed to 
have been instigated by the government as a way of increasing popular support.  In Indonesia, it remained unclear 
whether government agents were involved in a series of outbreaks of communal violence prior to the May 29 
elections, but the October trial of a well-known Catholic priest and social activist in Jakarta, on charges of 
harboring student radicals accused of subversion, was widely interpreted as a government effort to brand 
opposition leaders in heavily Muslim Indonesia as non-Muslim. In China, the government increased its control of 
organized religious activities, claiming that religion was being used by foreign powers to subvert and destabilize 
the country. The stepped-up control affected Protestants and Catholics, Muslims in Xinjiang and Tibetan Buddhists. 
 

The Right to Monitor 
Independent human rights organizations did not exist in Afghanistan, Bhutan, Burma, Brunei, China, North Korea, 
Singapore, or Vietnam. Where they were allowed to function, they remained vulnerable to various forms of 
intimidation, with individual activists facing threats, arrests, and sometimes death for their advocacy of rights and 
social justice. India continued to be one of the most dangerous places for human rights activists to work. Most of 
the attacks occurred in areas of conflict where human rights monitors were accused of sympathizing with armed 
opposition groups. Activists working with low caste or other marginalized groups in more remote rural areas were 
also targeted.  Nevertheless, when rights organizations in the region acted in concert to advocate for common 
goals or to come to the assistance of beleaguered colleagues, they displayed remarkable strength.  Governments, 
corporations and international financial institutions like the World Bank were forced to acknowledge their 
importance and include them (albeit sometimes grudgingly)  in decision-making.   

Regional networks expanded during the year, with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) from India, Bangladesh, 
Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka joining colleagues from East and Southeast Asia for strategizing on common 
concerns, including the impact of economic globalization and protection of labor and migrant rights in the 
context of the Asian-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) organization.  They (unsuccessfully) worked to prevent 
Burma from joining ASEAN and combatted national security legislation that infringed on civil rights. The Internet 
also played an increasingly important role in day-to-day communications among distant groups, allowing rapid 
responses to arrests of colleagues, threats to organizations, and other breaking news. Government attempts to 
control the Internet had little noticeable impact on the widening electronic network, in part because the 
governments most determined to put controls in place, such as China, Vietnam and Singapore, were also those 
where independent organizations were weakest. 

In December 1996, more than one hundred activists from some twenty countries attended the Asia Pacific NGO 
Human Rights Congress in New Delhi, India.  The meeting sought to enhance coordination among Asian rights groups 
to pressure governments, increase nongovernmental consultation in policy making, and counter attacks on the 
universality of human rights by Asian governments. The congress was an initiative of the Asia-Pacific Human Rights 
NGO Facilitating Team, a body of Asian NGOs that was formed in 1994 following the Vienna World Conference on 
Human Rights. 

In January and February, nongovernmental activists throughout the region joined in celebration when Malaysia=s 
attorney general dropped charges against participants in the banned Second Asia-Pacific Conference on East 
Timor (APCET II), which had been forcibly dispersed in Kuala Lumpur in late 1996. The attorney general also agreed to 
prosecute four members of a pro-government group who participated in the violent dispersal.  

The case filed in 1995 by the Malaysian government against human rights activist Irene Fernandez continued to 
be a priority for NGO colleagues worldwide. Fernandez, director of Tenaganita (Womens= Force), was charged with 
publishing Afalse information@ for her reporting on abuses of migrant workers in Malaysian immigration detention 
facilities.  The case focused international attention on the growing phenomenon of migrant workers in Asia and 
the need for human rights protections. 



Throughout the year, Asian activists concerned with the plight of migrant workers launched campaigns on 
behalf of endangered or stranded workers.  The Asia-Pacific Mission for Migrant Filipinos in Hong Kong released a 
global appeal in August regarding stranded Filipino migrants in Saudi Arabia.  The human rights organization 
SUARAM , based in Malaysia, circulated an appeal on behalf of Bangladeshi migrant workers who had been detained 
in Malaysia after they protested labor rights violations by a Japanese factory owner.   

In June, pressure on the World Bank by well-coordinated networks of Indian and international NGOs concerned 
about the use of child labor and bonded child labor in World Bank-funded projects led the bank to convene 
meetings with Indian NGOs to determine means by which it might address child labor issues.  The Bank agreed to 
canvas existing projects to determine if they employed children and to ensure that social assessment work on 
child labor be carried out for projects in preparation that posed a serious risk of employing child labor.   The 
overall response of NGO participants in these meetings was cautious but positive. They stressed the need for the 
bank to emphasize prevention through quality primary education as well as the need for law enforcement. 

National human rights commissions in the region (India, the Philippines, Indonesia, Australia, and Sri Lanka 
among them) continued to meet and forge links with each other, holding out the possibility that some kind of more 
formalized network might emerge. 
    

The Role of the 

 International Community 
The lure of the market in the region, or concerns about its health following the currency collapse in Southeast 
Asia, overrode human rights concerns for most of the international community. This was particularly true with 
respect to China. No government successfully resolved the dilemma of how to exert pressure to improve human 
rights practices on this important trading partner and emerging superpower with a key voice on regional 
security, proliferation and other concerns. Integrating China into the global system of human rights norms and 
accountability remained a vague objective without a concrete strategy.  The Group of Eight (G8), meeting in Denver 
in July, which might have hammered out such a strategy, focused only on Hong Kong. Most governments opted to 
drop political or economic pressure on human rights altogether and to substitute Adialogue@ and support for 
long-term, uncontroversial rule of law programs. 

Another source of potential leverage, limits on arms transfers to abusive governments, was virtually ignored, 
with the exception of an international campaign to ban arms to Indonesia because of human rights violations in 
East Timor. Foreign Minister Robin Cook, responding to pressure in the U.K., announced in September that he would 
apply the new British guidelines on an Aethical@ foreign policy and ban ,1 million worth of arms sales to 
Indonesia, for reinforced Land Rovers that the government called armored personnel carriers and sniper rifles. The 
U.S. Congress also formalized and extended an existing ban on some arms transfers to Indonesia. 
 
United Nations 
The U.N. continued to have a visible presence in Asia, with a special rapporteur on Burma (who was nevertheless 
denied access to the country); a special representative on Cambodia and an active field office in Phnom Penh of 
the U.N. Centre for Human Rights; and a special representative of U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan to work on 
East Timor. Officials from the U.N. Department of Political Affairs continued to be active in trying to help resolve 
conflicts in the region. 

Several visits by the Athematic mechanisms@ of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights took place during the year. 
The special rapporteur on religious intolerance visited India in December 1996, but the special rapporteur on 
torture, who had requested a visit, was not invited. The special rapporteur on summary and arbitrary executions 
visited Sri Lanka, and the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention went to China in October.  The U.N. Human Rights 
Commission kept pending a decision on whether or not to take up human rights problems in Thailand (related to its 
treatment of Burmese refugees) under a confidential review procedure known as A1503.@  



Some progress was made in ratifying international human rights treaties or complying with treaty obligations. 
In January, Thailand=s ratification of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights entered into force. In 
March, Pakistan reestablished dialogue with the U.N. Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination after a 
ten-year lapse. In October, Sri Lanka became the first South Asian country to accede to the Optional Protocol to 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. China signed (but not necessarily ratify or accede to) the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights before the end of the year. 
 
Regional Bodies 
The ninth summit in May of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) provided a forum for the 
prime ministers of India and Pakistan to meet and begin talks on KashmirCthe first meeting of its kind in eight 
years. While there was no immediate impact on the human rights situation in Kashmir, most observers believe that 
the human rights problems could not be resolved without addressing the underlying political conflict. 

ASEAN=s plans to admit Burma as a member, which it did in July, prompted the creation of the so-called 
Alternative ASEAN, a coalition established in October 1996 of more than fifty primarily Southeast Asian 
nongovernmental organizations to mobilize pressure within the region to address Burma=s human rights record.  

The Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum steadfastly refused to examine human rights issues, 
although the Canadian government, as the 1997 host of APEC in Vancouver, provided some support for discussions 
about Acivil society@ in the various APEC working group meetings leading up to the Vancouver heads of state 
meeting.  That meeting in late November was preceded by a APeople=s Summit@ drawing hundreds of activists from 
throughout the region to discussions of labor rights and freedom of expression. 
 
Donors and Investors  
The annual consortium group (CG) meetings of international donors convened by the World Bank, and in some cases 
cosponsored by Japan, are a potentially useful venue for governments to raise human rights concerns, but the 
meetings on Cambodia, Indonesia and India had mixed results. The Cambodia donor meeting took place in Paris literally 
days before the July coup, but the strong message sent by several governments about corruption and the elections 
was largely eclipsed by events. The Indonesia CG in Tokyo was largely a missed opportunity to press Jakarta on key 
issues such as treatment of nongovernmental organizations and abuses related to the May elections, though some 
donors brought up these issues in private bilateral discussions. At the India CG in Paris, a number of governments 
urged action on child labor and bonded child labor issuesCas they did at the previous year=s CG in TokyoCwhich 
clearly had an impact when combined with initiatives at the World Bank.  

The Asian Development Bank (ADB), on the other hand, was slow to implement its Agovernance@ policy adopted 
in August 1995, although it did sponsor a panel on governance and a seminar on work with nongovernmental 
organizations at its annual meeting in Fukuoka, Japan, from May 10 to 14. Nearly forty such organizations (including 
Human Rights Watch) from thirteen countries in the region were accredited to attend. The Burmese finance 
minister, Gen. Win Tin, made an abortive effort to lobby the ADB to resume funding to SLORC suspended since 1988. 
The ADB continued an ongoing dialogue with the NGO Working Group, based in Manila, where the ADB is 
headquartered. By the end of the year, the ADB planned to issue an updated policy on nongovernmental 
organizations and one on gender and development.  

Among private investors, governance issues took on greater relevance in many countries throughout the 
region.  The flight of capital from Cambodia following the coupCincluding, most dramatically, from Southeast 
Asian countriesCsent an unmistakable political signal to Hun Sen. Foreign investors, including major U.S. oil 
companies like Texaco, continued to pull out from Burma in response to both consumer pressure and a desire to 
distance themselves from the country=s dismal human rights image.  Equally significant were moves by companies to 
examine the impact of expanding trade and investment in the Asia-Pacific region, the need for open legal systems 
and accountable governments, and how to handle increasing demands in the region for worker rights. 



The private sector became increasingly sensitized to consumer campaigns on Burma, East Timor, U.S. and foreign 
Asweatshops,@ and child labor issues. (Nike=s effort to monitor its own code of conduct through a brief inspection 
trip to Vietnam, China and Indonesia by former U.S. Amb. Andrew Young is described in the section on Corporations 
and Human Rights.)  Legislation in Massachusetts banning the state from purchasing goods and services from 
companies investing in Burma prompted a complaint from European countries to the World Trade Organization of 
discriminatory trading practices; muncipalities around the U.S., from Madison, Wisconsin to New York City, enacted 
similar Burma-related bans. Meanwhile, similar legislation was pending in Massachusetts at the end of the year 
with regard to Indonesia and East Timor.  

 
 

The U.S.House of Representatives adopted legislation in the House in late September, requiring the U.S. Export-
Import Bank to give preference in its export assistance programs in China to U.S. companies agreeing to a 
specific Acode of conduct.@  (China receives about $1 billion a year in export credits from the Bank). Though the 
bill had not come to a Senate vote at this writing, its  passage in the House indicated a growing consensus on 
the importance of the private sector=s role in promoting human rights. 
 

The Work of 

 Human Rights Watch 
Many of the themes touched on above were covered by the Asia division of Human Rights Watch in reports and 
advocacy efforts. We responded immediately to the July coup in Cambodia, interviewing newly arrived refugees in 
Bangkok and using information from sources in Phnom Penh to put pressure on the international community to 
respond forcefully to summary executions and other human rights abuses committed by forces linked to Hun Sen. In 
addition to assisting opposition parliamentarians and others forced into temporary exile, we issued a report on the 
range of abuses that followed the coup. That report, cited in newspaper editorials in the U.S. and Europe, had as 
one of its key recommendations that the international community not press forward with support for elections 
scheduled for May 1998 until basic safeguards for human rights were in place. 

We undertook two exploratory missions to investigate links between human rights violations and the famine in 
North Korea. 

Concerns about the erosion of civil liberties in Hong Kong under the Special Administrative Region government 
provided an important focus of work in Brussels, Washington, and Hong Kong itself.  Those concerns were outlined 
in a response we prepared in February to the British government=s report on how the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights was being implemented in Hong Kong. At that time, less than five months before the 
reversion to Chinese rule on July 1, several disturbing steps had already been announced by the Chinese government. 
We continued to monitor the independence of the courts and the press and analyze legislative developments, 
commenting publicly each time a key decision was taken. We helped arrange visits to the U.S. for human rights 
defenders in Hong Kong to ensure they could personally raise their own concerns with policymakers in 
Washington, and we co-sponsored a seminar on the rule of law in Hong Kong in Washington in March to ensure 
that those concerns were aired before a larger audience, including the private sector. In June, we issued a joint 
report with the Human Rights Monitor, a local human rights organization in Hong Kong, after undertaking the 
first-ever international assessment of prison conditions there. The report, which gave a reasonably clean bill of 
health to Hong Kong prisons, was intended both to establish a precedent for prison access after the reversion 
and to set benchmarks for assessing prison conditions under S.A.R. administration.  Finally, in the months and 
weeks prior to the reversion, our Hong Kong office made a major effort to ensure that Chinese dissidents resident 
in Hong Kong were safely resettled in third countries prior to July 1. 

The consequences of internal armed conflict and religious and communal persecution were central to our 
work on refugees, asylum seekers, and displaced people. In March, we issued a report on the status of the 



remaining Vietnamese boat-people in Hong Kong. In July and August, we issued reports on members of Burmese 
ethnic minorities who had fled to Thailand and Bangladesh respectively. Both reports were based on missions to the 
region and interviews with newly arrived refugees; one report was issued jointly with Refugees International. 
Incidents of involuntary repatriation prompted an ongoing dialogue with the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) about how best to protect the refugees involved, as well as protests and appeals, together with 
other nongovernmental organizations, to the Thai government to stop pushing Burmese refugees back over the 
border. The refugee exodus from Cambodia to Thailand following the Cambodia coup was also cause for concern. On 
Thailand, Cambodia, and Burma, Human Rights Watch worked in close cooperation with the Jesuit Refugee Service. 

Human rights abuses associated with the conflict in East Timor produced a report in September, citing 
violations by both the Indonesian armed forces and related paramilitary groups and the East Timorese guerrillas. The 
report placed particular emphasis on the failure of the Indonesian government to address the problems of 
arbitrary detention and torture of those suspected of supporting the armed opposition.  In Kashmir, our 
investigations into human rights abuses associated with the conflict there, including by Indian soldiers and former 
militants working with them, led to visa denials for our staff members and consultants. 

A major report on religious repression in China appeared in October, as did a report on communal violence in 
West Kalimantan, one of Indonesia=s most severe outbreaks of ethnic conflict in decades. The latter report was 
based on two missions to Kalimantan, one in January and one in July. 

Much of our advocacy work during the year focused on labor rights. On Burma, we submitted information on 
forced labor to an International Labour Organisation commission of inquiry and presented testimony on the same 
subject at a hearing by the U.S. Labor Department on June 27. Our work on forced labor also contributed to key 
European Union decisions on withholding tariff benefits for Burma. As noted above, we pressed the issue of bonded 
labor in India with the World Bank and were in regular touch with our Indian counterparts to follow up on what 
steps the Indian government and international donor agencies were taking toward its eradication. In an effort to 
ensure that all those engaged domestically and internationally on the bonded labor issue in India had access to the 
same information, we prepared the first in a series of electronic newsletters on developments in the World Bank, 
the Indian Supreme Court, local government initiatives in India, and bilateral aid programs.  On Indonesia, we 
continued to give labor rights abuses a high priority in Washington-based advocacy, particularly as a petition we 
submitted in 1995 to the U.S. Trade Representative=s office calling for a resumption of the USTR=s review of 
Indonesia=s labor practices remained pending during the year.  

Restrictions of rights on the grounds of national security remained a major area of concern. In April, we 
issued a report together with Human Rights in China focusing on China=s New Criminal Code. The report documented 
the replacement of crimes of Acounterrevolution,@ used to sentence most dissidents, with offenses against state 
security and provided the basis for an ongoing campaign during the year to get cases of convicted 
Acounterrevolutionaries@ reviewed with a view toward their release. We joined colleagues in Hong Kong in 
protesting new legislation there allowing the government to ban organizations and demonstrations on the grounds 
of national security and provided documentation on U.S. case law to help refute the S.A.R. government=s contention 
that the new laws were no more restrictive than laws in the United States. 

More generally, we continued to work for attention to the Atraditional@ human rights problems of political 
imprisonment and torture in China, Burma, and Indonesia. The steady diminution of international pressure on China to 
improve its human rights practices was the focus of a report released in March, just before the U.N. Human Rights 
Commission meeting, empasized Chinese diplomacy and Western hypocrisy. It was also the focus of numerous briefings, 
testimonies, newspaper commentaries, and other interventions by our Brussels and Washington offices. 

We continued to work closely with our colleagues in the Human Rights Watch children=s and women=s rights 
projects. In January, we published a report on children=s rights in Burma and took part in a hearing on Burma 
held in Geneva by the Committee on the Rights of the Child. Research on the trafficking of women in Asia 
continued, with a particular focus on Thai women trafficked to Japan. In July, we helped a small group interested 



in the trafficking of Indonesian girls to Malaysia find funding and establish themselves as a nongovernmental 
organization. A joint investigation with the Human Rights Watch Women=s Rights Project, on the state=s response 
to victims of sexual violence in Pakistan, began with a mission in November 1996 (see the WRP section). 

We testified three times in the U.S. Congress during the year, on Indonesia, Hong Kong, and the general 
subject of democracy in Asia; we also submitted a written statement for a Senate hearing on Cambodia. Our 
Washington staff briefed members of Congress and their staff traveling to Asia, hosted Burma Aroundtable@ 
meetings with U.S. policymakers, nongovernmental organizations and members of the media; and met frequently with 
senior White House, State Department, and foreign embassy officials.  We maintained regular contact with the 
World Bank, both at the staff and management level as well as with the U.S. executive director=s office. In 
efforts to ensure good communication with the private sector on human rights issues in China, Hong Kong, Indonesia 
and Burma, we maintained a steady dialogue with relevant business and trade associations. 

In the European Parliament, our Brussels office organized support for a resolution calling on the E.U. to back 
a China resolution at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights in April. In October, it helped mobilize support for a 
similar resolution for the commission=s 1998 session.  On Hong Kong, our Brussels and Washington offices worked in 
close coordination to secure expressions of support for the pro-democracy movement in its efforts to challenge 
actions by the S.A.R. government. Those efforts intensified prior to the visits by S.A.R. Chief Executive Tung Chee-
hwa to the U.S. and Europe in September and October respectively. 

The U.N. and its various agencies played an important part in our work during the year. In addition to the Burma 
and China advocacy described above, we appeared before the annual meeting of the U.N. Decolonization Committee to 
present material on human rights violations in East Timor and submitted to the Human Rights Committee a critique of 
the Indian government=s report on its compliance with treaty obligations under the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights. 

Our advocacy work with Japan continued to be a key priority, with a staff mission in May and regular 
contacts with the Japanese embassy in Washington. These proved particularly useful during the Cambodian crisis. We 
also published commentaries on Asian human rights issues in the Japanese press. 

As in the past, we worked closely with nongovernmental organizations in the region, sharing information, 
exchanging views on strategy (particularly with respect to labor issues), and cooperating in research. We 
continued an advocacy campaign with Indian rights groups on the issue of bonded child labor and took part in an 
ongoing campaign initiated by Asian organizations to promote the freedoms of association, assembly, and expression 
in the region. In defense of our embattled Asian colleagues, we wrote to the Indian government on behalf of 
threatened human rights activists in Kashmir and Andhra Pradesh.  In March, our NGO liaison visited Malaysia to 
attend the trial of Irene Fernandez; later the same month, we helped lead sessions on using international law and 
on forging linkages among NGOs as part of a two-week Asian regional study session on human rights, sponsored 
by the Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development (Forum-Asia) and the Programme for the Promotion of Non-
Violence in Thai Society at Chulalongkorn University.  In November, we cosponsored a seminar called AOpen Markets, 
Open Media@ at the annual APEC summit; the seminar highlighted the the effect that the region=s trade 
liberalization has had on freedom of the press. 
 
For a listing of relevant reports and missions, see xxxx at the end of this report. Partial listings also follow 
each country chapter.  
 
 

BURMA 

 
Respect for human rights in Burma continued to deteriorate relentlessly in 1997. The opposition National League for 
Democracy (NLD) continued to be a target of government repression.  NLD leaders were prevented from making any 



public speeches during the year, and over 300 members were detained in May when they attempted to hold a party 
congress. There were no meetings during the year of the government=s constitutional forum, the National 
Convention, which last met in March 1996; the convention was one of the only fora where Rangoon-based 
politicians and members of Burma=s various ethnic movements could meet.  The government tightened restrictions on 
freedom of expression, refusing visas to foreign journalists, deporting others and handing down long prison terms 
to anyone who attempted to collect information or contact groups abroad. Persecution of Muslims increased.  
Armed conflict continued between government troops and ethnic opposition forces in a number of areas, 
accompanied by human rights abuses such as forced portering, summary executions, rape, and torture. The ruling 
State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) continued to deny access to U.N. Special Representative to Burma 
Rajsoomer Lallah. Despite its human rights practices, however, Burma was admitted as a full member of the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in July. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
In late January, the SLORC announced the sentencing of thirty-four people in connection with large-scale 
protests during the closing months of 1996. All were accused of being members of the defunct Communist Party of 
Burma and received a minimum of seven years= imprisonment. Eleven of those sentenced were NLD members. The end 
of 1996 had been marked by a series of student demonstrations, the first in five years, in Rangoon, Mandalay and 
other major cities.  The demonstrations began in October as a protest over police beatings of three students from 
the Rangoon Institute of Technology and by early December had spread to the main Rangoon University campus where 
they grew to include 2,000 students and at least as many members of the public. Armed riot police and soldiers 
eventually stormed the crowd, arresting hundreds. On December 4, the government released a statement announcing 
that 609 people had been detained, of whom 487 were students and 122 were Aagitators.@ The statement claimed that 
the students had all been released, but there was no information regarding the fate of those classified as 
agitators, nearly one hundred of whom were believed to remain in detention by the end of 1997.  

During the December 1996 demonstrations the government had closed all educational institutions, from 
universities to primary schools, in Rangoon and in many other cities including Mandalay, Prome, Taunggyi, Moulmein 
and Sittwe, forcing the students to return to their homes. The dispersal of university students made it impossible 
to collect accurate information about arrests.  The primary schools finally reopened seven months later, after the 
ASEAN meeting in July.  As of November, most high schools, colleges and universities remained closed. 

Military barricades set up in late 1996 on the road leading to the house of opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi 
were maintained until May.  After that, army checkpoints remained in place near the house, which was also the 
unofficial headquarters of the NLD, and at times of high tension the barricades themselves reappeared. For most of 
the year, Aung San Suu Kyi remained under virtual house arrest, having to ask for permission to leave her home in 
order to meet local and international media. Her phone line was frequently cut. Despite this, the NLD was allowed 
to hold three celebratory gatherings during the year in Daw Suu=s home. On January 4, some 1,000 party members 
and guests marked the forty-ninth anniversary of Burma=s independence. On February 12, the NLD held Union Day 
celebrations at the house, although a military barricade prevented at least half the guests from attending. In the 
days that followed, thirteen NLD members who had played a prominent role on the celebrations were reported to 
have been arrested, including Dr. Than Nyein, an NLD organizer and coincidentally the brother-in-law of the 
SLORC=s top official, Secretary-1 Khin Nyunt. Than Nyein was later released, but his medical license was revoked. In 
April the NLD held New Year celebrations attended by some 600 supporters, all of whom had to register at the 
army checkpoint. The event raised funds for the families of NLD members in jail. 

For the second year running,  the NLD attempted to hold a party congress on the anniversary of the May 1990 
election which it had won. Some 316 NLD members were prevented from attending the gathering, though few were 
actually detained.  Those few were held in government guest houses for up to two weeks, while others were placed 
under temporary house arrest or otherwise warned not to go to Rangoon. Shortly thereafter, U Aye Win, Daw Suu=s 



close adviser, was arrested. By November he remained without charge in unlawful detention in Insein jail in 
Rangoon and was in poor health, having spent long periods in the prison hospital after an operation in July.  

On June 13, five NLD activists were arrested: U Ohn Myint an eighty-year-old party adviser; Khin Maung Win 
(known as Sonny), a photographer; Cho Aung Than, a cousin of Daw Suu; his sister Daw Khin Ma Than, and her 
husband U Myint Swe.  U Ohn Myint was released after questioning, but on the same day trade unionists U Myo Aung 
Thant, U Khin Kyaw and his wife, all members of the exiled Free Trade Union of Burma (FTUB), were also arrested at 
Rangoon airport on arrival from Thailand. In a press conference on June 27, Lt. Gen. Khin Nyunt accused the group 
of having collaborated with Aoverseas anti-government activists and advocates of destruction within the country@ 
to bring in money for the NLD from overseas and to transmit information from Burma. He described them as puppets 
of the U.S. government. Myo Aung Thant and Khin Kyaw were also accused of smuggling in explosives in a rice 
cooker. On August 15 a court inside Insein prison sentenced Cho Aung Than, Daw Khin Ma Than, and U Myint Swe to 
ten years under the Unlawful Associations Act and the 1950 Emergency Provisions Act (EPA), section 5(e), which 
allows for seven years of imprisonment for anyone who Acauses or intends to spread false news, knowing 
beforehand it is untrue.@ Myo Aung Thant was sentenced to life imprisonment for treason. The fates of Khin Maung 
Win and U Khin Kyaw were not known. 

Other NLD members, elected members of parliament and supporters faced harassment and arrest from late 1996 
through 1997. Over twenty NLD parliamentarians were forced to resign their seats. All had reportedly received 
threats that if they did not resign, members of their families would suffer reprisals ranging from arrest to 
permanent dismissal from public sector jobs.   Seven members of parliament were arrested: U Hla Min,  Saw Oo 
Reh, U Hla Myint, U Min Swe, U San Myint, U Tin Aung, U Saw Lwin, Dr. Hla Win, and Dr. Than Aung, bringing the 
number of elected parliamentarians in prison to thirty-three. At least fourteen NLD party organizers and 
activists, the majority from Irrawaddy division, were also arrested. Most were charged under the EPA; others were 
charged with criminal offenses, a tactic frequently used by the SLORC to discredit the opposition. 

In July, in the only formal meeting during the year between the government and the opposition, Secretary-1 
Khin Nyunt met with U Aung Shwe, NLD chairman. There were no other moves towards political reconciliation. On 
September 17, the NLD refused a further offer of talks because they did not include Aung San Suu Kyi.  

On September 28, the NLD was permitted to hold a ceremony marking the ninth anniversary of the founding of 
the party. While the government gave express permission to allow 300 members to attend, some 700 were reported 
to have arrived at Daw Suu=s house. All those attending had to give their personal details to military intelligence 
officers at the house, and some thirty NLD activists were denied permission to attend and were removed from the 
area.  

Prison conditions remained poor and, in Myitkyina, Thayet, Myingyan and Tharrawaddy jails, reportedly 
deteriorated. U Tin Shwe, sixty-seven,a NLD central committee member, died on June 8 after nearly six years in 
Insein jail. The official report said he had died of heart disease in Rangoon General Hospital. During the year at 
least five political prisoners had to receive emergency medical treatment. Many of the most prominent political 
prisoners were transferred to jails far from their families, making visits difficult and the provision of extra food 
and medicines almost impossible.  

On April 7, Cho Lay Oo, the daughter of Secretary-2 of the SLORC and Commander in Chief of the Army Lt. 
Gen. Tin Oo, was killed when she opened a parcel bomb sent to their home. It was the second bomb attack in four 
months; the first, on December 25,1996, had killed five people and injured seventeen at the World Peace Pagoda in 
Rangoon, shortly before Lt. Gen. Tin Oo arrived to pay his respects. The SLORC blamed both attacks on armed 
opposition groups, the exiled All Burma Students Democratic Front (ABSDF) and the Karen Nation Union (KNU), and 
implicated the NLD as an Aabove-ground destructive element@ with whom these groups were alleged to have 
contact. In May the government published an editorial in the official newspapers denying  rumors that the bombs 
were a result of internal discord among military officers. By the end of the year, no arrests had been made in 
relation to either attack. 



Muslims continued to be the target of discrimination throughout the country.  On March 16, a group of monks 
in Mandalay provoked a confrontation at a mosque over the attempted rape of a Buddhist girl by a local Muslim, 
apparently in an attempt to whip up anti-Muslim sentiment. In the three days of riots that followed, four mosques 
and nearly 400 Muslim-owned shops and houses were destroyed. The violence spread to Rangoon, Sittwe, Moulmein 
and Prome, and in most areas eyewitnesses reported that security forces made no attempt to stop the rioters or 
to protect Muslims and their property. In Rangoon, seven mosques were attacked. 

A disproportionately high number of Muslims joined ethnic Karen refugees fleeing Papun and Duplaya township 
during the year. Muslim refugees reported that soldiers had destroyed their mosques and schools and had ordered 
them to convert to Buddhism or leave the country. In Arakan state, refugees of the Rohingya Muslim minority 
returning from Bangladesh reported continued persecution by the Burmese military because of their race and 
religion. Some 270,000 Rohingyas had sought refuge in Bangladesh in 1991 and 1992. Of those who returned home, 
some 20,000 fled once again to Bangladesh in 1997. 

By October,  the number of internally displaced in Burma was estimated to be over 300,000.  Forced 
relocations and a major military offensive against the KNU during the year drove some 150,000 people from their 
homes. Shan state, where over 100,000 people had been forced to leave their villages in 1996, was particularly 
hard-hit. The relocation program, aimed at cutting off support for ethnic rebels, was extended to new areas, and 
many of those displaced in 1996 were forced to move again to sites on the outskirts of government-controlled 
towns. The relocations were accompanied by killings, rape, and other forms of torture, and scores are believed to 
have died from malnutrition and related diseases due to poor conditions at the government-controlled sites.  In 
other areas, relocated villagers were forced to work on road building projects.  As many as 400 Shan villagers 
were reportedly killed by the Burmese army during May and June when they returned to collect food, or in reprisal 
attacks by the Burmese military after clashes with rebel soldiers. Others were killed by SLORC soldiers at the Thai 
border when they could not afford to bribe their way out of Burma.  

Forced relocations also continued further south in Karenni state, where over one hundred villages had been 
removed during 1996. Conditions there remained dire, with the lack of sanitation, food and medical care leading to 
scores of deaths from malaria and other diseases. Villagers sent to the camps were forced to build fences around 
the periphery, turning the camps into virtual prisons.  In July, eleven additional villages were forcibly relocated 
to Laikha district, bringing the total of displaced in Karenni state to over 25,000.  Government efforts to block 
rice supplies coming into areas where rebels were active, combined with a sharp downturn in the Burmese economy 
and massive inflation, led to severe malnutrition in Shan, Karenni and Arakan states.  

In Karen and Mon states and Tenasserim division, new fighting broke out in January after the failure of peace 
talks and the Karen National Union=s continued support for Aung San Suu Kyi expressed in the Mae Tha Raw Hta 
statement of January 14, led to the major offensive against the KNU=s last remaining strongholds. The offensive 
began on February 7, and by February 28 an estimated 80,000 Burmese troops had forced the KNU to abandon 
territory in these areas. Some 20,000 Karens fled to areas inside Burma or to Thailand in advance of the Burmese 
troops. In addition to displacement, Karen, Mon and Tavoyans living in these areas were subject to summary 
executions, arbitrary arrests, portering for the army and other forms of forced labor. 

Even after fleeing to Thailand, Karenni and Karen refugees were not free from attack by Burmese government 
or government-backed groups. On January 3, a group of forty Burmese soldiers marched into a Karenni camp in 
Thailand=s Mae Hong Son district and killed two people. Nine others were seriously injured. Four weeks later, 
members of the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA), a militia group backed by the government, attacked three 
Karen refugee camps further south in Thailand=s Mae Sot district. Three refugees were killed in the attacks, and 
7,000 refugees were left without shelter as parts of camps were razed. On April 27, the DKBA attacked Ta Per 
Poo camp in Thailand=s Umphang district. 
 

The Right to Monitor 



The press remained under tight government control. No indigenous human rights organizations were permitted to 
form, and no international human rights groups were permitted to visit during the year. On October 24, NLD 
organizer Kyow Din, who had been accused of passing on information to others that would cause "fear or alarm," 
died in a prison hospital. His death was attributed to natural causes, but his incarceration for his monitoring 
activites almost certainly contributed to his ill health.  U.N. Special Rapporteur Rajsoomer Lallah was denied 
access to the country for the second straight year. Only NLD members were able to speak out against human 
rights abuses with some degree of freedom, but during the year it became increasingly difficult and dangerous for 
them and other Burmese to report on events in the country.  Of the NLD members arrested during the year, many 
had appeared in international newspaper and television reports.  Journalists themselves became the subject of 
attack, with photographer Myo Thant and his Japanese colleague, Shigefumi Takasuka, of the daily Yomiuri Shimbun, 
being badly beaten during the December 1996 demonstrations. Many other foreign journalists, especially those who 
had worked on Burma in the past, were denied visas during the year, and nine freelance journalists were deported.  

Access to ethnic minority areas in particular remained very restricted. No U.N. agencies or international 
nongovernmental organizations were permitted to assist the displaced in the Shan, Karenni and Karen states, 
despite their requests to do so.  Local church groups managed to provide some relief to the displaced, but did so 
without government permission.   

In January, Burma=s treatment of children came under scrutiny at the Committee on the Rights of the Child. The 
government sent a large delegation to Geneva in January to discuss with the committee its initial report on 
Burma=s compliance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  The leader of the delegation denied all 
allegations of human rights abuses against children.  No nongovernmental organizations working in Burma, foreign 
or local, submitted reports to the committee for fear of government retaliation. 
    

The Role of the  

International Community 
The international community continued to be deeply divided between those countries advocating isolation of Burma 
and those calling for engagement. Limited economic sanctions imposed by the U.S. and Europe, and support within 
ASEAN for Burma=s admission as a full member in the regional body, highlighted the difference in approach.   
 
United Nations 
Demands for an improvement in human rights and democratic accountability remained strong in the United Nations. 
The General Assembly in December 1996 and the U.N. Commission on Human Rights in March 1997 passed consensus 
resolutions calling on the SLORC to cooperate more with the U.N. system, particularly with the special rapporteur. 
 In May, the U.N. secretary-general=s representative, Alvaro de Soto, was permitted a four-day mission to Burma, 
where he met with the leaders of the NLD and other political parties as well as with Lt. Gen. Khin Nyunt. He was 
not able to meet ethnic minority representatives, however, nor with other members of the SLORC.  

In June, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) initiated a commission of inquiry into allegations of 
forced labor in Burma. Such a step had only been taken against nine countries in the ILO=s seventy-eight-year 
history and, depending on the results of the inquiry, could lead to Burma=s expulsion from the ILO.  The commission 
was expected to investigate for one year and to hear testimony from victims of forced labor. The ILO was planning 
to seek access to Burma to verify allegations.  
 
European Union 
The European Union (E.U.) continued to maintain a ban on provision of  arms and military equipment to Burma, kept 
military attachés out of its embassies in Burma, and continued its suspension of non-humanitarian aid. In late 1996, 
it added provisions which banned entry visas for senior members of the SLORC, their families, and others in the 
Burmese security forces who formulate, implement or benefit from policies Awhich impede Burma=s transition to 



democracy.@ It also called for suspension of high-level bilateral governmental visits between officials of the E.U. 
and Burma.   

In early November 1996, the European Commission tried to send a mission to Burma to investigate forced labor, 
but the Burmese government denied the mission entry, saying that since there was no forced labor in Burma, there 
would be nothing to investigate. In December, the commission approved a decision to cut Burma=s low tariff access 
to the European Union market  through the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) program because of forced 
labor and said the cut, which affected industrial exports, would remain in force until forced labor was abolished. 
It was the first time the human rights clause of the European GSP program had been invoked. On March 25, 
following action in the European Parliament, the Council of Ministers suspended Burma=s GSP benefits for 
agricultural products as well. On July 28, in his address before the E.U./ ASEAN Ministerial meeting, European 
Union Council President Jacques Poos announced that the E.U. had extended its common position on Burma that 
effectively prevented Burma from being included in the 1980 EC-ASEAN cooperation agreement. 

In Britain, the newly elected Labour government, which had promised to put human rights at the heart of 
foreign policy, announced in June that it not only would continue the suspension of all government-sponsored 
trade tours to Burma but would actively discourage U.K. companies from investing there. In September, Foreign 
Minister Robin Cook also stated that despite having been accepted as a member of ASEAN, Burma would not be 
invited to attend the Asia-Europe meeting (ASEM) to take place in London in April 1998.  In addition to these 
moves Western governments continued to give financial aid to Burmese refugees in camps in Thailand and 
Bangladesh, and European governments also gave aid to assist victims of severe flooding in Irrawaddy division in 
September. 
 
United States and Canada 
The U.S. also acted on human rights concerns. On October 2, 1996, the U.S. Senate passed the fiscal year 1998 
Foreign Assistance Act, which included a provision giving the president authority to ban visas for all Burmese 
officials and to prohibit new investment by U.S. citizens or companies if the Burmese government physically 
harmed, rearrested or exiled Aung San Suu Kyi or committed large-scale repression against the political 
opposition. The visa restrictions were imposed the following day. Discussion continued on what constituted large-
scale repression until April 22, when President Clinton announced his decision to impose the investment ban. As 
of October, however, the Treasury Department had yet to issue the implementing regulations. 

Canada took similar action on August 7 when Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy announced the withdrawal of the 
General Preferential Tariff to Burma and a measure requiring all firms trading in Burma to apply for export 
permits. Axworthy also urged all Canadians to Arefrain@ from investing in Burma.  
    
    
    
ASEAN 
Western moves to pressure the SLORC for reform were offset by Burma=s admission into ASEAN  and by an increase 
in investment from ASEAN countries.  In the run up to the ASEAN ministerial meeting in Kuala Lumpur in July, it 
was not clear whether Burma would be admitted, especially following the ASEAN decision to delay Cambodian 
membership.  Regional nongovernmental organizations, members of parliament and other prominent groups, led by 
the Kim Dae Jung Foundation and the Alternative ASEAN network, protested Burma=s imminent entry. But the 
sanctions enacted by the U.S. and E.U. prior to the meeting seemed only to harden ASEAN resolve to accept Burma 
as a full member and defy what was projected as an example of western imperialism.  The Japanese government 
supported Burma=s entry into ASEAN, while also warning that this should not provide Acover for oppression.@  
Tokyo continued its ban on ODA (Official Development Assistance) to Rangoon and attempted to use the aid 
leverage as a carrot to promote improvements. (See Japan section for details.) 



 
Relevant Human Rights Watch reports: 
No Safety in Burma, No Sanctuary in  
Thailand, 7/97 
Children=s Rights and The Rule of Law, 1/97 

 
 

CAMBODIA 

 
Fundamental freedoms in Cambodia suffered a harsh reversal with the July coup d=état by Second Prime Minister Hun 
Sen of the Cambodian People=s Party (CPP) against his coalition partner, First Prime Minister Prince Norodom 
Ranariddh of the Front Uni National pour un Cambodge Independent, Neutre, Pacifique, et Cooperatif (FUNCINPEC). Once 
touted as the United Nations= greatest peacekeeping success, the fractious and ill-fated coalition government 
installed after U.N.-supervised elections in 1993 disintegrated with the eruption of two days of heavy fighting in 
Phnom Penh and factional battles in the provinces. Before the coup, both factions of the coalition government had 
taken actions to undermine press freedom and freedom of association, and government officials at all levels 
enjoyed virtual immunity from prosecution for human rights violations. Afterwards, new problems arose with key 
members of FUNCINPEC and other parties fleeing to Bangkok, and thousands of refugees fleeing across the northern 
and western borders into Thailand.  Many inside and outside Cambodia raised questions as to whether conditions for 
free and fair elections could be established by May 1998 when the first post-U.N. ballot was scheduled.  The coup 
also served to stop the momentum that had been building internationally to find ways to bring Pol Pot and other 
Khmer Rouge leaders to justice for crimes against humanity. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
Relations between Ranariddh and Hun Sen had rapidly deteriorated since March 1996. Both factions had spent more 
than a year building up their own private armies, police forces, and bodyguard units. In February 1997,factional 
fighting erupted in Battambang province between FUNCINPEC and CPP forces, with human rights workers reporting 
as many as twenty soldiers killed during the armed clashes. 

On March 30, a grenade attack on a peaceful rally in front of the National Assembly led by KNP President 
Sam Rainsy left at least sixteen dead and more than one hundred wounded. The two prime ministers continued to 
build up their personal arsenals and private armies, with Hun Sen=s security forces numbering at least 1,500 and 
Ranariddh=s approaching 1,000. 

Tensions continued to escalate as the two factions competed to recruit defecting Khmer Rouge units, as well 
as to build new rival political alliances, which led to virtual paralysis of the fragile coalition. The beginning of 
the National Assembly=s planned three-month session, slated originally for April 21, was postponed after divisions 
broke out within FUNCINPEC, with a renegade faction led by Minister of State Ung Phan and Siem Reap Governor Toan 
Chay announcing their intention to oust Ranariddh. During the ensuing political stalemate, the National Assembly 
failed to convene for nearly six months, holding up passage of crucial legislation regulating the upcoming 
elections, nongovernmental organization (NGO) activity, political parties, and access to broadcasting frequencies.  

When military authorities in late May seized a shipment of weapons and ammunition, addressed to Ranariddh and 
marked Aspare parts,@ the first prime minister said he Adid not have any choice@ but to procure weapons in order 
to protect himself from CPP forces.  On June 17, fighting broke out in the streets of Phnom Penh for several 
hours between Ranariddh=s personal security unit and troops under CPP loyalist National Police Chief Hok Lundy, in 
which several people were killed. 

The coup followed less than three weeks later. On July 5 and 6, sections of Phnom Penh were pounded by 
exploding mortars, tank blasts, and automatic weapon fire as forces loyal to Hun Sen seized the airport as well 



as the headquarters and military bases of FUNCINPEC. The national headquarters of the main opposition party, the 
Khmer Nation Party (KNP), was ransacked and looted, as were dozens of businesses, factories, and private homes. In 
Phnom Penh, at least sixty-five people died, and more than 200 were wounded in the two days of fighting.  

The forcible ousting of Prince Ranariddh, whose party won a plurality of seats in the 1993 elections, was 
followed by an apparently systematic campaign of intimidation, torture, and summary executions of at least forty-
one FUNCINPEC members by Hun Sen=s forces. In addition, more than 500 FUNCINPEC soldiers were temporarily confined 
in detention centersCwith at least thirty tortured in custodyCwhile dozens of other FUNCINPEC officers 
disappeared and remain unaccounted for. Dozens of opposition members of parliament, political workers, labor 
union activists, and journalists fled to Thailand, where many regrouped as the Union of Cambodian Democrats. 
Others made accommodations with the CPP or escaped to FUNCINPEC zones in northwestern Cambodia. In a development 
that more than anything else symbolized the resumption of civil war, more than 40,000 Cambodians fled to the Thai 
border to escape factional fighting in northwestern Cambodia that began in July. By the end of the year, 
approximately 400 Cambodians had applied for asylum with the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 
Bangkok. 

After the coup, Hun Sen moved to consolidate his power through action in the courts and the rump National 
Assembly. On August 6, despite the absence of twenty exiled parliamentarians, the National Assembly removed 
Ranariddh=s parliamentary immunity from criminal prosecution and confirmed Hun Sen=s choice for a new first prime 
minister, Foreign Minister Ung Huot, a member of FUNCINPEC. A warrant was subsequently issued for Ranariddh=s 
arrest for allegedly buying and importing illegal weapons in May 1997.  

The constitutionality of installing Ung Huot as a prime minister without removing Ranariddh was questionable 
on several grounds, including the fact that the National Assembly lacked a quorum for its Permanent Committee, 
which sets the body=s agenda, and the National Assembly vice president, who is required to approve the appointment 
of new prime ministers, was in exile in Bangkok.  

In September, the Phnom Penh Municipal Court issued two rulings with possible repercussions for exiled 
opposition leaders. On September 9, Cambodia=s most prominent political prisoner, former KNP security chief Srun 
Vong Vannak, was sentenced to thirteen years in prison for conspiracy to murder Kov Samuth, deputy chief of the 
Criminal Department of the Interior Police, who was the brother-in-law of Hun Sen=s wife. In violation of the 
penal code, Vannak was held for almost a month without access to a lawyer and forced to confess under duress by 
police, according to his defenders. The court=s decision could set the stage for the filing of criminal charges 
against KNP President Sam Rainsy as a co-conspirator in a bid to bar him from running in the 1998 elections.  

In another move to neutralize opposition parties, on September 17 the Municipal Court determined that the Son 
Sann faction of the Buddhist Liberal Democratic Party (BLDP), which sided with Ranariddh, could no longer use the 
BLDP party name or logo. Additional measures to block electoral participation by some exiled politicians are 
contained in a draft electoral law approved by the Council of Ministers and forwarded to the National Assembly in 
October. The law would require candidates to live in Cambodia for at least a year before the election and bar 
convicted criminals from running. 

To further strengthen his hand, Hun Sen proposed a cabinet reshuffle in September to eliminate ministers 
loyal to Ranariddh and replace them with pro-CPP figures from FUNCINPEC and BLDP. However, the National Assembly 
rejected the slate of candidates proposed by Hun Sen in an initial vote conducted on September 16. 

In an effort to get beyond international condemnation for atrocities committed during and after the coup and 
legitimize the new regime, Hun Sen began to focus his public statements on the 1998 elections. As early as July 13, 
he pledged that the media and human rights organizations could continue to operate. In a public relations gesture 
in August, he unveiled an Aanti-crime@ plan to depoliticize the military, root out corruption in the armed forces, 
and bring an end to kidnapping and extortion. The eight-point plan has largely been used to arrest offenders who 
are members of FUNCINPEC, now that they have no protection from political patrons.  

A climate of fear throughout the country after the coup, along with the exodus of opposition leaders and 



journalists, seriously undermined prospects for free and fair elections slated for May 1998. Many in and outside 
Cambodia believed elections should take place only if the government ended its persecution of the opposition, 
brought human rights abusers to justice Cparticularly those responsible for executions during and after the 
coupClifted restrictions on the press, ensured the safe return of exiled politicians, and established a neutral 
electoral administration. 

The problem of impunity continued to plague Cambodia, with police, army, and government officials often 
shielded from conviction for criminal offenses or politically motivated crimes through Article 51 of the Civil 
Service Law, which forbids the prosecution of government employees without prior ministry approval. To date, no 
instance of political violence since the 1993 electionsCaside from the murder of Hun Sen=s wife=s brother-in-law, 
which may not have been politically motivatedChas resulted in a serious government investigation.  

The lack of an independent judiciary also continued to pose a problem. A Supreme Council of Magistracy, 
mandated by Cambodia=s constitution to appoint and discipline judges, was expected to meet for the first time in 
November, but a Constitutional Council that is to provide independent confirmation of legislative compliance with 
the constitution had yet to be established.  

One of the most high-profile events of the year was the July 25 public denunciation of Khmer Rouge leader 
Pol Pot by other Khmer Rouge members, not for genocide or crimes against humanity committed during the 1970s but 
for the execution of Khmer Rouge Defense Minister Son Sen and an attempted purge of other Khmer Rouge leaders 
in June 1997. While the international press referred to the event as a trial, almost all the elements of a trial 
were absent. Many observers believe the eighty-minute proceeding, which sentenced Pol Pot to life imprisonment, 
was a maneuver designed to bestow legitimacy on the rebel faction in its new alliance with FUNCINPEC. 

The status of fundamental freedoms of association, expression, and assemblyCmandated by the Paris Peace 
Accords, Cambodia=s 1993 constitution, and its signing of international human rights treatiesCsuffered a huge 
setback in 1997. Hundreds of Cambodian NGOs, political parties, and labor unions that had sprung up since the U.N. 
peacekeeping mission were forced to close or operate much more cautiously in the climate of intimidation 
following the coup, avoiding direct confrontation with authorities. With so many important opposition leaders in 
exile, the remnants of the parties that remained in Cambodia largely acted as satellites of the CPP. Given the 
current political climate, it was unclear by year=s end whether local rights organizations would be able to 
conduct more than symbolic election monitoring efforts in 1998, or whether the two main NGO coalitions that have 
formedCthe Committee for Free and Fair Elections (COMFREL) and the Coalition for Free and Fair Elections 
(COFFEL)Cwould dissolve or become irrelevant. 

An activist trade union movement sprang up in 1997, with the National Assembly passing a new labor law in 
January 1997 that gave workers the right to form and join independent trade unions, strike, and bargain 
collectively. The law was criticized on several grounds, including the lack of protections for civil servants, who 
constitute 85 to 90 percent of salaried workers in Cambodia. Since the enactment of the Labor Law, the 
government failed not only to implement it in a fair and neutral manner but actively interfered in workers= 
rights to organize and bargain collectively, favoring CPP-affiliated unions over independent unions or those 
linked to the KNP. Following the coup, trade union leaders received threats, and many went into hiding or left the 
country. 

Press freedom was also dealt a blow in 1997. The CPP consolidated its hold over the electronic media during 
the coup, taking control over FUNCINPEC television and radio stations on July 7. Even before the coup, different 
political parties had complained about unequal access to the airwaves. In March 1997, Ranariddh threatened to call 
out tanks against the Ministry of Information, charging that government broadcasters gave preferential radio and 
television coverage to the CPP. The Ministry of Information repeatedly denied applications for broadcasting 
licenses by opposition parties such as the KNP or the Son Sann faction of the BLDP. 

In May 1997, a CPP-affiliated television station in Sihanoukville was attacked by soldiers armed with rocket 
launchers, killing technician Pich Em and wounding several others. Three days later, the co-prime ministers 



instructed government radio and television stations not to broadcast political attacks between the prime 
ministers and their political parties, ostensibly in an effort to de-escalate violence incited by the diatribes aired 
in the media. The ban was not enforced, and CPP party propaganda continued to dominate the state media.  

Print journalists remained largely free to publish what they wanted throughout the year, although that did not 
mean they operated in an environment conducive to freedom of expression. During 1997, at least three journalists 
or media workers were killed: two while covering the March 30 demonstration in front of the National Assembly 
and another in May during the armed attack at the government radio station in Sihanoukville. In addition, several 
editors and journalists received threats or were physically attacked, including the editor of the pro-FUNCINPEC 
newspaper Kumnit Koan Khmer (Thought of Khmer Children), who survived a beating and shooting attack in January by 
assailants in police uniforms. In February, following a pattern of increasingly vitriolic attacks on King Sihanouk 
in the press, several pro-CPP reporters were threatened or attacked, according to the League of Cambodian 
Journalists. In addition, sixteen journalists were injured in the March grenade attack at the National Assembly. In 
October, Thong Uy Pang, the editor of the pro-CPP newspaper, Koh Santepheap, survived a grenade attack on his 
home, which he attributed to high-ranking CPP officials he had accused of corruption. Since 1993, however, none of 
the perpetrators of violent attacks or murders of journalists have been brought to justice. 

As of July 1997, approximately fifty newspapers and magazines were publishing in Cambodia, representing a 
wide spectrum of political affiliations. In the week following the coup, all newspapers not affiliated with the 
CPP suspended publication, and several journalists went into hiding or fled the country. By August, in addition to 
the pro-government press, a number of non-CPP affiliated newspapers had resumed publication, sometimes carrying 
pieces highly critical of Hun Sen. The Ministry of Information reported in August that thirty-two newspapers were 
publishing again in Cambodia, including seven foreign-language publications. 

 In late August, the Ministry of Information ordered a private printing house to stop publishing the opposition 
newspaper Moneakseka Khmer (Khmer Conscience), ostensibly at the request of the paper=s editor, who was in 
Thailand; the ministry said he had not authorized the paper to resume publication. In September, the Interior Ministry 
filed court charges and announced the thirty-day suspension of Prayuth (The Fight) newspaper under Article 12 of 
the Press Law for allegedly damaging Anational security and political stability@ by publishing inflated casualty 
figures from the military offensive in northwestern Cambodia.  In October, the Ministry of Information cancelled a 
public affairs program on television produced by the Khmer Institute for Democracy (KID), a human rights 
organization, charging that KID Director Lao Mong Hay had attacked the government as undemocratic. Also in 
October the Ministry reprimanded the pro-government Chakroval (Universe) newspaper for publishing insulting 
stories about the King, suspended Andarakhum (Intervention) newspaper for twenty-five days for publishing a faked 
photograph implying government troops support for resistance leaders, and shut down the Banteay Srei News on 
the grounds that it lacked a license. 

In the first half of the year Cambodians frequently exercised their right to freedom of assembly, albeit in 
circumstances that were often tense and confrontational.  The KNP organized dozens of mass rallies, with hundreds 
and sometimes thousands of people demonstrating against garment factory owners, the state visit of Burmese 
leader Than Shwe, the lack of an independent judiciary, and illegal logging. In addition, farmers calling for flood 
relief or settlement of land disputes and merchants protesting marketplace rent hikes staged more spontaneous 
rallies in front of the National Assembly or the Royal Palace, and newly formed labor unions not affiliated with 
the KNP organized spirited marches, rallies, and demonstrations as well. 

Most of the Sam Rainsy-led demonstrations were carried out under the constant threat of violence or 
provocation by extremely large numbers of police in attendance. In January, police used a water cannon in one 
instance, and electric shock batons in several other demonstrations, to disperse garment worker marches and 
rallies. Police forcibly dispersed another rally in January at the Tack Fat garment factory, beating up several 
protesters and shooting at the tires of Sam Rainsy=s car as he attempted to leave the area. 

The deadly March 30 grenade attack against an authorized demonstration led by Sam Rainsy was a clear 



violation of freedom of assembly. An FBI investigation into the grenade attack, conducted because an American was 
injured, reportedly implicated the bodyguard unit of Hun Sen, although the report itself has not been made public. 
After the March grenade attack, Ministry of Interior officials said that they would most likely reject all requests 
for public demonstrations on a case-by-case basis for the time being, although the ministry never issued a 
written policy to that effect. A significant exception was made to the ministry=s unwritten policy on August 3, 
when Buddhist monks and nuns led more than 1,000 people on a march through the streets of Phnom Penh to call 
for peace and nonviolent conflict resolution. 

Cambodia increasingly served as an illegal transshipment point in 1997 for the smuggling of illicit drugs, 
timber, and women and children for prostitution, with high-level dealers and mafia-like businessmen operating 
under the protection of well-placed political patrons. Cambodian business tycoon Teng Boonma, president of the 
Cambodian Chamber of Commerce, was blacklisted by the United States from obtaining a U.S. visa because of alleged 
involvement in narcotics trafficking. After the coup, Boonma admitted providing U.S. $1 million to Hun Sen to 
abate widespread looting by paying marauding soldiers to return to their barracks. Boonma also told the Phnom 
Penh Post that he had contributed $50,000 each to three parliamentariansCUng Phan, Toan Chay, and Doung 
KhemCwho shifted their allegiance from Ranariddh to Hun Sen in April 1997. 

Cambodia=s co-prime ministers and the armed forces presided over the illegal exploitation of the country=s 
forests, resulting in severe social, ecological, and environmental consequences. Because of their connections to 
the prime ministers or high-ranking military officials, logging companies frequently carried out their activities 
with impunity. Protests by local people about illegal logging, as well as efforts by local officials to supervise 
or control logging in forested areas, frequently met serious intimidation, armed opposition, and even murder by 
soldiers or security forces attached to logging companies. In April 1997, a Siem Reap provincial forestry official 
was murdered by soldiers when he tried to stop logging trucks from passing a checkpoint.  
Illegal loggers also used landmines to block police, forestry officials, and local people from entering logging 
areas. 

Journalists who covered illegal logging activities risked their personal safety, as reporters had been 
threatened or murdered in the past for investigating the issue. After the English-language Cambodia Daily 
newspaper published an article in March linking the giant Malaysian logging company, Samling/SL International, 
to illegal logging, Samling filed a criminal defamation suit against the paper. The Cambodian courts said no 
criminal defamation was involved and reduced the case to civil status.  As of November, no decision had been 
reached.  

 
The Right to Monitor 

In the wake of the March grenade attack and July coup, most of the indigenous human rights organizations scaled 
back high-profile activities such as monitoring and investigating human rights abuses out of fear of reprisals 
from the government. After the coup, a number of Cambodian human rights organizations began to consider the need 
to re-structure their activities out of concern for the safety of their staff and clients. Possible scenarios 
included dissolving the large human rights organizations and helping to form smaller local NGOs focusing on 
development work or less controversial issues such as children=s rights. Another possibility under consideration by 
at least one group was to form a new human rights organization located in a neighboring country, monitoring the 
situation from there. Human rights education and training programs by Cambodian NGOs continued largely unfettered. 

With most of the domestic opposition in hiding, exile, or practicing self-censorship, the United Nations Center 
for Human Rights (UNCHR) in Phnom Penh emerged as the only body that could effectively monitor and deter human 
rights violations without serious reprisals. In the face of human rights criticism about executions and torture 
during the coup, Hun Sen demanded an apology from the UNCHR and the replacement of its staff, accusing the UNCHR 
of falsely reporting executions and convincing dozens of members of the National Assembly to flee unnecessarily. 
He also announced plans to establish his own human rights committee to monitor abuses.  



UNCHR staff encountered official resistance while attempting to carry out investigations after the coup, 
despite Hun Sen=s appointment of a special advisor to maintain contact with the center. Initial UNCHR requests for 
access to some detention sites in July were denied, and in August an AK47 was fired over the heads of 
investigators at a grave site. In another instance, UNCHR investigators in the field heard radio traffic from 
government soldiers debating whether to kill them or not. The U.N.=s decision in September not to fill Cambodia=s 
seat at the General Assembly heightened tensions further between Hun Sen and U.N. agencies in Phnom Penh. 
Balancing out Hun Sen=s animosity towards UNCHR, on August 29 King Sihanouk cited staff from UNCHR and Amnesty 
International for exceptional service to the country. 

Since the coup, international and regional human rights organizations such as Forum Asia, Human Rights Watch, 
and Amnesty International have sent fact-finding missions to Cambodia and/or Thailand, where many of the self-
exiled parliamentarians were initially based.  
 

The Role of  

the International Community  
Donors from the major industrialized countries and the World Bank poured aid into Cambodia until July, when 
virtually all international programs were placed under review.  Member countries of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN), usually reluctant to criticize their neighbors, took a strong public stance against the 
coup by postponing admission of Cambodia into ASEAN.  Several countries with embassies in Phnom Penh, the U.S. 
and Australia among them, were criticized for failing to offer meaningful support during and immediately  
after the coup to opposition members in danger. 
 
United Nations 
U.N. Special Representative for Human Rights in Cambodia Thomas Hammarberg made several visits to Cambodia in 1997. 
After a visit in March, he raised concerns about the poor functioning of the judicial system and the government=s 
inaction on confidential UNCHR reports about violence against journalists and torture committed by the military. He 
also addressed the issue of impunity, referring in particular to Acrimes against humanity@ committed by the Khmer 
Rouge from 1975 through 1979 and calling for the establishment of a Atruth commission@ to conduct a full 
investigation into their activities. In July, Hammarberg was quick to denounce Hun Sen=s military takeover as a 
Aviolent coup d=étatYwhich has displaced the lawfully elected government of Cambodia.@ In September, Hammarberg 
met with Second Prime Minister Hun Sen to discuss a report prepared by UNCHR on more than forty cases of 
extrajudicial executions and torture. Hammarberg called for an impartial investigation into violence surrounding 
the coup and for the government to reveal the location of all detention centers, prisons, and cremation sites. 

On September 19, the U.N. Credentials Committee decided not to fill Cambodia=s seat at the fifty-second session 
of the General Assembly. 
    
Europe 
On November 7, 1996, the European Commission (EC) signed the first formal agreement with Phnom Penh designed to 
aid in Cambodia=s reconstruction after more than twenty-five years of conflict.  The agreement included assistance 
for refugees, education, rural development, human resources, environment, mine clearance, and human rights. A 
Joint Declaration annexed to the agreement stipulated that it could be suspended in the event of serious human 
rights violations. 

In January, the EC approved a humanitarian aid package worth ECU 1.5 million to be distributed by the European 
Community Humanitarian Office (ECHO), which would enable nongovernmental organizations to carry out a six-month 
program focusing on heath and de-mining. 

Following the March 30 grenade attack at a KNP rally, the European Parliament adopted a resolution in 
emergency debate, urging the EC to remind Cambodia of the importance of the human rights clause in the November 



cooperation agreement.  The resolution welcomed the establishment of an independent committee of inquiry and 
insisted that Cambodian authorities identify those responsible for attacks on political parties and bring them to 
justice. 

At the same time, the Council of Ministers, the decision-making body of the E.U., prepared to formally sign the 
November agreement.  The council=s signature would mean that the agreement would then have to be ratified by the 
European Parliament and the Cambodian National Assembly.  In mid-June, the European Parliament Committee on 
Development and Cooperation adopted a report recommending approval of the cooperation agreement, despite its 
rejection by the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security, and Defense Policy because of continuing widespread 
corruption and deforestation in Cambodia. The development committee argued that the agreement=s solid human rights 
clause might help consolidate democracy.  The report was put before the plenary on October 1 and 2 and was 
returned to the development committee so that fundamental conditions on aid could be drafted in light of the July 
coup. 

With close to two-thirds of Cambodia=s national budget of U.S.$792 million derived from foreign aid, the 
potential leverage of international donors is considerable. At the Second Consultative Group (CG) meeting of 
donors in Paris, convened on July 1 and 2, 1997, international donors pledged U.S.$450 million to Cambodia. But the 
coup, three days after the CG meeting, led several countries to suspend financial and technical aid. The most 
unequivocal response came from Germany, which suspended all aid. 
    
United States    
The United States suspended all aid for thirty days following the coup, followed in August by suspension of all 
but humanitarian aid and aid given through nongovernmental groups, cutting its funding by two-thirds. The U.S. 
embassy in Phnom Penh was criticized, however, for refusing sanctuary and providing minimal assistance to 
Cambodians facing political persecution during and after the coup. The U.S. also avoided calling the CPP takeover a 
coup so as not to trigger sanctions that by law must be imposed when a democratically elected government is 
overthrown. In September, however, the United States played a crucial role in the U.N. Credentials Committee=s 
decision to delay filling the Cambodia seat at the General Assembly.  

The position of Cambodian asylum seekers in Bangkok was complicated by international bureaucratic 
obstructions. The U.S. embassy did not offer emergency visas to Cambodians who feared for their safety, telling 
them instead to request political asylum from the embassy in Bangkok. An August 2 statement by the State 
Department announced that the U.S. government would consider cases of Cambodian asylum seekers that the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) determined to be refugees in need of third-country resettlement, 
but because the Thai government refused to acknowledge anyone as a refugee, only allowing the designation 
Apersons of concern to UNHCR,@ that avenue appeared to be blocked. 
 
Asia 
Following the coup, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) made an unprecedented decision to 
postpone Cambodia=s membership in the body, originally slated to take place in late July, and tried unsuccessfully 
to mediate the conflict. After an August 11 meeting of ASEAN foreign ministers, the grouping avoided taking a 
stand on the legitimacy of Ung Huot=s appointment as first prime minister by announcing that it Arecognized 
states not governments.@ 

Australia suspended its military aid to Cambodia on July 15 but continued its general humanitarian aid program. 
Ambassador Tony Kevin was quoted in a leaked cable after the coup as calling Hun Sen a Ademocrat at heart@ and 
was quietly supportive of Ung Huot, who holds dual Australian-Cambodian citizenship. 
  Japan, Cambodia=s largest aid donor, while not officially suspending or terminating aid, halted its programs 
temporarily, following the lead of other donors and out of concern for the safety of its aid workers. But on July 
26, despite having previously stated four conditions for resuming aidCincluding assurances of Afundamental human 



rights and political freedom@Cthe Japanese Foreign Ministry announced resumption of aid to Cambodia.  On 
October 16, Japanese Foreign Minister Keizo Obuchi reportedly told senior Cambodian officials that Ranariddh should 
be allowed to return to Cambodia to participate in the 1998 elections. China, on the other hand, gave its full 
support to Hun Sen.  

As of August 4, the Thai embassy in CambodiaCunder pressure from Hun SenCstopped issuing visas for 
Cambodians to travel to Thailand. 
 
World Bank 
On September 23, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund announced an indefinite suspension of their 
aid programs to Cambodia. The IMF stated that it was freezing Cambodia=s U.S.$120 million, three-year loan because 
of concerns about corruption and logging. The World Bank, which has provided approximately U.S.$85 million to 
Cambodia since 1994, announced that it would not renew its funding support to Cambodia until the IMF resumed its 
programs. 
    
Relevant Human Rights Watch reports: 
Cambodia Aftermath of the Coup, 8/97 
Deterioration of Human Rights in  
Cambodia, 12/96 
 
 

CHINA  

AND TIBET 

 
Despite China=s ongoing violations of human rights, the international community with few exceptions continued to 
let itself be intimidated into silence by threats of commercial sanctions. It expressed more concern during the 
year over the prospect of the erosion of civil liberties in Hong Kong than over the virtual elimination of the 
dissident movement on the mainland. The release of Wei Jingsheng, China's best-known prisoner, in November, 
shortly after the U.S.-China summit, was a victory for international pressure, particularly for the Clinton 
administration and concerned individuals and organizations around the world who had worked on Wei's behalf. But, 
one man's release, however significant, changed little in terms of the overall human rights situation. Thousands of 
political prisoners remained behind bars, and prison conditions continued to be poor with consistent reports of 
torture and denial of medical care.  AUnauthorized@ religious congregations were subjected to a widening 
government campaign aimed at forcing them to register with state-sanctioned religious bodies or face dissolution. 
Suspected supporters of nationalist movements in Tibet, Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia were subjected to 
increasingly severe policies of surveillance, harassment and persecution. In Xinjiang, where the level of political 
violence was high, the crackdown extended well beyond those directly engaged in violent acts. Much-heralded 
legal reforms had little impact on those detained for peaceful expression of their beliefs. Assaults on freedom of 
expression, through print and electronic media, continued. In view of this pattern of abuse, the failure of some of 
China=s key trading partners to make a credible effort to censure China at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights was 
particularly striking. 

 

Human Rights Developments 
Chinese authorities continued to hold dissidents and other activists in incommunicado detention before trial and 
then to sentence them harshly. The release of Wei Jingsheng was therefore not an indication of an increased 
tolerance for dissent. In December 1996, Ngawang Choephel, a thirty-five-year-old U.S.-based Tibetan 
ethnomusicologist, was sentenced to eighteen years in prison by a Lhasa court for alleged Aespionage@ in 



connection with research he had been carrying out in Tibet.  Around the same time, Li Hai, a former philosophy 
student from Beijing University who had been detained incommunicado since May 1995, was sentenced to nine years 
in prison on state secrets-related charges for compiling a list of names and other details of Beijing residents 
still in prison in connection with the 1989 prodemocracy movement. Also in December, Wang Ming, a longtime 
Sichuan-based activist and former editor of several unofficial journals from the 1978-81 Democracy Wall movement, 
was sentenced without trial to three years= Areeducation through labor@ for writing and distributing a document 
titled AA Manifesto for Citizens= Freedom of Speech.@ Hu Kesi, an editor of the Hong Kong magazine Pacific Economy 
who had been secretly detained the previous March, received a similar administrative sentence in connection with 
unspecified alleged dissident activities in Shanghai. Chen Longde, a veteran dissident from Hangzhou also serving a 
three-year labor reeducation term, was sent back to his cell after receiving only cursory medical treatment for 
serious injuries sustained when he leapt from a three-story prison building to escape persistent torture. 

In January, five prominent dissidents from Guiyang, detained since mid-1995 for advocating democratic reform, 
were tried and sentenced for alleged Asubversive activities.@ Chen Xi, leader of the group and a lecturer at 
Guizhou Jinzhu University, received a ten-year prison term. The other men received sentences ranging from two to 
five years. 

The defeat in April of an effort at the Geneva-based U.N. Human Rights Commission to censure China for human 
rights violations was soon followed by reports of serious ill-treatment of detained political dissidents. That 
month, Yao Zhenxian began a hunger strike at Dafeng Labor Reeducation Camp to protest the frequent beatings, 
deprivation of family visiting rights, and confiscation of correspondence that both he and his brother had endured 
since their joint detention in April 1996.  His brother, Yao Zhenxiang, is a Shanghai dissident who had fled to 
France in 1994 and then returned to China in 1996 after receiving official reassurances for his safety. 

In May, labor rights activist Liu Nianchun, serving a three-year labor reeducation term in Shuanghe Labor 
Reform Camp in the far northeast of the country, also staged a hunger strike in protest against the authorities= 
unlawful extension of his own prison term and those of two other Beijing dissidents, fellow labor rights activist 
Zhou Guoqiang and a Christian activist named Gao Feng.  The sentence extensions (288 extra days for Zhou, and 216 
days each for Liu and Gao) were ordered by the prison governor because the dissidents had continued to refuse to 
write confessions since the time of their initial sentencing hearings. As punishment for carrying out the hunger 
strike, Liu was subsequently subjected to beatings with electric shock batons, denied water for an extended 
period, and placed in solitary confinement. As of September, he was reported to be suffering from a blocked 
intestine, swollen lymph nodes and extensive mouth ulcers but had received no medical treatment. Similarly, Zhou 
Guoqiang, whose original three-year jail term was earlier extended by one year after he made a failed escape 
attempt, was said to be receiving no treatment for his prison-contracted tuberculosis. 

 Wang Guoqi, an independent labor activist serving an eleven-year sentence in Beijing, was denied all family 
visits during 1997 on the grounds that he had Afailed to memorize the prison rules.@  

The medical condition of several other prominent Chinese political prisoners also deteriorated during the year. 
Gao Yu, a woman journalist serving a six-year sentence for allegedly Aleaking state secrets@ in articles written 
for the Hong Kong press, was denied release on medical bail despite suffering from a deteriorating heart 
condition, repeated loss of consciousness, and skin disease. (In May, when Gao was awarded the UNESCO World Press 
Freedom Prize, the Chinese government threatened to withdraw in protest.) 

 Wang Dan, the principal student leader of the 1989 prodemocracy movement serving an eleven-year sentence 
for continuing to speak out against the government=s human rights record, was reported to be suffering from an 
enlarged prostate gland, a stomach disorder, and persistent headaches and dizziness. Despite repeated requests 
from his family and several governments, Chinese authorities as of October were still refusing to release him on 
medical parole. 

In June, a Shenzhen court finally announced the verdicts in the cases of two young labor rights activists 
charged with Aconspiracy to subvert the government@ who had been detained since May 1994 and brought to trial 



only in November 1996. Li Wenming, a journalist from Hunan, and Guo Baosheng, a former philosophy student from 
Beijing University, both received prison terms of three and a half yearsCa relatively light punishment. 

At the same time, attempts during the year by jailed Chinese dissidents, including Liu Nianchun, Zhou Guoqiang, 
Bao Ge, the Yao brothers, Liu Xiaobo and others, to appeal their punishments or pursue lawsuits protesting ill-
treatment in prison through domestic legal channels were rejected by the courts. In the case of several 
Shanghai-based dissidents, the local court even claimed it had no jurisdiction in the matter since the sentences 
in question had been imposed by the police.  

In March and August, the security authorities placed veteran dissident Ren Wanding, released from jail in June 
1996 after completing a seven-year sentence, under close house arrest throughout the respective visits to Beijing 
of U.S. Vice-President Al Gore and U.S. National Security Adviser Sandy Berger. 

Despite the inhospitable climate, political dissent continued to surface. On the eighth anniversary of the 
Tiananmen Square crackdown, Shen Liangqing, a state prosecutor-turned-dissident from Anhui province and a 
former political prisoner, sent a petition to the National People=s Congress (NPC) demanding an official 
reassessment of the 1989 crackdown, the release of all political prisoners, and permission for the return to China 
of exiled prodemocracy activists.  Two months later, the government responded by ordering Shen to evacuate his 
private residence and surrender it to the local authorities. The following month, Shen was taken into police 
detention after he signed a letter expressing solidarity with demonstrating workers in Mianyang, Sichuan province 
(see below); as of October he was still being held incommunicado.  

In August, prior to the landmark Fifteenth Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, the veteran Wuhan 
dissident Qin Yongmin issued an open petition to President Jiang calling for wide-ranging democratic reforms.  
In September, Lin Mu issued a public appeal to senior delegates to the congress urging them to introduce freedom 
of the press, publication and speech, a reversal of the official verdict on the June 1989 protests, and an end to 
one-party rule in China. A few days later, another dissident, Lin Xingshu, sent an open letter to congress 
delegates raising similar demands and stressing that the congress should serve as a platform for the public 
debate of urgent social issues. And when the former detainee Bao Ge petitioned the congress to show its 
opposition to Adespotism and the cult of personality@ by cremating the mummified corpse of Mao Zedong, his 
telephone line was cut off, and he was placed under intense police surveillance. Around the same time, supporters 
of ousted former party chief Zhao Ziyang issued an unprecedented appeal to government leaders calling for 
Zhao=s release from eight years of house arrest ahead of the forthcoming congress. In the event, the congress 
made no discernible progress towards the introduction of democratic political reform. 

Several dissidents and others jailed for exercising their rights to freedom of expression and association were 
freed during the year, mostly after having completed their prison terms in full. One of the most notable early 
releases was that of Xi Yang, a journalist on Hong Kong=s Ming Pao newspaper who had been sentenced to twelve 
years of imprisonment in March 1994 for allegedly leaking state secrets in articles about the Chinese economy. His 
release in late January was an apparent gesture to Hong Kong public opinion in advance of the former British 
colony=s return to Chinese sovereignty. 

The releases in May of labor activists Tang Yuanjuan and Li Wei were also noteworthy. In a significant 
departure from previous judicial practice, the court authorities quashed one of the two principal counts 
(Aorganizing a counterrevolutionary group@) on which the men had originally been convicted; the other main charge 
(Acounterrevolutionary propaganda and incitement@) was upheld, but the surprise move paved the way for the two 
dissidents= release from prison in July. 

The year brought news of two unannounced releases that had occurred several years ago.  Ding Junze, a fifty-
five-year-old former lecturer in philosophy at Shanxi University, who had been serving a twelve-year prison term 
for his involvement in the 1989 prodemocracy movement, was released on medical parole in 1994. Suffering from high 
blood pressure, heart disease and arteriosclerosis, he reportedly had been close to death on several occasions over 
the past few years.  Chen Zhixiang, a former teacher at the Guangzhou Maritime Transport Academy who had been 



sentenced to ten years in prison in 1990 for writing Areactionary@ speeches and around the time of the June 1989 
crackdown, was also released, apparently in 1996.  

Dissidents freed from untried detention after completing their administrative sentences of labor reeducation 
in full included Zhang Lin, a labor-rights activist; Tong Yi, Wei Jingsheng=s former secretary, who had suffered 
numerous harsh beatings at the hands of fellow prisoners during her incarceration in Wuhan; and Bao Ge, a founder 
of the unofficial Shanghai-based Association for Human Rights and a longtime campaigner for Japanese war 
reparations to China. Both described punishingly long hours of work in prison. 

In August, Bao Tong, former chief aide to ousted party leader Zhao Ziyang, was finally released from de facto 
detention in a government compound in western Beijing to which he had been consigned immediately after his 
completion in May 1996 of a seven-year prison term imposed for his alleged role in the 1989 protests; Bao=s 
freedom was made conditional upon his family agreeing to evacuate their government-supplied residence in central 
Beijing and relocate to a closely monitored apartment in the far western suburbs of the city. 

In several reported cases, the authorities denied Chinese citizens the right to return to their own country, in 
violation of Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  The government appeared to have expanded an 
internal blacklist of overseas-based Chinese activists officially barred from reentering China. In April, Han 
Xiaorong, wife of exiled dissident Liu Qing, was refused permission by mainland immigration officials to enter China 
from Hong Kong. The following month, Hou Xiaotian, the wife of U.S.-based dissident Wang Juntao, was also denied 
entry to China from Hong Kong.  Dissidents who did succeed in reentering China were subjected to various forms of 
harassment. The U.S.-based poet Bei Ling endured surveillance, detention and interrogation by the police;  Liu 
Hongbin, a London-based poet, was expelled. In addition, numerous prodemocracy activists and politicians in Hong 
Kong, including leading members of the Democratic Party, continued to be denied permission to enter mainland 
China for any purpose. 

A series of major protests by workers and other disaffected urban residents occurred during the year in a 
number of Chinese cities. The root cause appeared to be layoffs at state-owned enterprises that have left an 
estimated 25 percent of the urban industrial workforce (or roughly thirty million people) actually or effectively 
unemployed, compounded by the influx of as many as 130 million migrants from the countryside and the lack of a 
social security or welfare system. 

In May, the official Workers Daily newspaper reported that Ain theory@ the urban unemployment rate stood at 
24 percent, although the official unemployment rate in the cities was said to be in single digits. In October 1996, 
when the magazine Chinese Writers tried to publish its own unemployment figures, the magazine was promptly 
closed down by the authorities, and 100,000 copies of the issue were reportedly destroyed. According to several 
reports, internal decrees issued during 1997 ordered a media blackout on incidents of unauthorized labor unrest and 
reiterated a government ban on the formation of unofficial trade unions.  

The most serious of large-scale worker demonstrations erupted in the first half of the year in a number of 
cities in Sichuan. Other provinces experienced similar unrest. In March, in Nanchong, more than 20,000 workers 
from the city=s largest silk factory took the factory manager hostage, paraded him through the streets, and 
besieged the city government hall for thirty hours until local leaders pledged that the workers would be paid. 
Four of the demonstrating workers were detained, one of whom was reportedly released. Several weeks later, a 
large pipe bomb was exploded in the city hall by someone believed to be an unemployed worker. (The same month, 
unemployed workers were officially blamed for setting off bombs on two buses in central Beijing, injuring around 
a dozen people.)  

In July, upwards of 4,000 workers from three bankrupt textile plants in the city of Mianyang, Sichuan, staged 
a demonstration outside the city government office, demanding jobs. When city officials refused to meet with the 
workers, the protests became more heated and the government sent in People=s Armed Police officers to break up 
the gathering. Several dozen demonstrators were reportedly injured in the ensuing confrontation, and a similar 
number of arrests were made. The following month, in the Sichuan city of Dujiangyan, a crowd of several hundred 



demonstrators, comprising both unemployed workers and  retired elderly people who had not received their 
pensions or were demanding overdue cost-of-living increases, staged a sit-in protest outside the government 
offices for several days. Meanwhile, Li Bifeng, a former tax officer who had faxed reports about the protests to 
overseas human rights groups and sent appeals to the central authorities in Beijing, went into hiding in late July 
after learning that the security authorities were searching for him. Li=s girlfriend, Zhang Jian, and two of his 
other friends were detained and interrogated several times by the police in an attempt to ascertain his 
whereabouts.  Zhang was released after three days. 

In May, when laid-off workers from the Zhongyuan Oilfield in Henan province reportedly organized an 
unofficial union and sent delegates to Beijing to plead their case, the delegates disappeared and were feared to 
have been arrested, with no further word on their fate. 

Freedom of expression and association remained tightly constrained. In January, the Ministry of Civil Affairs 
imposed an indefinite nationwide moratorium on the creation or registering of any new Asocial bodies,@ a broad and 
inclusive category encompassing all non-governmental organizations as well as academic societies, business 
associations and social pressure groups. 

The government devoted particular attention to controlling organized religious activities.  Local officials 
redoubled their efforts to implement regulations issued by the government in 1994 requiring all Aunofficial@ 
Christian, Muslim, Daoist, Buddhist, and other religious congregations to register with the Religious Affairs Bureau 
or face dissolution. In December 1996, some eighty members of the underground Catholic church near Linchuan city in 
Jiangxi province were reportedly detained, beaten and fined by the police, apparently in an attempt to dissuade 
them from carrying out plans to hold a large outdoor mass at Christmas. Around the same time, CCP officials in 
Jiangxi reportedly issued an internal directive on registering such persons and forcing them to write letters 
denying their faith and pledging to join the official church. Similarly, an internal document issued by the 
authorities in Zhejiang province=s Tongxiang municipality in February 1997 outlined a three-stage Aspecial 
campaign@ against all unauthorized religious activities by local Christians, including Catholics. A new requirement 
that all religious groups and organizations undergo annual government inspections was instituted during the year. 

In March, eight public security officers conducted a night-time raid at the home of Bishop Joseph Fan 
Zhongliang, leader of the city=s underground Catholic diocese, and confiscated Bibles, medals, rosaries and cash 
amounting to 20,000 yuan (around U.S. $2,500); no receipt was issued, and the goods and money were subsequently 
not returned. The following month, police ransacked the home of another local underground Catholic priest, Rev. 
Zen Caijun, and seized religious articles, cash, a telephone and a video-recorder. 

In April, eight Protestant house-church leaders, including Peter Xu Yongze, leader of the Zhengzhou-based 
ABorn Again@ evangelical group, were detained by police in Henan province after a meeting.  On September 25, 
the Zhengzhou Intermediate Court reportedly sentenced Xu to a ten-year term for Adisturbing public order.@ The 
sentence is believed to be the longest meted out to a religious dissident since 1983. 

 In November 1996, a peasant named Jiang Fenglan and other prominent members of a Sichuan-based chapter of 
the Asia-wide sect devoted to the worship of a charismatic woman known as the AQinghai Master@ were arrested; 
by the end of the year, there had been no further word on the detained sectarians. 

Freedom of expression suffered further assaults. New government press regulations introduced in February 
stipulated that publishing houses were forbidden to publish anything that opposed China=s constitution, revealed 
Astate secrets,@  Aharmed national security,@ or jeopardized Asocialist public morality or the people=s fine 
cultural traditions.@ New controls on the Internet were introduced in June, requiring all Internet service 
providers to apply for licenses from the authorities and provide data on the scope and nature of their activities. 
Meanwhile, dozens of World Wide Web sites that had been proscribed and electronically blocked by the government 
in 1996, including those of overseas-based dissident groups and human rights organizations, remained inaccessible 
to the country=s estimated several hundred thousand Internet users.  Also in June, academics in Beijing were 
ordered to inform the police in advance if they planned to hold conferences attended by more than twenty 



participants, in or out of the capital, and scholars wishing to engage in exchange programs or joint activities 
with foreign and Taiwanese institutions were required to secure prior permission from the Ministry of State 
Security, the Ministry of Public Security and the State Education Commission, in addition to that from their college 
party committees.  

Censorship of books continued, the most notable being Wrath of Heaven, a novel by Chen Fang that was a thinly 
disguised fictionalized account of the saga of disgraced former mayor of Beijing, Chen Xitong, charged with 
corruption. 

The human rights picture in Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang and Tibet remained bleak. On February 5 and 6, the city of 
Yining in northwestern Xinjiang was shaken by large-scale riots after local people tried to prevent police 
from arresting an ethnic Uighur.  Uighurs, a predominantly Muslim people, form the core of several separatist 
movements in Xinjiang. The authorities responded by sending in armed police to quell the protests. According to 
official reports, ten people were killed, 198 injured, and about 500 were arrested. (Exiled Uighur opposition 
sources claimed far higher figures.) On the afternoon of February 25, at least three homemade bombs exploded on 
crowded public buses in the regional capital of Urumqi, killing nine people. The Chinese authorities later blamed 
these incidents on Aoutside instigation@ by foreign radical Muslim groups, in particular by the Pakistan-based 
ATableeghi Jamaat@ sect.  An underlying factor, however, was rising tension over dominance by Han Chinese of what 
was formerly a Uighur majority region, home in 1944 to the short-lived Republic of East Turkestan.  The collapse of 
Communism in Eastern Europe and the subsequent emergence of the independent republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan gave considerable impetus to pro-independence sentiment in Xinjiang. 

Few details have come to light regarding the many Uighurs reportedly arrested in the crackdown that followed 
the incidents described above. Those known include: Abudu Heilili, twenty-nine, reportedly the Aringleader@ of the 
Yining riots; Abu Khair and Abdu Medchit, both said to be students and around twenty-five years old; and Abdukhalil 
Abdulmedchit, whom Uighur exiles claimed had swiftly been executed by the authorities.  In late March, the Urumqi 
People=s Procuratorate announced that nine people had been arrested in connection with the incidents, including 
one ethnic Han and eight Uighurs, and the group included people who had allegedly sold and supplied weapons and 
explosives to the separatist groups concerned. Reuters news agency reported that three men were executed in 
April and twenty-seven others had been sentenced to prison terms ranging from seven years to life, and that 
another eight were executed in May in connection with the Urumqi bus bombings. 

In response to the unrest, the government carried out a major purge of local officials and targeted 
Aunderground@ Muslim religious activities, including banning the construction or renovation of 133 mosques. 
Altogether forty-four Acore participants in illegal religious activities@ were arrested in the Yili region. In 
addition, more than one hundred Aillegal classes@ teaching the Koran were broken up by security authorities, five 
school principals were sacked and numerous teachers threatened with dismissal for allegedly stirring up 
separatist sentiment. 
 

In Inner Mongolia, two Inner Mongolian activists, Hada and Tegexi, were sentenced to fifteen and ten years of 
imprisonment respectively for helping to form the pro-autonomy Southern Mongolian Democratic Alliance. 

In Tibet, a government-orchestrated campaign against the Dalai Lama continued throughout the year. In mid-
April 1997, the party school in Tibet announced a meeting had been held to Aexpose the crimes@ of the Tibetan 
leader.  A ban on possession and sale of photographs of the Dalai Lama continued to be in force. 

 The campaign included a reeducation program for monks and nuns.  Beginning in 1996 at Tibet=s three most 
famous monasteries, Sera, Drepung, and Ganden, it had reached some fifty monasteries and nunneries by June and 
over 900 by September. Monks were supposed to denounce the Dalai Lama, accept that Tibet had been a part of 
China for centuries, and acknowledge the legitimacy of the Chinese government=s selection of the new Panchen 
Lama, or resign.  

Monks who refused to cooperate with reeducation officials faced punishment. In Gongkar county, Jampel Tendar, 



a twenty-year-old from Choede monastery, was arrested during the year after several monks refused to denounce 
the Dalai Lama in writing. In Nyemo county monks were locked in their rooms for at least three weeks for their 
intransigence, and in Tsethang county, Tandruk Samdrubling monks walked out en masse on June 18 after 
reeducation began. Refusing to comply with instructions to denounce the Dalai Lama, they opted to close the 
monastery and go home. At Terdrom nunnery in the Drigung area, some fifty miles northeast of Lhasa, over half the 
240 residents nuns were expelled after reeducation ended in December 1996. 

The issue of the Panchen Lama (see World Report 1997) remained unresolved. The Chinese government finally 
acknowledged that Chadrel Rinpoche, the abbot who had headed the committee to select the child later 
acknowledged by the Dalai Lama to be the reincarnation of the tenth Panchen Lama, had been sentenced on April 
21, 1997 to a six-year term and three years= subsequent deprivation of political rights. He was charged with 
Aconspiring to split the country,@ Acolluding with separatist forces abroad,@ Aseriously jeopardizing the national 
unification and unity of ethnic groups,@ and Aleaking state secrets.@  Authorities did not disclose his whereabouts, 
and his trial was closed because Astate secrets@ were involved.  It was not until September 9, 1997 
that Human Rights in China reported that Chadrel Rinpoche was being held under horrendous conditions in a secret 
compound in Chuangdong No. 3 Prison, Dazu county, Sichuan province. Located behind an isolated Astrict observation 
brigade,@ as the special section which houses recalcitrant prisoners is called, it is forbidden to all but three 
people, two commissars who report directly to the Ministry of Justice and a prisoner who acts as a guard and a 
cook. Chadrel Rinpoche was reportedly taken there shortly after sentencing. He is reported to be denied all 
outside contacts and to be restricted to his cell. 

The child selected as the Panchen Lama, Gendun Choekyi Nyima, now eight years old, remains in state custody in 
an undisclosed location. 

 A comprehensive revision of the 1979 Criminal Law had little immediate impact on the human rights situation. 
Counterrevolutionary offenses abolished by the NPC in March were merely replaced by a new, largely identical set 
of offenses called Acrimes of endangering state security.@ The changes opened the way for virtually any type of 
dissident activity to be judicially branded as criminal and those responsible sentenced to terms of up to life 
imprisonment. Nor would the reforms result in any kind of review of the cases of more than 2,000 sentenced 
Acounterrevolutionaries@ still officially said to be held behind bars in China. 

The implementation in January of a revised Criminal Procedure Law (CPL), enacted by the NPC at its previous 
session in March 1996, somewhat strengthened the rights of suspects on paper but brought little in the way of 
enhanced legal safeguards for the rights of detained dissidents. Announcements by the government during the year 
that it planned to maintain the country=s system of Areeducation through labor@ ended hopes for an end to the use 
of such arbitrary forms of detention in China.  

In July, the Ministry of Public Security called for teams of inspectors to be set up at all levels of China=s 
police force to investigate the endemic problem of torture and ill-treatment in the country=s prison and 
detention facilities.  

The nationwide anti-crime campaign known as AStrike Hard@ resulted in the highest number of judicial 
executions (more than 4,000) and suspended death sentences since the first such campaign in 1983. 

 The government=s chief response to continuing foreign criticism of the conditions in state orphanages was 
to continue to restrict access for foreign volunteers and aid agencies. It also announced that rather than 
allocating any additional state funds toward the upkeep of these institutions, it would seek to raise money from 
the public through a state-sponsored charitable lottery.  

Virtually the only bright spot on China=s human rights front were the release of Wei Jinsheng and its signing 
of  the U.N. International Covenant on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights in October. The undertaking did not 
include any pledge to ratify the covenant, however, thus relieving the Chinese government of becoming legally 
bound by its provisions. 
 



The Right to Monitor 
No independent human rights advocacy organizations were allowed to operate in China or Tibet.  In September, China 
prevented two nongovernmental organizations highly critical of its human rights record, Human Rights in China and 
the Hong Kong Human Rights Monitor, from attending the annual meeting of the World Bank in Hong Kong by 
denying them accreditation on the grounds that their work was not relevant. 

The emergence of quasi-nongovernmental organizations on the mainland, some of them dealing with women=s 
rights and community empowerment, continued, although such groups were subject to strict surveillance. They did 
not monitor human rights abuses by the government.        

A meeting between the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and Chinese officials took place in May, 
resuming long-stalled negotiations over access to Chinese prisons, although China continued to maintain that it 
could not accept the ICRC=s conditions for such access.  
 

The Role of  

the International Community 
China escaped serious international pressure on its human rights record during the year, with its key trading 
partners continuing either to trade silence on human rights for commercial contracts or to express concern that 
too much emphasis on rights would lessen their leverage on security issues. 
 
United Nations 
By delaying a final decision on sponsoring a resolution on China at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights until after 
U.S. Vice-President Albert Gore Jr. visited China in late March, the Clinton administration joined the European 
Union (E.U.) in handing China another major victory at the commission=s meeting in Geneva. China succeeded in 
splitting the E.U., normally the lead sponsors of a resolution, by promising to sign contracts with French 
companies and the Airbus consortium during a visit by President Jacques Chirac in May.  France was joined by 
Germany, Spain, Italy and Greece in failing to sponsor the resolution. When President Chirac went to Beijing, he 
reportedly raised the cases of seventeen political dissidents, although their names were never made public, and he 
was praised by Jiang Zemin for the Awise and far-sighted@ decision to sabotage action in Geneva. The Chinese 
authorities also persuaded other key governments such as Japan, Canada and Australia to abandon their sponsorship 
in exchange for bilateral human rights Adialogues@ and a promise to sign the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights before the end of the year. The Chinese government signed the covenant in late October. 
Denmark, under U.S. pressure, put forward a measure at the last minute despite threats of trade retaliation by 
China.  However, a Chinese no-action motion was adopted (27 to 17) on April 16, keeping the resolution off the 
agenda and preventing a debate or vote. 

In October, the U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention visited China. 
 
United States, European Union, and Canada 
In addition to defeating a resolution at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights, President Jiang Zemin scored a huge 
diplomatic triumph as the first Chinese leader to be hosted for a state visit to Washington since the June 1989 
crackdown. The late October summit went forward without any human rights preconditions although human rights 
concerns were clearly addressed privately and publicly by President Clinton. President Clinton announced plans to 
visit China in 1998.  Jiang Zemin was also scheduled to visit Canada for a state visit in late November, in 
conjunction with the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum in Vancouver.  

The U.S. State Department=s annual report on human rights practices, issued on January 30, declared that in 
1996 Aall public dissent against the government and the party was effectively silenced@ in China.  This was 
preceded by a stunning admission by President Clinton in a nationally televised news conference that his 
Aconstructive engagement@ policy had failed to produce any significant human rights progress. 



Vice-President Gore=s visit to China was largely a wasted opportunity to press for concrete rights 
improvements. Gore signed $685 million worth of contracts for Boeing Corporation in a high-profile ceremony with 
Premier Li Peng while saying nothing publicly about human rights and bypassing Hong Kong altogether just months 
before the July 1 handover. Following his meetings, Gore proclaimed that China=s leaders had Aa more receptive ear@ 
to concerns about human rights and cautioned that results might take time. 

International concern during the first half of the year was mostly focused on Hong Kong, and the Group of 
Eight (G8) leaders of industrialized nations at their summit meeting in Denver on June 20-23 did include in their 
final communique an appeal to China to fulfil its promises to protect Hong Kong=s Afundamental freedoms and the 
rule of law@ after July 1.  However, the G8 failed to discuss or adopt any long-term strategy for promoting human 
rights and the rule of law in China during the crucial post-Deng Xiaoping transition. 

Just weeks before the July 1 handover, a report of Wei Jingsheng=s beating by other inmates provoked 
expressions of concern by some officials, including U.S. Secretary of State Albright, who met with Chinese 
Foreign Minister Qian in Hong Kong. Other governments, including Japan, were silent.  U.S. 
Congressional concern was also focused on the President=s decision to renew Most Favored Nation (MFN) trading 
status. A coalition of religious and labor groups led a campaign for revocation of MFN. But the debate, focused on 
a broad range of issues including religious persecution, China=s family planning practices, and repression in Tibet, 
was countered by a business and a White House-led lobbying effort to maintain unconditional MFN.  A House motion 
of disapproval, to revoke MFN, was defeated (259 to 175) on June 24. 

In mid-July, the first of a series of human rights exchanges between China and Canada took place in Ottawa.  
A combined Ministry of Justice and Foreign Ministry delegation discussed a wide range of concerns, including 
political prisoners and treatment of minorities, but made no new commitments.  A second session was scheduled 
for Beijing in October. 

  A parliamentary delegation from Germany visited Tibet in late August and was given a guided tour of 
detention centers and monasteries.  

On September 22, foreign ministers of the E.U. troika (from the United Kingdom, Netherlands and Luxembourg) 
met with Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen at the U.N. in New York and agreed to resume the E.U.-China human 
rights dialogue, with talks scheduled to take place in Brussels. The question of E.U. sponsorship of a 1998 
resolution in Geneva next year was left unresolved. However, during its October session the European Parliament 
passed an urgent resolution urging E.U. member states to jointly sponsor a China resolution in Geneva.   
Asia 
Australian Prime Minister John Howard=s visit to China in late March focused almost exclusively on solidifying 
commercial relations.  He was accompanied by a large business delegation.  In mid-August, Australian Foreign 
Minister Alexander Downer went to Beijing for four days of talks on human rights issues and pledged $300,000 
(Australian dollars) to support Apolicy development, research, training and administrative resources@ for China=s 
criminal and judicial systems. Downer also urged ICRC access to Chinese prisons. 

Japan=s prime minister, Ryutaro Hashimoto, visited China in early September, mainly to promote Japanese 
investment and stable diplomatic relations.  Hashimoto raised concern about human rights with Premier Li Peng and 
other leaders only in the most general terms in the context of Aglobal issues.@  The trip ended with no date set 
for the first Sino-Japanese bilateral dialogue on human rights, agreed to when Foreign Minister Yukihiko Ikeda 
went to Beijing on March 30, and Tokyo said it would drop its cosponsorship of the Geneva resolution. 

 
The World Bank 
The World Bank, in a prominent report on China=s future economic development issued at the opening of its annual 
meeting in Hong Kong in late September, warned that continued growth would be hindered by the lack of the rule 
of law and by corruption. But the bank in 1997 gave more funds to China than any other government; during fiscal 
year 1997 China received a total of $2.8 billion in World Bank loans.  Legislation introduced in the U.S. Congress 



aimed to cut off China=s access to multilateral funds, but absent a coordinated effort with other donors, passage 
of such a law was unlikely to produce any change in current bank policy.  

 
Relevant Human Rights Watch reports: 
State Control of Religion in China, 10/97 
AState Security@ in China=s New Criminal Code, 4/97 
Chinese Diplomacy, Western Hypocrisy and the United Nations, 3/97 
 
 

HONG KONG 

 
The transfer of sovereignty over Hong Kong from Britain to China on July 1 and the installation of the new 
Special Administrative Region (S.A.R.) government were arguably the most important events in the territory=s 
history, but the political changes produced no dramatic crackdowns, no arrests, and no bans on demonstrations by 
late October. Journalists pointed to many instances of self-censorship on the part of their editors, but the 
S.A.R. government itself did not censor the print or broadcast media. The worrisome changes were almost all on 
the legal front, where China=s concerns about security and stability took precedence over civil rights protections. 
Tung Chee-hwa, a businessman appointed S.A.R. chief executive in December 1996, showed himself to be a proponent 
of the AAsian values@ school of thought and in August, he endorsed Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir=s suggestion 
that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights be reviewed. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
Assaults on the legal foundation of civil liberties proceeded steadily throughout the year. In December 1996, the 
Preparatory Committee, a body handpicked by China to handle transition matters, authorized the appointment of a 
provisional legislature that was to remain in place for one year.  The appointed body replaced the elected 
Legislative Council (Legco) on July 1, but it in fact began meeting in China long before then. 

In early 1997, the Preparatory Committee submitted proposals to China=s National People=s Congress (NPC) to 
repeal or amend twenty-four Hong Kong laws, on the grounds that they had been passed after the 1984 Sino-
British Joint Declaration had been signed and were therefore in violation of the Basic Law, the document that has 
become the S.A.R. constitution. Among the laws affected were several provisions of Hong Kong=s Bill of Rights, 
adopted in 1991, and two British colonial laws, the Societies Ordinance and the Public Order Ordinance, that had 
been amended after 1991 to bring them into conformity with the Bill of Rights. The Bill of Rights had been adopted 
in an attempt to ensure that the provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 
were implemented in Hong Kong; the repealed section, arguably the most important part of the bill, gave the bill=s 
guarantees of rights precedence over past and future Hong Kong laws that might be in conflict with them. 

The proposed changes generated strong opposition in Hong Kong. On February 19, a Legislative Council motion, 
endorsed by both the Democratic and Liberal parties, urged the NPC not to accept the proposals. On February 26, 
however, the NPC approved them.  

The proposed amendments of the Societies and Public Order Ordinances would have made it possible for the 
S.A.R. to ban demonstrations or dissolve associations on broadly defined political grounds in the interests of 
Anational security.@ After a much-publicized Aconsultation@ process through which Tung Chee-hwa invited public 
comment on the laws, some of the most egregious provisions in the draft were dropped.  But even in their final 
form as passed by the provisional legislature on June 14, the laws have disturbing elements. 

Whereas, before, groups organizing protests had merely to notify the police of their plans, they now must 
receive permission from the police, which may be denied in the interests of national security.  On July 18, the 
commissioner of police issued a document titled AGuidelines on >National Security= in the Public Order Ordinance@ 



in which he cited Aadvocacy of independence for Taiwan or Tibet@ as grounds for refusing permission to 
demonstrate. 

Likewise, in the final version of the Societies Ordinance, the government can deny registration to a society; 
before it was passed, societies simply had to notify the government of their formation to have a legal existence. 
ANational security@ is again grounds for denying registration, and societies deemed to be Apolitical organizations@ 
are barred from receiving funds from abroad. The consultation process did result in narrowing some of the 
definitions used. APolitical organization,@ for example, was defined to mean only those organizations which put up 
candidates for election to public office. 

In the final days of the elected legislature, the British administration pushed a heavily opposed Official 
Secrets Ordinance through the Legislative Council on June 4, 1997, a day when most members of the pro-democracy 
parties were absent commemorating the anniversary of the Tiananmen crackdown. The government argued that such 
a law was needed to Alocalize@ colonial legislation into domestic law and to satisfy the requirements of key 
provisions of the Basic Law. The resulting act, modeled on much-criticized British legislation, criminalizes a broad 
range of activity, such as being Ain the neighborhood of...a prohibited place@ for Aa purpose prejudicial to the 
safety or interests@ of Hong Kong. It is not even necessary to show that the act did in fact jeopardize Hong 
Kong=s interests if the Aknown character@ of the accused would indicate that such was his or her intention. The 
law does not allow certain common defenses for the disclosure of official information, such as prior publication 
of the information. 

On July 16, the provisional legislature suspended four labor laws passed by the elected legislature in the days 
leading up to the handover.  The laws would have brought Hong Kong into compliance with standards set by the 
International Labour Organisation. They explicitly guaranteed the right to union representation and collective 
bargaining, the right to conduct union activity on an employer=s premises, and the right to be compensated for 
union work done during the course of the normal work day.  The laws had also altered previous legislation 
restrictive of union sovereignty and would have allowed unions to act without governmental approval on certain 
internal issues.  Three and a half months later, in late October, the Provisional Legislative Council would move to 
dismiss much of the legislation entirely, voting to remove the suspended legislation on collective bargaining and 
anti-union discrimination.  

The continued independence of the courts remained cause for concern, although that concern was somewhat 
eased by the appointment in late May of Andrew Li, a widely respected barrister, as head of the Court of Final 
Appeal, the S.A.R.=s highest court. 

But in mid-July, in the case of Ma Wai Kwan, the Hong Kong Court of Appeals made a landmark decision on the 
legality of the provisional legislature that seemed to give license to China=s legislature to violate Hong Kong=s 
Basic Law at will.  A criminal defendant had argued that laws and indictments in force prior to the transfer no 
longer existed, because the provisional legislature had provided for their continuation and the legislature itself 
was in violation of the Basic Law.  In ruling against the defendant, the court acknowledged that the provisional 
legislature was nowhere described by the Basic Law but opined that Hong Kong courts could not judge it illegal 
because it was established by a body authorized by the NPC. S.A.R. courts, the court said, had no power to examine 
either the decisions or institutions created by the NPC. 

Finally, under the terms of new voting laws presented to the public on August 15, two-thirds of the 
legislature=s sixty seats are to be filled by Afunctional constituencies,@ many with a heavy business and corporate 
focus. The remainder are to be elected not through the Aone person, one vote@ system that allowed pro-democracy 
candidates to sweep the polls in the 1995 elections, but in one of two possible systems, variations on proportional 
representation, that would reduce the number of seats held by the most popular pro-democracy groups. 

In early September, Andrew Li and Lord Irvine, Britain=s lord Chancellor, met to discuss possible British 
assistance to the Hong Kong judiciary, and it was announced on September 8 that two British judges would be made 
available to the Court of Final Appeal. 



In April, the outgoing government allowed Human Rights Watch and the Hong Kong Human Rights Monitor to 
conduct the first-ever international investigation of the territory=s prison system. The investigation was 
undertaken as a way of establishing benchmarks against which to measure changes that might take place after the 
transition. (Given China=s notoriously poor prison conditions and its frequent use of capital punishment, some of 
Hong Kong=s 12,000 prisoners expressed grave apprehensions regarding their treatment under Chinese rule.)  In 
light of these concerns, the investigation was also meant to establish a precedent of independent monitoring of 
the territory=s prisons, to encourage future monitoring.  In general,  the delegation found the prisons to be 
administered by an extremely competent and professional staff, the physical infrastructure to be in very good 
shape, and the prisons themselves to be relatively safe and secure. On the negative side, the delegation found that 
many of the prisons were seriously overcrowded and the controls on contact with the outside world were 
unnecessarily stringent.  

Human rights groups had raised concerns during the year about two particularly vulnerable groups, Chinese 
dissidents who had fled to Hong Kong, and Vietnamese asylum-seekers who remained in detention camps in Hong 
Kong. All of the dissidents at risk who wished to leave Hong Kong were successfully resettled in third countries 
before the reversion.  In the case of the Vietnamese, the determination of both the Hong Kong government and the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to respond to Chinese pressure to get all of the boat-
people home before July 1 led to a single-minded focus on repatriation efforts and an effort to Apush@ the 
Vietnamese out by making conditions in the camps increasingly intolerable.   

Some 525 stateless ethnic Chinese formerly resident in Vietnam, whom the Vietnamese government refused to 
take back on the grounds that they were not Vietnamese citizens, remained in Hong Kong as of October. All either 
had fled Vietnam in the late 1970s during an anti-Chinese campaignCtheir family members had Taiwanese passports 
after 1949Cor had fled to mainland China at various times and had been refused entry. 
 

The Right to Monitor 
No human rights organizations based in Hong Kong, domestic or international, reported significant hindrance of 
their activities, either before or after the handover. A policy institute linked to Paul Yip, a close adviser of Tung 
Chee-hwa, did conduct a survey of nongovernmental (NGOs) early in the year, however, asking for information on 
legal status and sources of funding. It was not clear how the results of the survey were going to be used. 

In September, two NGOs, the Hong Kong Human Rights Monitor and Human Rights in China, were denied 
accreditation to the World Bank annual meeting in Hong Kong at China=s request. China had argued that the 
organizations= work had no relevance to the meeting. 
 

The Role of 

 the International Community 
So much concern was expressed internationally about the transition that there was little for the international 
community to say or do in the immediate aftermath of July 1. The U.S. government repeatedly criticized the rollback 
of civil liberties in strong terms and said it would not consider Alegitimate@ any laws passed by the provisional 
legislature.  In March, the U.S. House of Representatives adopted the 1997 Hong Kong Reversion Act, augmenting the 
U.S.-Hong Kong Policy Act of 1992, spelling out additional benchmarks and reporting requirements to determine 
whether the S.A.R. is Asufficiently autonomous@ to justify separate treatment by the U.S.  As of October the 
Senate had not taken up the bill. 

In June, leaders of eight major industrialized nations meeting in Denver, Colorado, included an appeal to China 
in their final communique, urging it to meet its commitments to protect Hong Kong=s Afundamental freedoms and 
the rule of law.@ 

In a final pre-handover report, the British government repeated its position that replacing the elected 
legislature was entirely unnecessary and reaffirmed the need for continued monitoring of the situation. 



The transition was watched closely around the world. Most countries sent high-level officials to observe the 
ceremonies surrounding the July  handover, but both U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and British Prime 
Minister Tony Blair refused to attend the swearing-in ceremony of the provisional legislature, in protest of the 
dissolution of the elected Legco. 

Tung Chee-hwa visited the U.S. in September.  President Clinton, following a brief meeting with Tung on 
September 12, expressed his Adisappointment@ at the decision to reverse Hong Kong=s legislative electoral reforms. 
 Earlier in the year, Clinton had also met with Martin Lee, head of the Democratic Party in Hong Kong. Many 
members of Congress and senior State Department officials who saw Tung remained unconvinced that the changes 
in the electoral laws were warranted or necessary. 

 Japan generally refrained from public criticism of the changes in civil liberties laws or the abolition of 
the elected legislature. It did state firmly that it would not tolerate a severe crackdown in Hong Kong along the 
lines of the Tiananmen Square killings of 1989, although such a crackdown was generally considered unlikely in the 
immediate future. 
 
Relevant Human Rights Watch reports: 
Hong Kong: Prison Conditions in 1997,  
6/97 
 
 

INDIA 

 
Preoccupied with its own political survival, India=s United Front (UF) government made little progress in 
advancing human rights in 1997. Although India signed the Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment in October, the U.N. special rapporteur on torture in a 1997 report noted with 
regret Athe reluctance of the government to invite him to visit the country.@ India=s long-delayed report on 
compliance with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) also downplayed a number of 
serious violations, and India was one of the most prominent nations to state that it would not sign a new global 
treaty banning the use of anti-personnel mines.   

Military operations against insurgent groups in Jammu and Kashmir and India=s northeast resulted in many of 
the worst abuses, as federal forces engaged in extrajudicial executions and torture, and armed opposition groups 
carried out attacks on civilians. Outside these areas of conflict, the most serious abuses were the result of local 
police practices that had the sanction of state officials. Deaths in police custody and custodial abuse remained a 
major problem throughout the country. Police also threatened and assaulted human rights activists and routinely 
beat and jailed demonstrators protesting against development projects.  They were also complicit in incidents of 
communal violence against low-caste or tribal activists. On a positive note, a December 1996 Supreme Court ruling 
marked a serious step forward in enforcing laws banning bonded labor.  Following a shake-up in India=s United 
Front coalition government in May, Prime Minister H. H. Deve Gowda was replaced by Indrajit Gujral, whose 
reputation for promoting better relations with neighboring countries raised hopes for a rapprochement with 
Pakistan. By year=s end, however, there had been no major breakthrough in relations between the two countries, and 
artillery exchanges across the border had resulted in a number of civilian casualties. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
The restoration of an elected government in Jammu and Kashmir in October 1996 did not translate into improved 
human rights conditions. Three human rights groups who conducted a fact-finding mission in June documented a 
large number of extrajudicial executions that had occurred in the year since Farooq Abdullah=s government took 
power. In one case in early March, suspected militants Mohammed Yusuf Ganai, Manzoor Ahmad Khan, Firdous Ahmad 



Kirmani, and Abdul Majid Wani were killed in custody by the Special Operations Group (SOG) of the Jammu and 
Kashmir state police. On October 27 the bodies of two teenaged boys who had been detained by the SOG in 
Srinagar on August 5 were exhumed in Pampore, some twenty miles south of the city. State-sponsored paramilitary 
groups working with Indian security forces also committed serious human rights abuses.  Imtiyaz Ahmed Wani, a 
hospital employee, reportedly died in police custody in May after he was abducted by members of the pro-
government militia, Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan-ul-Muslimoon). Wani had organized a protest against army 
harassment of medical employees the day of his abduction.  

Indian human rights groups also documented an increase in reports of rape by Indian troops. In one incident, 
members of an Indian army unit, the Rajputana Rifles, reportedly raped six women in the village of Wawoosa on the 
night of April 22-23.   The women, whose ages ranged from about thirteen to thirty, filed a complaint with the 
police on April 24, but the latter declined to register a case, according to human rights activists who 
interviewed five of the women. After the local community protested,  the state government and army initiated a 
joint investigation. As of October, no findings had been made public.  

On August 8, the Jammu and Kashmir state government appointed a human rights commission to investigate 
complaints of abuse but gave it no jurisdiction over the army or other federal forces. Although the government 
claimed to have prosecuted security personnel in a number of human rights cases, it continued to refuse to make 
public the nature of both the abuses and the punishments, despite requests by human rights groups that it do so. 
   Abuses by militant groups in Kashmir also continued. On March 21, seven Hindu villagers in Sangrampora were 
murdered by a militant group which reportedly had close links to Pakistan. On October 31 a car bomb in Srinagar 
killed three and injured at least thirty. On March 29, a car bomb in Jammu killed sixteen civilians and injured 
more than seventy.  Militants also assassinated members of the state=s governing National Conference party and 
other officials. In Punjab, Sikh separatist groups launched a number of surprise attacks.  One of the bloodiest 
occurred on July 8 when an unidentified militant group detonated a bomb on a train in the state, killing at least 
thirty-eight passengers. 

Civilians continued to be victims of Indian military operations against armed opposition groups seeking 
autonomy in India=s northeastern states. Security forces, who were granted extraordinary powers under the Armed 
Forces (Special Powers) Act, engaged in arbitrary arrests and detentions, extrajudicial executions and torture, 
including rape. On the night of February 8, 1997, Junmoni Hangique, sixteen, sister of a member of the armed 
opposition United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA), was reportedly raped by officers from the 79th Sikh regiment. 
The family filed charges, but as of October, none of the officers had been prosecuted.  

Armed opposition groups in turn carried out attacks on security personnel and government officials and 
engaged in arbitrary killings of  noncombatants.  Bodo separatists in Assam were accused of train bombings that 
killed over one hundred civilians in 1997.  Armed opposition groups in Assam, Tripura and Manipur were all accused 
of attacks on villagers of rival ethnic groups.  Kidnapping and extortion also remained hallmarks of militant 
operations in the region; managers and laborers on tea estates were particular targets. In August, police in 
Assam began an unprecedented crackdown on persons thought to be providing logistic or financial support to 
ULFA, and charged senior tea industry executives with supporting ULFA through the payment of protection money. 

A three-month cease-fire between Indian forces and the National Socialist Council of Nagaland (Isak-Muivah) 
(NSCN-IM) went into force in Nagaland on August 1. It was later unilaterally extended to other Naga groups but did 
not include Manipur. Despite the truce, the chief minister of Nagaland, S.C. Jamir, and former government ministers 
Rajesh Pilot and Pawan Singh Ghatowar were the targets of a September 27 assassination attempt when 
unidentified gunmen fired at their convoy near the town of Kohima. 

Progress in prosecuting police responsible for abuses in some states was offset by official indifference or 
endorsement of abuse in others. In Punjab, the courts continued to hear evidence in cases of custodial torture, 
killings and Adisappearances@ by senior police officers. Prosecutions of senior officers continued despite 
protests by police following the suicide in June of Superintendent Ajit Singh Sandhu, who had been charged in a 



number of human rights cases. As of October, cases were pending against 123 police officers. 
     In October forty-three policemen in Uttar Pradesh were indicted in connection with the 1996 murder of two 
young men.  In Maharashtra, meanwhile, state Home Minister Gopinath Munde vowed that a policy of Aencounters,@ 
that is, extrajudicial executions, would be followed to restore law and order. Human rights groups documented a 
surge in police Aencounter@ killings of suspected criminals in the Maharashtra state capital, Bombay.   On July 
10, India=s official National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) issued a notice to the Maharashtra director-general of 
police asking for information on the increase in encounter killings in Bombay. In July, Bombay police opened fire 
on low-caste protesters who had organized a demonstration against discriminatory state policies, killing ten. 
   A reported increase in deaths in juvenile custodial facilities prompted the NHRC to launch a nationwide 
investigation in May.  In an attempt to address increasing complaints of custodial violence, on August 10 the NHRC 
announced that it would initiate visits to police lock-ups throughout the country. 

Detention of persons under the notorious Terrorist and Disruptive Practices  (Prevention) Act  (TADA) 
continued for offenses allegedly committed before the law lapsed in 1995Ca practice that authorities have 
reportedly abused through the spurious backdating of violations.  Those detained joined more than 3,000 TADA 
detainees who were held under a provision authorizing their continued detention, even though the law itself was no 
longer in force. 
     Police in Maharashtra arrested and beat demonstrators protesting against the construction of the Dabhol 
power plant, a joint venture involving U.S.-based multinational corporations. Protesters were held for periods 
ranging from five to ten days, apparently in an effort to prevent further demonstrations of dissent. Women and 
young girls were reportedly singled out for arrest. In June, some one hundred demonstrators staging a peaceful 
protest against a World Bank-financed power project in Singrauli, Orissa, were beaten and detained by police.  
  On December 10, 1996, India=s Supreme Court reached a landmark decision aimed at freeing child laborers from 
hazardous industries by promoting compulsory education through the creation of a trust fund from employers and 
the government. It also recommended a program of job replacement aimed at providing jobs to adult family members 
instead of children. The decision had broad implications for India=s bonded child laborers, estimated to number about 
fifteen million or from one-fourth to one-eighth of the total child labor force. Under the court=s plan, offending 
employers were to be fined for each child worker, and the funds collected would be used for the child=s education 
and welfare. Employers would remain liable to contribute to the fund even if they dismissed their child workers. 
  In another ruling on December 11, 1996, the Supreme Court prohibited shrimp farming along coastlines protected 
under India=s environmental laws. The ruling served as an indictment of the shrimp industry and effectively put an 
end to abuses by shrimp company employees and the local police who had engaged in beatings and arrests of local 
villagers and activists organizing protests against the shrimp farms. 

In accordance with the 1993 Chemical Weapons Convention, India acknowledged that it possessed chemical 
weapons, but declined to make public any information about its program.  
 

The Right to Monitor 
Human rights groups who operated in major cities or enjoyed an international reputation continued to operate 
fairly freely, although some were obstructed from investigating specific incidents of abuse. For example, in June, 
members of the Committee for Initiative on Kashmir were prevented from visiting Pahalgam, the site of widespread 
abuses by Indian troops. 
  A pattern of state-tolerated intimidation against civil liberties lawyers and other political activists 
continued in Andhra Pradesh, where the state government has been engaged in a longstanding conflict with armed 
Maoist groups collectively known as Naxalites.  In April and May a group calling itself the AGreen Tigers@Ca 
reportedly fictitious name used by a police counter-insurgency unitCclaimed responsibility for assaults on two 
senior members of the Andhra Pradesh Civil Liberties Committee (APCLC) and a protest singer, and threatened to 
attack four other prominent civil liberties activists.  In June, the Andhra Pradesh government ordered state 



colleges and universities to take disciplinary action against any academic with ties to APCLC.  Several universities 
responded by sending letters to APCLC office holders ordering them to disassociate themselves from the human 
rights group.    In September, a police official entered the offices of the South Asia Human Rights 
Documentation Centre (SAHRC) in New Delhi and questioned the director, Ravi Nair, about the group=s activities. When 
Nair requested that the official provide proper identification, he left. Subsequently, Nair received a call from the 
deputy commissioner of police who threatened to arrest Nair and give him Aspecial treatment@ if he did not 
cooperate.       

In October, R. N. Kumar, an activist from the Committee for Initiative and Action in Punjab, received anonymous 
death threats over the telephone. Kumar had been instrumental in bringing about investigations into the 
Adisappearances@ of over 980 people in Punjab between 1984 and 1994. Also in October, Babloo Singh Loitongbam of 
the Committee on Human Rights in Manipur was interrogated by police in Imphal, Manipur, after he criticized India=s 
human rights record at the U.N. Human Rights Committee=s hearings in Geneva in the last week of July.  

Progress was slow in the investigation of the 1996 murder of  Jalil Andrabi, a prominent human rights lawyer 
and political activist associated with the pro-independence Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Front. A special 
investigation into Andrabi=s killing was launched under the direction of the Jammu and Kashmir High Court. As of 
October, the army major who arrested Andrabi had been indicted but remained at large, although the NHRC had 
called on the army to disclose his whereabouts. 
    Attacks on activists by non-state actors also posed special problems for Indian nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs). On October 27, the decapitated body of Father A.T. Thomas, a Jesuit priest who together with 
other priests had worked on development issues among low caste communities, was found in the Hazaribagh district 
of Bihar. The murder followed other attacks on Christian and low caste communities in the region which are 
believed to have been carried out with the sanction of police and local officials. In July, Indian social worker 
Sanjoy Ghose, head of the Association of Voluntary Agencies for Rural Development (AVARD), was abducted and 
killed by members of ULFA who were unhappy with his rural organizing efforts. The abduction galvanized the Indian 
NGO community, and a global campaign was launched to call for Ghose=s release. Critics believe, however, that 
Ghose was killed soon after his abduction. 
    In August, police in Assam arrested six prominent human rights activists and journalists for alleged links 
with ULFA, including Ajit Kumar Bhuyan, editor of Pratadin, a popular Assamese daily, and chairman of the 
Organization for the Struggle for Human Rights (Manab Adhikar Sangram Samiti, MASS), a local human rights 
organization, and Ashish Gupta, secretary general of the North East Human Rights Coordination Committee (NECOHR).  
Although Bhuyan had been  vocal in his criticism of the abduction of Sanjoy Ghose, he was charged by authorities 
with complicity in Ghose=s murder and held in virtual incommunicado detention for almost three weeks. 

Human rights organizations concerned about deteriorating conditions in India=s northeast launched a country-
wide campaign in April calling for the repeal of the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act. The law gives sweeping 
powers to the security forces operating in the northeast and in Kashmir. The campaign, based on an earlier fact-
finding mission to all seven northeastern states by fourteen prominent Indian activists, significantly raised the 
profile of human rights concerns in the region. On August 20, the Supreme Court reserved judgment on a petition 
brought by a participating organization, the Naga People=s Movement for Human Rights, challenging the act on the 
grounds that it provided no procedure to file complaints about violations of the right to life or indiscriminate use 
of the law in conflict areas. The court was expected to frame rules for application of the act, but as of 
October, no date had been set for a final hearing.  
 

The Role of the  

International Community 
 
United Nations 



In July, the U.N. Human Rights Committee considered India=s long-overdue report on compliance with the ICCPR. In its 
concluding observations, the committee, while commending India for some initiatives, including the establishment of 
a national human rights commission, criticized the government for its use of special powers legislation in 
disturbed areas, including continued use of laws permitting preventive detention, and for its failure to adequately 
prosecute security personnel for abuses. 
 
European Union 
As the E.U. continued to expand trade relations with India, few human rights issues attracted international 
attention apart from child labor, although a number of countries expressed concern about the need for progress 
in talks between India and Pakistan on Kashmir. 
   At the beginning of September, representatives of the past, present and future chairs of the E.U. (the so-
called troika) met with representatives of India in Luxembourg to discuss improving relations between the E.U. and 
India, the situation in Kashmir, including the unresolved case of Western hostages, and human rights, including 
forced child labor.  The E.U. and India also decided to elevate relations from a twice-yearly ministerial meeting to 
an ongoing dialogue that would involve more regular meetings of senior officials.  They also discussed India=s 
potential membership in the Asia Europe Meeting (ASEM), which in 1997 included only nations from East and 
Southeast Asia and the E.U.  A working group was established within the E.U. on strengthening democracy in the 
region and tackling child labor issues. 
 
United States 
The U.S. State Department=s 1997 report on human rights was a notable improvement over the 1996 report and 
reflected better consultation with local and international NGOs. The report, however, relied on inaccurate 
government statistics on bonded labor and ignored the fact that existing laws prohibiting bonded labor were 
seldom enforced. 
   In September, Assistant Secretary of State Karl R. Inderfurth visited India in the first of a series of high-
level visits designed to enhance trade relations and boost discussions between the two countries on disarmament 
and other security issues; Secretary of State Albright was due to follow in mid-November and President Clinton in 
early 1998. Also in September, U.S. President Bill Clinton and Indian Prime Minister Gujral at the U.N. 
  In October, the U.S. Congress introduced a bill to ban the import of goods made by forced child labor.  
 
World Bank 
In June, pressure on the World Bank by well-coordinated networks of Indian and international NGOs concerned 
about the use of child and bonded child labor in World Bank-funded projects led the bank to convene meetings 
with Indian NGOs to determine means by which it might address child labor issues in India.  The bank agreed to 
canvas existing projects to determine if they employed children and to ensure that social assessment work be 
carried out for projects under preparation that posed a strong risk of employing child labor.  The overall 
response of NGO participants in these meetings was cautiously positive.  They urged the bank to continue and 
expand its efforts to consult with nongovernmental organizations on child labor issues and to encourage India=s 
government to do likewise. NGOs stressed the need for the bank to emphasize prevention through quality primary 
education as well as the need for law enforcement. 
 
    

INDONESIA AND EAST TIMOR 

 
In Indonesia, the year was marked by serious communal clashes, the most violent election campaign in the history of 
President Soeharto=s thirty-one-year-old government, harsh treatment of political dissidents, ongoing labor 



rights problems, and harassment and intimidation of non-governmental organizations. In East Timor, the human 
rights situation deteriorated dramatically during the year as the armed conflict heated up. And the forest fires in 
Kalimantan and Sumatra that by September had the makings of an international environmental disaster were 
attributed by many to the absence of checks on the executive branch of government that restrictions on freedom 
of association and expression have perpetuated. 

Internationally, while Indonesia took the lead in getting an ASEAN delegation to try to mediate the Cambodian 
crisis, it also took a leading role in ASEAN in pressing for admission of Burma (see Burma chapter). Indonesia=s 
enthusiasm for Burma=s membership was not unrelated to the Soeharto family=s extensive investments in Burma. 
Indonesia sent an observer to Oslo but did not sign the new treaty banning anti-personnel mines, and it joined a 
number of other countries with poor human rights records to take steps that could weaken the U.N. Human Rights 
Commission. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
To no one=s surprise, the ruling party Golkar won the May 29 parliamentary elections by over 74 percent, an even 
bigger than usual margin in the exercise that takes place every five years. The government allows only two 
opposition parties to field candidates in what it calls the Afestival of democracy:@ the Indonesian Democratic 
Party, known by its Indonesian initials PDI, and the United Development Party, PPP. As a result of the government 
ouster in June 1996 of the popular Megawati Soekarnoputri as head of PDI and a ruling on January 20 blocking 
both Megawati and her supporters from running as candidates, popular support for that party evaporated. The 
strongest critics of the government then either advocated a boycott of the vote or joined forces with the 
strongly Muslim PPP.  

Restrictions on freedom of expression and association increased as the election approached. On January 14, 
Aberson Marle Sihaloho, a fifty-eight-year-old member of parliament from the PDI and a close adviser to deposed 
PDI leader Megawati Soekarnoputri, went on trial in Central Jakarta District Court on charges of insulting 
Indonesian authorities in public. The charges stemmed from a speech he had made in July 1996, a tape of which was 
presented as evidence, in which he accused President Soeharto of recolonizing the Indonesian people, using the 
public=s money to buy military weapons that were used against the people themselves, and turning the Indonesian 
parliament into a body representing big conglomerates. He was also accused of indirectly implying that he wished 
Soeharto=s death by saying, AIf you want to change Soeharto, that=s easy. There is no need to pray or to burn 
incense, God will turn Soeharto into soil later.@ On July 21, he was sentenced to nine months in prison. 

On January 18, five Indonesian students in Purwokerto, Central Java were arrested and accused of incitement 
after they distributed stickers advocating a boycott. All faced up to four years in jail. 

On January 27, the attorney general issued an order to South Jakarta police to investigate Megawati herself 
as a suspect in what the authorities claimed was the holding of an illegal political meeting at her house on 
January 10 related to the twenty-fourth anniversary of PDI. After refusing several summonses, she finally agreed 
to appear for questioning on February 20;;;; no further legal action against her was taken.  

On March 5, an outspoken former parliamentarian named Sri Bintang Pamungkas was arrested and charged with 
subversion, a capital offense, for urging a boycott of the elections in a card he sent around to Indonesia=s 
political elite to mark the end of the Muslim fasting month, Ramadan. At the time, he was free pending the 
outcome of an appeal to the Supreme Court after having been sentenced to thirty-four months in prison for 
insulting the president, in a lecture he had given in Berlin, Germany in April 1995. The subversion charge was also 
related to Sri Bintang=s establishment of a political party called the United Indonesian Democratic Party (Partai 
Uni Demokrasi Indonesia, PUDI), in violation of a law restricting the number of parties to the two mentioned above, 
PPP and PDI, in addition to Golkar. In September, press reports suggested that PUDI, along with a number of other 
organizations, was going to be formally banned by the Ministry of Home Affairs. As of this writing, Sri Bintang 
was still awaiting trial.  On April 7, Andi Syahputra, printer of an underground magazine called Suara Independen 



(Voice of Independence), was sentenced to two years and six months in prison for defaming President Soeharto and 
distributing material hostile to the head of state. He had been arrested in October 1996. The offending issue of the 
magazine contained an interview comparing Soeharto to the king in the fairy tale AThe Emperor=s New Clothes.@   
On the same day, a two-day training workshop in election monitoring organized by the Committee for Independent 
Election Monitoring (KIPP) in the South Sulawesi capital of Ujung Pandang, was broken up by security forces 
halfway through the first day, despite the fact that all necessary permits had been secured  and the meeting was 
fully in accordance with Indonesian law. 

On April 28, Jakarta courts issued the harshest sentences handed down for peaceful political dissent in more 
than a decade against a group of students active in a left-wing political organization, the People=s Democratic 
Party (PRD), and arrested following a riot in Jakarta in July 1996. Budiman Soedjatmiko, head of the PRD, was 
sentenced to thirteen years in prison, and Garda Sembiring, head of the group=s student affiliate, to twelve. 
Seven others were sentenced to prison terms  ranging from eighteen months to eight years. In Surabaya, East 
Java, three other students associated with the same organizationCDita Indah Sari, Coen Husein Ponto, and Mohamed 
SolehC were also sentenced to heavy terms. Dita=s sentence of six years was reduced on appeal to five; the four-
year terms of the two others were reduced to three and a half years.  The government accused the PRD of being 
the latest manifestation of the banned Communist Party of Indonesia. It also accused the students, correctly, of 
organizing worker rallies, calling for a referendum on East Timor, and campaigning for a more open political 
system. The PRD was formally banned on September 30. 

A demonstration outside the courts on the opening day of the PRD trials led to the arrests of two more 
students, Anom Winanto and Aris, of an organization called the National Committee for Democratic Struggle 
(Komite Nasional Perjuangan Demokrasi).  As of September, they remained in detention, and it was unclear when 
their trials would begin. They were accused of Aspreading hatred@ toward the Indonesian government by holding up 
a pro-Megawati banner. 

On May 26, the PPP complained to the National Human Rights Commission that over one hundred of its supporters 
in the central Javanese town of Jepara had been arbitrarily arrested from their homes. 

Among the many outbreaks of election-related violence, two were particularly noteworthy. On May 24, PPP 
supporters in Banjarmasin, Kalimantan, led an attack on the local Golkar office after Golkar supporters tried to 
ride by a mosque during Friday prayers. The attack turned into a riot marked by burning, looting, and destruction of 
homes, shops, and vehicles belonging to ethnic Chinese. Several churches and a temple were also burned. The death 
toll from a fire in one large shopping mall alone was 123; two other people were stabbed to death. Rumors that 
some of the victims had been shot could not be verified because the dead, many of whom were said to be burned 
beyond recognition, were buried before an adequate forensic investigation or attempt at identification was 
undertaken.  A brief investigation by the National Human Rights Investigation was insufficient to shed much light 
on what happened. As of June, families reported 197 people still missing. Over one hundred people were brought to 
trial on relatively minor charges such as looting; only one person was tried for incitement, a man named Tohar 
who had appeared on a silent police videotape. The only witnesses against him were police who said he had been 
urging a holy war against Golkar. 

On May 29, a crowd in Sampang, Madura rioted after alleging that election officials had tampered with 
ballots to ensure a Golkar victory in what was traditionally a PPP stronghold. At least three people died in 
unexplained circumstances.  The family of one victim, Wafir, who disappeared during the violence and whose body 
was found in a rice field a week later, believed he was killed by security forces.  

At least five editors were demoted or suspended for election-related coverage in cases of direct or indirect 
government pressure. In early March, Kafil Yamin, political editor of the English-language newspaper, Indonesian 
Observer, was dismissed from work for one month after his paper published a photograph of Megawati and one of 
Indonesia=s most important Muslim leaders, Abdurrahman Wahid. The photograph was construed as supportive of 
Megawati. Four editors were dismissed or demoted following a meeting of top army commanders on June 3 where 



media coverage of the elections was deemed injurious to national stability. The Jakarta-based Alliance of 
Independent Journalists said twenty journalists were beaten, harassed and/or had their films seized while covering 
the election campaign.  

On July 29 began the long-awaited trial of the man suspected in the August 1996 murder of  Fuad Muhammad 
Syafruddin, known as Udin, a journalist for the Yogyakarta, central Java newspaper, Bernas. Udin was widely 
believed to have been killed for his investigations into corruption by the district head of Bantul, outside 
Yogyakarta. The prosecution claimed that Dwi Sumaji, the accused, had killed Udin in a fit of jealous rage; Dwi 
Sumaji claimed he had been framed by police. Police investigators filed the case five times before it was accepted 
for prosecution by the Bantul district court. It was rejected the first four times for lack of evidence. 

Indonesia was struck during the year by many instances of communal violence, not so clearly linked to the 
elections, which were spawned by or resulted in human rights violations, although there was no evidence that the 
government was directly involved in the initial outbreak.  On December 26, 1996, violence broke out in the West 
Java town of Tasikmalaya following police detention and torture of Muslim teachers who had disciplined the police 
chief=s son. The son had been accused of petty theft. Reports of the torture led to a mob attacking and setting 
fire first to police stations and guardposts across the city, then to shops and homes of ethnic Chinese. Four 
churches, three Protestant and one Catholic, were also badly damaged. At least four people died in the violence, 
including a sixty-two-year-old Chinese woman and a fourteen-year-old year old student. Over 160 people were 
arrested and interrogated at the district military command, including many who said they were only bystanders. A 
veteran rights activist named Agustiana, aged thirty-two, was taken into custody on January 8, held in two 
different hotels by police and military intelligence without ever being informed of the charges against him, and 
was finally given a formal detention order and moved to a normal pre-trial detention facility on January 29. When 
he refused to countersign the order, saying he wanted to know first what he was being accused of, he was put in 
solitary confinement for three days. Eventually charged with subversion for being the Aintellectual mastermind@ 
behind the violence, he went on trial in August. The prosecution=s charges focused heavily on his contacts with 
other activist organizations and appeared to be based primarily on tapped telephone conversations. As of this 
writing, the trial is still ongoing.  

On January 30, in Rengasdengklok, a village in Krawang district, West Java, a riot broke out after an ethnic 
Chinese woman complained about the recording coming from a nearby mosque that was intended to wake up Muslims 
for their pre-sunrise meal during the fasting month.  Her husband, Tjio Kim Tjon, allegedly threw a stone at the 
mosque.  In the anti-Chinese riots that ensued, three churches and several vehicles belonging to Chinese were 
burned. The government filed charges against twenty-one of the rioters who were later sentenced to terms 
ranging from two to four months. Tjio Kim Tjon, who was arrested and charged with blasphemy, received a sentence 
of three years and six months. The relative harshness of his sentence compared to those of the rioters, indeed the 
fact that Tjio Kim Tjon was arrested at all, appeared to be evidence of anti-Chinese discrimination. Another major 
anti-Chinese riot erupted on September 15, this time in Ujung Pandang, Sulawesi, after a disturbed man of Chinese 
origin stabbed a nine-year-old Muslim girl to death. Some 500 Chinese shops were burned in the violence that 
followed. President Soeharto=s close association with Chinese financiers, combined with a policy of official 
discrimination that restricts the number of Chinese in state universities, bans the use of Chinese characters, and 
with few exceptions bans Chinese from the civil service and military, makes the Chinese population a convenient 
target for expressions of political and economic discontent. 

Communal violence also broke out in Banti, Irian Jaya between the Amungme and Dani people in late January, 
not far from Timika where the mining operations of the U.S. corporation Freeport McMoRan are based, and again 
between Amunge and Dani in Timika itself in March. It was the fourth major outbreak of communal violence in the 
area since March 1996. In late August, four more people were killed near Timika, two teenagers in an incident 
apparently involving a Freeport vehicle, and two men after the military opened fire on a group of tribes people, 
some of whom were allegedly armed with bows and arrows.  A National Human Rights Commission delegation, after 



visiting the site, blamed the troubles on inefficient local government, but local activists said the commission=s 
investigation was wholly inadequate. 

In West Kalimantan (Indonesian Borneo) from late December 1996 through late February, an outburst of violence 
by indigenous Dayaks against immigrant Madurese resulted in a death toll of over 500; the army admitted to 300 
dead. The Indonesian government did not instigate the initial clash, but its efforts to ban news coverage and 
discourage any investigation served to fuel rumors that exacerbated the conflict. Moreover, hundreds of people 
were later arbitrarily arrested under an anachronistic law banning possession of sharp weapons in a part of the 
country where virtually every family owns them. 

In terms of labor rights, the government of Indonesia continues to allow only one officially recognized trade 
union federation. A ministerial regulation issued in early 1994 did allow workers to organize plant-level unions 
for collective bargaining; if they sought to federate with other workers beyond the plant, however, they could 
only do so through the official union. The government claimed that over 1,400 plant-level agreements had been 
reached; as of this writing, no one, from nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to Jakarta-based diplomats, has 
been able to obtain a list of the 1,400 plants. Of the few such agreements known to have been concluded, many 
appear to have been effectively designed and drafted by management without real worker representation. 

Muchtar Pakpahan, the founder of Serikat Buruh Sejahtera Indonesia (Indonesian Prosperous Workers Union, 
SBSI), the only independent trade union to constitute a challenge to the government federation and a man who 
for many has come to symbolize the struggle for worker rights, remained on trial in Jakarta on subversion 
charges at the end of the year.  He was arrested shortly after the July 27, 1996 riots.  In its formal charge-sheet, 
the prosecution cited a book Pakpahan had written in August 1995 that noted increasing social injustice and 
feelings of hatred toward the family of President Soeharto. The book also called for a referendum on independence 
to be held in East Timor. The prosecution also cited Pakpahan=s signing of a statement in June 1996, together with 
representatives of thirty human rights, development, and pro-democracy organizations, that rejected the 
government=s efforts to oust Megawati and called for democracy and for Soeharto to be put on trial. For most of 
the year, Pakpahan was hospitalized with what was reported to be a tumor in his lung, and the trial was put on 
hold; it resumed in September. 

While the SBSI itself was not formally banned, its meetings were regularly broken up by security forces.  On 
July 29, a joint military team closed down an SBSI training seminar in the town of Pringsewu, Lampung province 
and confiscated all documents and a computer. All twenty-six participants were arrested without warrant and 
interrogated for three days. The questioning initially focused on the lack of a permit for the meeting, then shifted 
to the content of the seminar, implying that it served to Aspread hatred@ and discredit the government. 

On September 19, SBSI tried to hold its second congress at the SBSI headquarters in Tebet, South Jakarta, 
only to have police and military arrest eight SBSI members and four foreign observers after a verbal 
confrontation. All were released after questioning. 

A major new draft labor law submitted to the Indonesian parliament during the year drew heavy criticism from 
local NGOs and international labor groups for not meeting international standards in terms of freedom of 
association and the right to strike. 

In East Timor, the human rights situation worsened. Tensions escalated as the army continued efforts to 
ATimorize@ the security forces, with a heavy reliance on unemployed young people as informers, and as 
socioeconomic problems (a high unemployment rate; development policies seen as favoring non-Timorese; and an 
increasing number of Indonesian migrants) fueled resentment of the Indonesian presence.  A series of guerrilla 
attacks around the time of the Indonesian elections in May killed dozens of soldiers and police and brought a 
predictable response from the army: widespread arbitrary detention, with torture used to force detainees to 
produce names of possible perpetrators. The May attacks were preceded by a series of violent outbreaks, each of 
which led to mass arrests and accompanying human rights violations. They included the demonstration in Dili on 
December 24, 1996 when Bishop Carlos Ximenes Belo returned to Dili from Norway after receiving the Nobel Peace 



Prize. Hundreds of thousands lined up along the road to welcome him from the airport, but in several places, 
people suspected of being intelligence agents were set upon by East Timorese youth who believed they were 
planning to assassinate the bishop. An army corporal was killed, and the police commander of Dili and several 
others were beaten. A massive manhunt took place in the aftermath of the violence; sixteen people were eventually 
arrested, tried, and received light sentences in July. One reason for the leniency, according to their lawyer, may 
have been the evidence of torture produced at their trials.  

Between February 6 and 10, more than thirty people were arrested in Viqueque after armed members of the 
youth militia, Gardapaksi, together with the counter-insurgency forces, mounted an operation in Uai-Tame and Nae-
Dala, two villages suspected of being logistical supply bases for the guerrillas. Villagers were terrified by the 
operation, saying it was as bad as anything they had seen since 1975, the date of the Indonesian invasion. The leader 
of the Gardapaksi unit that led the operation, Eugenio da Costa Soares, was later killed in an ambush by guerrilla 
forces in April. 

On February 21, a riot erupted in Oecusse, Ambeno district, involving more than 600 youths started after a 
parish priest, attending the first-ever celebration there of the end of the Muslim fasting month at the district 
military command on February 19, was served a meal that had been tampered with beforehand, making it look like he 
was getting leftovers. Despite apologies from the military commander, word of the incident leaked out and led to 
a riot in which one man was killed and several kiosks were destroyed. Dozens were arrested by armed troops from 
the mobile police brigade (Brimob). Seven were later charged with a variety of criminal offenses. 

On March 23, a group of young protestors held a demonstration at the Mahkota Hotel in Dili where U.N. Special 
Envoy Jamsheed Marker was staying. The demonstration was forcibly broken up and led to the arrests of thirty-
three people, several of whom were tortured in custody. Nineteen had been convicted by September and sentenced 
to one-year prison terms on charges of Aspreading hatred@; fourteen remained to be tried, apparently on assault 
charges. 

Several of the guerrilla attacks in May involved clear violations of international humanitarian law.  On May 
27,  a group of unidentified youths attacked a number of election officials in the village of Nunira, subdistrict 
Laga, Baucau, killing two sergeants. The next evening in West Dili, guerrillas attacked the headquarters of a 
mobile police brigade company, wounding five police. The same day in a village outside Los Palos, in Lautem district, 
guerrillas shot an elementary school teacher named Castelo whom they suspected of being an informer, together 
with three of his children and a group of other teachers.  In a separate attack the same day in Baucau, guerrillas 
shot and killed Miguel Baptismo da Silva, aged fifty-four, and his wife. On May 31,  several men wearing Indonesian 
army uniforms threw a grenade into a truck carrying twenty-six policemen and two soldiers in Quelicai, Baucau. 
An oil drum of gasoline in the back of the truck exploded, and in the resulting inferno, thirteen of the people in 
the truck were burned to death and four were shot as they tried to escape. The dead included sixteen policemen 
and one soldier. It was unclear if there were any casualties among the attackers. 

A massive manhunt was launched in retaliation, leading to hundreds of arrests across the territory. A 
guerrilla commander named David Alex was shot in an army ambush on June 25 near the town of Baucau.  He was 
taken into custody and, after an inexplicable delay, was flown to the Indonesian military hospital in Dili, where he 
died. The military later announced that his family had attended his burial, which was not true. 
 

The Right to Monitor 
The Indonesian government generally did not prevent the formation of human rights organizations, but constant 
surveillance, telephone taps, dispersal of meetings, and other forms of intimidation made it very difficult for some 
of them to function.  In late September, the Indonesian press reported that the Ministry of Home Affairs was about 
to ban several politically active groups, including SBSI (which the government has always considered an NGO, not 
a trade union); PUDI, the party of Sri Bintang Pamungkas; and PRD, the party to which the students sentenced in 
April belonged. 



On March 22, police and military broke up the national meeting of Indonesia=s largest human rights 
organization, the Indonesian Legal Aid Foundation (Yayasan Lembaga Bantuan Hukum Indonesia or YLBHI) at the Graha 
Asri Hotel in Bandung, West Java, on the grounds that YLBHI had not applied for an official permit to hold the 
meeting. Two local organizers, Wirawan and Hemasari, as well as the hotel manager, were taken to the local 
police station in Cidadap (Kapolsek) around 11:00 a.m. and were later transferred to the regional police office 
(Kapolwiltabes) in Bandung, where they were interrogated that evening. 

On April 11, security forces  in Brastagi, North Sumatra broke up an advocacy training seminar on agrarian 
issues carried out by the Study and Research Group on Community Development (Kelompok Studi, Penelitian dan 
Pengembangan Masyarakat or KSPPM). The security forces confiscated identity cards and bags of all of the 
participants, then interrogated them for fifteen hours at the local police headquarters before releasing them 
without charge.  

On June 19, the annual meeting of a Medan-based organization, the People=s Information Network (Wahana 
Informasi Masyarakat or WIM), in the North Sumatran village of Haranggaol was broken up by the police also on the 
grounds that the organizers did not have a permit. The meeting had been scheduled for the beginning of April, but 
WIM had been urged by local security officials to delay it until after the elections.  

The official Indonesian National Human Rights Commission in general continued to do a creditable job of 
pressing the government for answers when human rights violations occurred, but it had neither the resources nor, 
in some cases, the inclination to pursue investigations beyond brief one- or two-day visits where commission 
delegations were almost always accompanied by senior officials from the local government. With respect to the 
communal violence in West Kalimantan, the head of commission rejected suggestions that his organization should 
probe the violence more deeply, saying in effect that the violence was over and trying to find out more would 
only stir things up.  

The East Timor office of the commission was widely recognized to be a failure. On the other hand, the Justice 
and Peace Commission of the Catholic church in East Timor improved its documentation capacity during the year and 
became an important source of information on human rights abuses. No international human rights organizations had 
access to East Timor. 
 

The Role of the  

International Community 
The international community kept its attention during the year primarily on East Timor, arms sales to Indonesia, the 
rigged May election, and the ongoing labor rights problems.  
 
Response on East Timor 
The awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to José Ramos Horta and Bishop Carlos Ximenes Belo of East Timor in late 
1996 gave both men greater access to world leaders and raised the profile of the East Timor issue. In February, U.N. 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan appointed former Pakistani diplomat Jamsheed Marker as his special representative 
on East Timor, a sign of greater U.N. interest in moving ahead with long-stalled talks between Indonesia and 
Portugal. Beginning in July, an initiative by South African President Nelson Mandela to help resolve the conflict 
was welcomed by all parties, although the prospect of any breakthrough in the political stalemate seemed slim.  

Human rights violations in East Timor led to an international effort to stop arms sales to Indonesia.  The U.S. 
Senate included in the fiscal year 1998 foreign aid bill a provision stating that in any Asale, transfer, or 
licensing of any lethal equipment or helicopters@ to Indonesia the agreement should state that these items would 
not be used in East Timor. A debate in the U.S. Congress over the proposed sale of F-16 fighter planes led 
President Soeharto to send a letter to President Clinton on May 26, saying that, given the Aunjustified criticism@ 
from Congress about Indonesia=s human rights record, he had decided to forego both the F-16s and U.S. training of 
Indonesian officers under the International Military and Education Training (IMET) program. In the U.K., Foreign 



Secretary Robin Cook decided to let arms contracts signed by the previous U.K. government proceed, but in 
September he canceled two contracts with British firms to supply armored personnel carriers and sniper rifles 
to Indonesia. In doing so, he cited his party=s May 1 manifesto not to sell arms to governments that might use them 
for internal repression. In the U.S. initiatives were underway in the Massachusetts legislature to ban the state 
from purchasing the goods and services of any corporation that did business with Indonesia because of human 
rights violations in East Timor. 

In April, the U.N. Human Rights Commission in Geneva passed a resolution calling on the Indonesian government, 
among other things, to ensure the early release of East Timorese detained for their political views; to invite the 
commission=s special rapporteur on torture to East Timor; to facilitate the stationing of a program officer from 
the office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in Jakarta and allow him or her unhindered access to East 
Timor; to encourage the secretary-general of the U.N. to continue to use his good offices to achieve a just and 
internationally acceptable solution in East Timor; and to provide access to East Timor for human rights 
organizations. 
 
European Union and the United States 
Both E.U. countries and the U.S. were critical of the electoral process in Indonesia. On May 15, the European 
Parliament adopted a resolution condemning the harsh sentences given to the student dissidents and requesting 
independent monitors observe the Indonesian elections. Just prior to the elections, nine members of the U.S. House 
of Representatives wrote to President Clinton expressing concern about the pre-election violence and urging the 
administration to assess the conditions in the lead-up to the elections with a view to providing observers.  On 
May 30, the U.S. State Department issued a sharply worded statement, citing reports from independent local 
monitors that the elections had been marked by intimidation, multiple voting, and numerous procedural 
irregularities. Shortly after the elections were held, the European Parliament passed a resolution deeming them 
undemocratic. It also urged the Indonesian government to throw out legislation restricting popular political 
participation. 

Much attention around the world focused on the detention of independent labor leader Muchtar Pakpahan and 
the situation of labor rights more generally.  Pakpahan received regular visits from U.S. and European embassy 
officials; the U.S. tried unsuccessfully to secure his exit abroad for medical treatment. In February, the U.S. trade 
representative (USTR) sent an official to meet with the government, labor rights organizations, and others to 
assess progress on the benchmarks agreed to in 1994 by then-USTR Mickey Kantor and Indonesian Foreign Minister 
Abdul Latief. The agreement resulted from U.S. pressure on Indonesia to improve its labor rights practices or lose 
tariff benefits for Indonesian exports under the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) program.  As of 
October, a petition filed with the USTR in 1995 by Human Rights Watch urging a formal resumption of the worker 
rights review remained pending. 
 
World Bank 
The annual meeting of Indonesia=s major donors, called the Consultative Group on Indonesia, took place in Tokyo in 
July. The donors together pledged $5.3 billion for Indonesia=s development, but more than half brought up the need 
for transparency, implying the need to end corruption, and for strengthening the rule of law. Several donors 
expressed concern about harassment of NGOs; only the U.S. mentioned East Timor in its formal statement.  The World 
Bank=s total lending to Indonesia in fiscal year 1997 totalled $914.6 million, mainly for infrastructure and rural 
and social development.   
 
Relevant Human Rights Watch report: 
Deteriorating Human Rights in East Timor, 9/97 
      



 
JAPAN  

 
Human Rights Developments 

Prison conditions in Japan, compensation for Acomfort women,@ the coverage of World War II in school textbooks, 
and treatment of foreign workers continued to be major issues in Japan during the year. 
    Japan=s treatment of some 200,000 Acomfort women,@ compelled by the Japanese army to provide sexual 
services during World War II, continued to generate criticism, especially for the government=s refusal to provide 
individual compensation to victims as recommended by the U.N.=s special rapporteur on violence against women in 
her 1996 report. Instead, a voluntary fund was established. Lawsuits for compensation filed in 1993 in Tokyo district 
court in the case of comfort women from the Philippines were expected to be concluded by the end of the year, 
and cases on behalf of South Korean women sometime in 1998.  Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) working with 
comfort women in Indonesia objected to Japan=s giving a block grant from the fund to the Indonesian Ministry of 
Social Affairs, rather than directly to the women themselves.   
    In September, the Japanese government also announced it would not issue an apology or provide compensation 
to more than 16,000 mentally or physically disabled Japanese women who were forcibly sterilized under a 
government program that began in 1948. 
    In an important civil liberties case, the Supreme Court ruled on August 29 that the Education Ministry must 
cease the use of censorship in school textbooks. The ministry had deleted references to abuses committed by 
Japanese forces during World War II.  Though the court did not strike down all use of censorship by the ministry, 
it declared that the power had been abused in expunging cases of well-documented atrocities from school books.  
For years the issue had generated widespread controversy throughout Asia, where Japan was often criticized for 
not directly confronting its war record, and civil liberties advocates in Japan hailed the court=s decision. 
    Other human rights abuses continued in the areas of treatment of foreign workers and trafficking of women 
into Japan for prostitution, with questions raised about failure to provide adequate interpretation for foreigners 
accused of violating Japanese law, treatment of inmates in immigration detention centers, and failure of Japanese 
officials to make any distinction between illegal immigrants and trafficking victims.   

On August 29, Bahman Daneshian Far, an Iranian prisoner detained in Fuchu prison, filed a lawsuit against the 
Japanese government for discrimination and physical abuse. He claimed that prison officials had made derogatory 
remarks about Iranians and when he protested, he was beaten, kicked repeatedly in the groin, placed in solitary 
confinement, and punished by being forced to wear leather handcuffs which the guards could tighten to cause pain. 
The lawsuit is only the second brought by a foreign prisoner in Fuchu. 
    At the United Nations, the government of Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto played a more constructive role in 
the preparatory discussions on the creation of an International Criminal Court (ICC) while reiterating its 
opposition to the ICC being used to punish transgressions committed during World War II.  Tokyo participated in the 
Oslo process on the banning of anti-personnel land mines, and provided demining assistance in Cambodia and other 
countries.  In late October, Japan announced it would sign the treaty banning anti-personnel mines. 
    With the World Bank, Japan continued to co-host donor consortium meetings, convening the Indonesia donor 
meeting in July and preparing to host the annual donor meeting on Vietnam in December. Ironically, Tokyo=s higher 
profile in the international donor community coincided with an unprecedented decision by the government during 
the year to cut back the level of Official Development Assistance (ODA) funding, with a 10 percent reduction 
authorized in fiscal year 1998.  Meanwhile, the level of foreign aid funding declined in 1996 approximately 35 
percent from the previous year, partly due to foreign exchange rates: worldwide ODA declined from U.S. $14.4 
billion in 1995 to only $9.4 billion in 1996.  But according to the Foreign Ministry=s annual report on ODA in 1996 
(published in February 1997), Japan still maintained its position as the top global aid donor.  
    An interagency panel was formed in April to discuss ODA reform, and the government took more aggressive 



steps to promote its aid program with the Japanese public, calling for a Apeople-centered@ development strategy 
in the twenty-first century and beginning a pilot program to include NGOs in official delegations abroad to 
formulate ODA projects.  On the other hand, the government=s implementation of the ODA Charter=s principles on 
human rights and democratization continued to be inconsistent and sporadic, for the most part sparing Japan=s 
most important economic and trading partners from threats to cut or actual reductions in ODA because of their 
human rights practices.  The Foreign Ministry=s annual ODA report argued against Amechanical application of a set 
of uniform standards@ and seemed to accept arguments offered by some of Asia=s authoritarian governments that 
stronger action to exert pressure for human rights improvements through aid sanctions might be seen as Aa 
unilateral imposition of values@ that would Aprovoke a backlash and delay improvements in the situation.@ 

Indonesia (receiving $965.5 million in 1996) and China ($867 million in 1996) remained the top two ODA 
recipients, despite their poor human rights records; Indonesia was promised a total of $1.88 billion in ODA for 
fiscal year 1997.  Japan=s close economic and trade relationship with Indonesia affected its overall approach to 
Jakarta, as reflected in its failed effort to negotiate a chairman=s statement on East Timor at the U.N. Commission 
on Human Rights in April (instead of the much stronger resolution that was eventually passed); its reluctance to 
criticize abuses committed in the run up to the May elections; and its hesitancy to directly raise human rights 
questions at the Indonesia donor meeting in Tokyo in July.  
    Japan=s reluctance to use economic leverage was apparent outside Asia as well. It continued to provide ODA 
and balance of payment support assistance to Kenya, for example, despite the Kenyan government=s failure to keep 
its promises of political reform. Japan did co-sign several strongly worded statements with twenty-two other 
foreign embassies protesting the deteriorating situation in Kenya during the year. Aid also flowed to Peru and to 
Egypt, with Cairo receiving praise for its Apolitical stability and democratization, as seen in the operations of the 
democratic legislature.@ Egypt received more ODA than any other Middle Eastern country ($243 million in 1995, the 
latest figures available) and was the eighth largest recipient worldwide. 
    Tokyo=s most controversial aid decision during the year was its move to resume assistance to Cambodia 
approximately a month after the coup.  At a donor conference in Paris in early July, Japan had pledged $69.6 
million in aid to the Cambodian government in fiscal year 1997, plus $1 million in demining assistance, continuing 
its role as Cambodia=s leading aid donor.  Following the July 5-6 coup, Japanese aid workers were withdrawn from 
Cambodia and ODA effectively suspended, and the government announced four principles for resumption of aid, 
including respect for the 1993 elections and restoration of Afundamental human rights and freedoms.@  But as 
early as July 17, Prime Minister Hashimoto signaled that aid would soon flow again despite reports of extrajudicial 
executions and other abuses.  When U.S. special envoy Stephen Solarz visited Tokyo in late July to coordinate U.S. 
Cambodia policy with other countries in the region, Foreign Minister Yukihiko Ikeda refused to criticize the 
appointment of Ung Huot as the new Cambodian first prime minister to replace the deposed Prince Ranariddh, 
urging the U.S. to take a Arealistic approach.@  When Ikeda met Ung Huot at an ASEAN conference in Kuala Lumpur 
later in July, he announced that ODA would be resumed despite the fact that the four conditions were not being 
met, and shortly thereafter aid workers began returning to Cambodia. 

 Japan closely followed plans for elections in May 1998 and indicated it would consider sending election 
observers.  In April, Hashimoto had sent a letter to the two Cambodian prime minsters condemning political 
violence and calling for free and fair elections in 1998. 
     Relations with China were a key foreign policy issue in 1997, marked by Prime Minister Hashimoto=s visit to 
Beijing from September 4 to 7 to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the normalization of relations 
between the two countries. A visit to Tokyo by Li Peng was scheduled for early November.  Foreign Minister Ikeda 
visited Beijing in late March in order to smooth relations, officially resuming grant assistance cut off in 1995 
because of China=s nuclear testing program, and also seeking to ease tensions over regional security issues and 
the Diaoyu Islands.  In a highly controversial move, Ikeda acceded to a request from Beijing that Japan drop its 
annual cosponsorship of a resolution on China at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights. In return, China reversed a 



decision made during a February visit by a senior Foreign Ministry official denying Japan=s request to open a 
bilateral human rights dialogue.  By the time of Hashimoto=s September trip, however, the date and agenda for the 
dialogue had yet to be negotiated.  Hashimoto brought up human rights in his meetings with Li Peng and other 
officials but only in general terms in the context of Aglobal issues.@  The Chinese government later informed 
Japan that it would send some Ahuman rights experts@ to Tokyo from October 21-23. Meanwhile, economic relations 
continued to boom reaching $60 billion in bilateral Sino-Japanese trade in 1996, and Japan pursued its active 
lobbying for China=s early entry into the World Trade Organization.  
      On Hong Kong, Japan agreed to inclusion of an appeal for human rights and the rule of law in the 
communique issued at the summit of the Group of Eight (G8) industrialized nations meeting in Denver in June, but in 
general it took a low-key approach, refusing to publicly criticize actions by the new Hong Kong government to 
roll back civil liberties protections, while privately urging Beijing to honor its commitments to Hong Kong=s 
autonomy. Foreign Minister Ikeda attended the swearing-in of the Hong Kong provisional legislature on July 1.   
    In its policy on Burma, Japan continued to refrain from resuming ODA suspended since 1988, although in May 
it did offer to resume at least one key ODA project, involving some $60 million for expansion of the Rangoon 
airport, as an incentive to encourage an end to harassment and the beginning of a dialogue with the National 
League for Democracy (NLD). The Burmese government, however, rejected the overture, and the offer was withdrawn. 
During a visit to Indonesia in January, Hashimoto told President Soeharto that he supported Burma=s prospective 
membership in ASEAN, but he warned that Burma=s admission should Anot become a cover for oppression.@ Ikeda 
repeated this message during the ASEAN conference in Malaysia in July, stressing that democratization and 
national reconciliation in Burma were essential.  Just days after ASEAN had announced its formal decision to 
admit Burma, Keidanren, the powerful Japanese business association, dispatched a major trade mission to Rangoon in 
early June. The government took no action to discourage or delay the mission.   

Separately, Keidanren announced in December 1996 a new Acharter for corporate good behavior.@ Among its 
provisions was a stipulation that corporations should Astand firm against antisocial forces and organizations that 
threaten the order and security of civil society,@ and in their operations abroad, they should Arespect the cultures 
and customs of the hosting society.@ 

In August, the highest-ranking delegation to visit Burma in five years arrived in Rangoon for talks with 
senior SLORC officials just as heavy prison terms for NLD members were announced. But Parliamentary Vice Foreign 
Minister Masahiko Komura did not bring up these cases in his discussions, nor did he meet with Aung San Suu Kyi. 
For the first time, Japan gave humanitarian assistance in 1997 to Burmese refugees on the Thai border through a 
consortium of NGOs. 
  Throughout Southeast Asia, Japan focused on upgrading its commercial and political relations, sending two 
ODA missions to Vietnam and planning to maintain its high level of aid to Hanoi ($830 million was pledged in 
1996), while generally avoiding explicit criticism of human rights problems.  In a prominent policy speech delivered 
 in Singapore at the conclusion of an ASEAN-wide tour in January, Prime Minister Hashimoto emphasized Tokyo=s 
interest in developing a Abroader and deeper partnership@ with ASEAN. This became known in the region as the 
AHashimoto doctrine@ and was taken to mean that Japan would take a higher-profile interest in political affairs 
of the region. It was also widely interpreted in the region as a way of solidifying links between Japan and 
ASEAN at the expense of China. 
    In South Asia, Japan focused on nuclear proliferation, pressing both India and Pakistan to join the non-
proliferation treaty. No human rights issues were explicitly on the agenda with either country, and Japan 
attempted to address child labor concerns in India mainly as a poverty reduction issue. In Sri Lanka, Japan 
provided $264 million in ODA in 1995, recognizing Colombo=s efforts to improve human rights, while Acontinuing to 
observe the situation in the north and east, where human rights are still being violated in strife-torn regions,@ 
according to the Foreign Ministry=s ODA report.    
 



The Right to Monitor 
Human rights groups in Japan faced no legal restrictions on their activities. 
 

The Role of the  

International Community 
Most of the international action with respect to human rights in Japan took place within the United Nations. 
Japan=s human rights record came under international scrutiny as the government provided its report to the U.N. 
Human Rights Committee monitoring compliance with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  The 
last such report, submitted in 1993, triggered recommendations from the committee dealing with the death penalty, 
interrogation methods, inadequate protection of suspects= rights, treatment of women and refugees, and other 
concerns.  In the 1997 report, the government vigorously defended the continued use of the death penalty, tight 
restrictions on condemned prisoners= contacts with outsiders, and refusal to give family members advance notice 
of executions.  The government also denied that the pretrial detention system violates the rights of detainees by 
subjecting them to prolonged interrogation without counsel.  Japanese lawyers and civil liberties groups 
criticized the report for failing to adequately address the Human Rights Committee=s earlier findings and 
recommendations.   

At its meeting in August in Geneva, the U.N. Subcommission on the Prevention of Discrimination decided not to 
recommend that the Human Rights Commission take up Japanese prison conditions under a confidential review 
procedure. The subcommission did convey concerns about the issue to the Japanese government, however. 

The U.S. and Japan cooperated on promoting democracy and civil society through the G8 initiative announced in 
June, as well as the ACommon Agenda,@ a program of cooperation on global issues initiated when President Clinton 
was in Tokyo in 1993.  On specific issues, however, there were notable differences, such as resumption of aid to 
Cambodia after the July coup and sponsorship of a resolution on China at the U.N. Commission on Human Rights.  
     
 

PAKISTAN 

 
Human Rights Developments 

Sectarian violence and the government=s harsh response to it dominated Pakistan=s political landscape in 1997, 
leaving little scope for improvement in human rights.  Although violence in Karachi dropped considerably 
following the brutal 1996 crackdown against the armed opposition Immigrants= National Movement (Mohajir Quami 
Movement or MQM), clashes continued between the MQM and federal security forces. Sectarian violence between 
Sunni and Shi=a political groups also escalated dramatically in Punjab, leaving at least 200 dead. In August, in a 
misguided effort to quell the violence, the Nawaz Sharif government enacted the Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA)Ca 
hastily conceived law suspending constitutional safeguards and giving increased power to police and other 
security forces. At the same time, the government made no progress in curbing rampant police abuse or in 
addressing statutory discrimination against women and religious minorities. The government took some steps to 
respond to international pressure to end child labor but without seriously enforcing legislation prohibiting bonded 
labor. 

In February, the Pakistan Muslim League (PML), led by Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, swept the national and 
Punjab assembly seats in elections triggered by the November 1996 dismissal of Benazir Bhutto, leader of the 
Pakistan People=s Party (PPP). The grounds for Bhutto=s dismissal included corruption and human rights abuses 
committed in the course of the crackdown on the MQM in Karachi. A judicial inquiry into extrajudicial executions of 
some MQM militants was begun in June; its report was due in October.   

The change of government did not herald an end to human rights violations in Karachi. At least 400 persons 
had been killed in the city between January and November, victims of extrajudicial executions by police and federal 



security forces or retaliatory killings by the MQM. Several children were counted among the victims, including a 
twelve-year-old whose corpse was found on a garbage dump with a note accusing him of being a police informer. 
The MQM has claimed to represent mohajirs, Urdu-speaking migrants who fled India after the 1947 partition and who 
compose 60 percent of Karachi=s population of twelve million. Following a government crackdown in July, 
involving 8,000 paramilitary police in Karachi, the MQM changed its name to United National Movement (Muttahida 
Quami Movement, still with the initials MQM) and raised demands for free education and an end to discrimination 
against the Ahmadiya religious minority (see below) in an apparent bid to attract other ethnic groups.  It remained 
to be seen whether the move would result in an end to the group=s campaign of political violence. Meanwhile, 
hundreds of MQM activists and supporters remained in prison without trial. 

In Punjab, at least 200 people were killed in sectarian clashes. Police blamed the surge in violence on 
escalating strife between the militant Sunni Sipah-I-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP) and its Shi=a counterpart, Sipah-I-
Mohammad Pakistan (SMP).  Founded in the early 1980s, the SSP has demanded that Shiites be declared a non-Muslim 
minority in Pakistan.  The murder of Sunni leader Zia ul-Rehman in Lahore in January and the February killing of 
Muhammed Ali Rahimi, head of an Iranian cultural center in the southern Punjab city of Multan, provoked further 
retaliatory attacks between members of the two sects during the year.  In July, police launched a crackdown on 
religious militants aimed at stemming sectarian violence in Punjab province.  Over forty people were picked up in 
police raids in the cities of Rawalpindi, Jhelum, Chakwal, and Attock.  Meanwhile, in the northwestern city of 
Peshawar, police set on fire more than fifty homes and shops of suspected criminals in an effort to curb crime in 
the tribal area and break up a kidnapping ring.   

On August 6, nine people were killed in an attack on the Sunni Ziaul Uloom Mosque in the Gujjarpura area of 
Lahore, the capital of Punjab.  The same day, three worshippers were killed when a bomb exploded in a Sunni 
mosque in Multan.  The attacks were believed to be in retaliation for the killing of a Shi=a shopkeeper earlier in 
the day. Following the incidents, mosques in Lahore began posting private armed guards to protect against random 
attacks.   

Sunni Islamic schools, many under SSP control, have operated as recruiting centers for soldiers fighting in 
Afghanistan, including those associated with the Taliban, a movement of conservative students whose forces took 
control of much of Afghanistan in 1996 with Pakistan=s support.  Because of the SSP=s role in the Afghan 
conflict, officials have often looked the other way and allowed it and other such groups to operate with impunity. 
In August, however, police began investigating charges against an Islamic school accused of forcibly sending 
thirteen-year-old Maroof Ahmed to join the Taliban in Afghanistan.  The case prompted a number of other 
investigations into such schools.    Claiming that the violence in Punjab and Karachi represented an 
Aextraordinary situation@ requiring an Aextraordinary measure,@ in August the government introduced the Anti-
Terrorism Act,     a law which authorized law enforcement personnel to open fire on anyone Acommitting a terrorist 
act@ or Alikely to commit a terrorist act.@  The ATA also authorized police to arrest and search without a warrant 
and take possession of any property or weapon Alikely to be used@ in any act of terrorism.  A provision allowing 
confessions to the police, even those made under duress, to be admissible as evidence contradicted constitutional 
protections against self-incrimination and the use of torture. Eleven special courts were set up under the ATA to 
carry out summary seven-day trials for those charged with acts of terrorism.  Within days of the ATA becoming 
law, more than 3,000 lawyers in Punjab staged a protest strike, demanding its repeal. As of October, the new law 
had been challenged in three high courts.   

Despite protests by medical practitioners, ordinary criminal courts and Shari=a (Islamic) courts continued to 
award sentences of qisas, punishment equal to the injury caused, and diyat, blood money. Human rights groups have 
complained that the Qisas and Diyat Ordinance has effectively enabled wealthy and influential people to escape 
punishment even for crimes as serious as murder or assault and has been discriminatory toward non-Muslims who do 
not have the option of paying diyat for the murder of a Muslim. 

In April, the National Assembly amended the Offence of Zina (Enforcement of Hudood) Ordinance 1979 to award 



the death penalty to persons convicted of gang rape.  At the same time, the government made no move to amend 
provisions of the Zina Ordinance that have been interpreted in such a way that rape victims may be charged with 
adultery if they are unable to prove rape.  In August, the government-appointed Commission on the Status of 
Women, an advisory body which included a number of prominent human rights activists, recommended that the Hudood 
Ordinances (of which the Zina Ordinance is a part) be repealed.  The report also recommended that marital rape 
be considered a crime; that women be given the right to seek an abortion within 120 days of pregnancy; and that 
33 percent of seats in each elective body, from the local to national level, be reserved for women.   As of 
November, the government had yet to react to the Commission=s recommendations.   

On March 10, the Lahore High Court handed down a landmark decision in the much-publicized Saima Waheed case, 
upholding the validity of the twenty-two-year old Pakistani woman=s marriage, which had been challenged by her 
father. Many women=s rights activists remained cautious about the judgment which also called for basic amendments 
to family laws to enforce parental authority and discourage courtships and extramarital relationships.  The 
Supreme Court was to hear an appeal on the High Court decision by the end of the year.  Waheed remained in hiding 
because of threats from religious organizations  opposed to the court=s decision.  

Pakistan=s so-called blasphemy laws and other legislation regulating religious practice were used to harass, 
intimidate and punish religious minorities, particularly Christians and Ahmadis.  As of July, more than 2,000 Ahmadis 
had been charged with various offenses under the laws.  The laws contributed to a climate of violence against 
these groups.  On June 19, Ateeq Ahmad Bajwah, an Ahmadi lawyer and local leader of the Ahmadiyya community, was 
shot and killed in broad daylight in Vihari, Punjab. At this writing, no one has been arrested for the murder.     On 
October 10, retired High Court Justice Arif Iqhal Bhatti was shot and killed in his Lahore office.  The murder was 
reportedly committed by a member of a militant Sunni Muslim organization who was enraged by Justice Bhatti=s 1995 
decision to acquit two Pakistani Christians accused of blasphemy.  

Despite repeated  assurances that freedom of the press would be respected under the Sharif administration, a 
number of journalists were attacked and newspaper offices ransacked in 1997.  Reporters working in remote areas 
and for smaller publications were most vulnerable. The attacks were instigated predominantly by political parties 
angered by reporting critical of their members or activities.   

The year began on an ominous note when the Peshawar Press Club was attacked during a New Year=s eve 
function by armed workers of two Islamist parties, the Jamaat-e-Islami and the Jamiat Ulema Islam.  The two 
religious parties later apologized to journalists and promised to take disciplinary action against those 
responsible.  In February, the Rawalpindi offices of the Urdu daily Assas were ransacked and staff members 
attacked by over one hundred armed persons reportedly angered by the paper=s refusal to publish a political 
candidate=s statement containing unconfirmed allegations against his opponent.  In the same month, Sailab Meshud, 
president of the Tribal Union of Journalists and correspondent for the daily The News was severely beaten by a 
police officer when he attempted to obtain information on a detainee held at a police station in the Punjabi town 
of Tank. In March, a bomb exploded in the office of the Urdu evening newspaper Qaumi Akhbar.  Although no one 
was injured, the office sustained extensive damage. 

In August, Shakeel Naich, chief  reporter for Awami Awaz, was brutally assaulted by political activists 
angered by an interview Naich had published critical of Mumtaz Bhutto, former caretaker chief minister of Sindh 
and chief of the Sindh National Front (SNF) party.  Naich sustained serious head injuries as a result of the attack. 
 Workers for SNF later obstructed distribution of the paper in numerous cities by seizing bundles and setting them 
on fire.  The bureau office of the newspaper Kawish in Larkana, Sindh, was ransacked and burglarized the 
following month, apparently because of its extensive coverage of the assault on Naich.  A similar incident took 
place in May when copies of the English daily Dawn were confiscated and burned, reportedly in retaliation for the 
publication of an article critical of the chief minister of Sindh, Liaquat Ali Khan Jatoi.   

The year was further marred by the deaths of two journalists and the court martial and conviction of a third. 
 On January 18, one press photographer was killed and five others were injured in a bomb blast at a Lahore 



Sessions Court.  The bomb was intended for leaders of the Sipah-I-Sahaba party who had been brought to the court 
for a hearing.  On June 9, Shamsuddin Haider, a program producer for Radio Pakistan, was shot in his home by two 
gunmen in the southern Punjab town of Bahawalpur.  For only the second time in Pakistan=s history, a civilian 
journalist was tried in a military court.  Humayun Fur, Peshawar bureau chief of the daily Mashriq, was detained in 
June and charged with Aanti-state@ activities.  On September 9 he was sentenced to five years in prison.  The 
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan expressed serious concern over Fur=s conviction and predicted that it would 
have a chilling effect on freedom of the press in the country.  On October 7 Fur was pardoned on medical 
grounds soon after he was hospitalized for hepatitis C and jaundice.  Fur=s condition had reportedly deteriorated in 
jail, where repeated requests for medical attention were ignored.   
    

 

 

The Right to Monitor 
As had been the case in previous years, human rights activists in 1997 continued to receive more threats from 
religious groups than from government agents. Asma Jahangir, a prominent human rights lawyer and chairperson 
for the Human Right Commission of Pakistan, continued to receive threats from religious organizations opposed to 
the Lahore High Court=s decision in the Saima Waheed case. 
 

The Role of the  

International Community 
The international community=s concerns focused largely on child labor to the exclusion of most other human rights 
concerns. 
 
United Nations 
After a ten-year lapse, Pakistan resumed dialogue with the U.N. Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination upon the country=s submission of its tenth, eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth periodic 
reports (pursuant to Article 9 of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination).  At a meeting in March, the committee commended Pakistan for establishing a Ministry of Human 
Rights in 1995 and particularly noted the active role played by the nongovernmental Pakistan Human Rights 
Commission. The committee noted that Pakistan=s definition of minorities was based on religious affiliation and not 
on ethnic, racial or linguistic grounds, and recommended that Pakistan extend its legal protections to all 
minority groups.  Further  information on the right to equal treatment before tribunals and on protection by the 
state against violence or bodily harm (whether inflicted by government officials or by any individual group or 
institution) was also requested.   
 
European Union and the  

United States 
In December 1996 the European Commission and representatives of the government of Pakistan met in Brussels for 
the first round of negotiations for a new, third-generation agreement between the European Community and 
Pakistan.  The agreement covers cooperation in development, trade and commerce, economics, and science and 
technology.  The parties met again in April 1997 and continued to face a deadlock on issues relating to human 
resource development.  Pakistan refused to include any specific reference to International Labour Organization 
(ILO) principles, particularly those relating to child labor, in the text.   

Any progress by the Pakistan government to address the problem of child labor was due in large part to 
increased international pressure.  Although enforcement of relevant laws, particularly the Bonded Labour 
(Abolition) Act, remained grossly inadequate, the government took some positive steps during the year.  On 



February 15, under an accord signed with the ILO, Pakistan agreed that children under fourteen would no longer be 
employed in the stitching of soccer balls.  Nike, Reebok and several other sporting goods companies simultaneously 
announced their decision not to buy soccer balls made in Pakistan using child labor.  The project was set to be 
phased in over a period of eighteen months.  Pakistan, the European Union, and the ILO=s International Programme 
for Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) launched two additional programs targeting child labor. On May 31, officials 
announced that U.S. $1.5 million would be spent on rehabilitating 7,000 children employed in the football stitching 
industry in Sialkot.  Another $2.2 million, two-year program was launched to target bonded child labor in carpet 
and brick factories. 

The moves should be seen in the context of a petition filed with the European Commission which could 
eventually trigger the withdrawal of tariff benefits under the E.U.=s Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) 
program if Pakistan failed to begin to address the problem of forced labor.  The United States had already 
partially suspended Pakistan=s preferential trade benefits under the GSP program in March 1996.  The suspension, 
which affected trade in surgical instruments, sporting goods, and certain carpets, was due in part to Pakistan=s 
inadequate efforts to address the problem of bonded and child labor.  As of October 1997, the U.S. had not 
reinstated those benefits.     

In May, members of the European Parliament proposed that India and Pakistan use the International Court of 
Justice in the Hague as a forum to resolve their disputes over Kashmir.  U.S. President Bill Clinton met with Indian 
Prime Minister Inder Kumar Gujral and Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in September and renewed the United 
States= offer to help the two countries settle their differences.  
  
 

SRI LANKA 

 
Political violence continued to plague Sri Lanka, both in the lead-up to local elections in late March and in the 
ongoing war with the separatist Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).  Politicians from mainstream political 
parties and members of LTTE both stood accused of political assassinations in 1997.   Efforts to account for past 
abuses made some progress as the government vowed to make public the reports of three presidential commissions 
that concluded investigations into nearly 17,000 reported  Adisappearances@ dating back as far as 1988, but  
attempts to prosecute abuses proceeded haltingly, and new violations continued.  Arbitrary arrests, torture, rape, 
extrajudicial executions and some new  Adisappearances@ of Tamil civilians by members of the security forces and 
armed groups working alongside the military were reported in 1997. The LTTE was also accused of arbitrary killings 
of civilians and of taking hostages.  The government made little progress toward resolving its war with the LTTE 
or gaining wider acceptance for a new proposed constitution aimed at devolving more power to minorities through 
regional councils defined in part along ethnic lines. 
 
 
 

Human Rights Developments 
On February 11, one day before the deadline for filing nominations in the March 21 local elections, People=s 
Alliance (PA) Member of Parliament (MP) Nalanda Ellawalla was assassinated by prominent members of the United 
National Party (UNP). The murder sparked a rampage in southern Sri Lanka, as PA supporters burned scores of UNP 
homes and buildings. A special police unit set up to monitor campaign and election violence recorded 369 
complaints in February alone, including many incidents of threats and assaults on  UNP and other opposition party 
members by PA supporters.  In an effort to contain the violence,  President Kumaratunga ordered the confiscation 
of arms owned by political party members and declared an amnesty until March 15 for those who voluntarily turned 
in their weapons.  Some took advantage of the amnesty, but many did not. Two citizens= groups monitoring the vote, 



the Movement for Free and Fair Elections and the Movement against Political Violence, reported 1,836 incidents of 
political violence during the elections, including murder, assault, voter intimidation and impersonation, theft of 
polling cards, and abduction and intimidation of opposition polling agents. The government was accused of using 
state-owned media to influence the election, and international observers were denied visas. 

In July, the LTTE was implicated in the assassinations of two popular politicians, both in Trincomalee district. 
 On July 5, Arunasalam Thangathurai, Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) MP for Trincomalee District, and five 
others were killed in a grenade attack as Thangathurai left the premises of a school where he had addressed a 
public meeting. Thangathurai was known to be critical of both government and LTTE abuses in his constituency.  On 
July 20, Mohammed Mashroof of the UNP together with five others, including Mashroof=s driver and the driver=s 
four-year-old son, was killed when gunmen thought to be LTTE forces opened fire on his jeep.  The UNP group had 
been on its way to meet the families of forty-one villagers from Irakakkandy who had been abducted by the LTTE on 
July 2.   

Fighting between the LTTE and government forces was fierce in 1997. On May 13, Sri Lankan armed forces 
launched the largest military operation of the year in northern Sri Lanka.  In a massive offensive which continued 
through October, some 20,000 troops backed up by artillery, armored vehicles, and air support were deployed to 
recover rebel-held territory and reopen a supply route to the Jaffna peninsula across the LTTE-controlled Vanni 
region.  At the outset, an estimated 20,000 to 30,000 civilians fled the offensive, adding to the hundreds of 
thousands already displaced in the area. There were reports of civilian casualties, and many suffered from periodic 
shortages as restrictions were placed on the movement of food and supplies.  In August, Tamil politicians charged 
that indiscriminate attacks on civilian areas not under government control had resulted in civilian deaths and 
injuries and had damaged homes, schools and places of worship. 

Conflict-related violence was not limited to the country=s north and east. Some eighteen people died on 
October 15 in a bombing of Colombo=s World Trade Center and gun battles in the city=s business district. At least 
110 people were wounded. The government blamed the LTTE for the violence; a London-based spokesman for the group 
denied involvement.  

Journalists continued to have great difficulty filing independent stories on the war, as they have had since 
1995 when the Defense Ministry introduced regulations barring the press from visiting the north except during 
infrequent visits organized under military escort. The result has been a massive propaganda battle of claims and 
counterclaims regarding combatant and noncombatant casualties, attacks on civilians, and delivery of humanitarian 
assistance to persons displaced by the conflict, and journalists have been censured for inaccurate war reporting. 
In July, well-known war correspondent Iqbal Atthas made several complaints to the police about harassment by 
persons thought to be connected to the security forces who had placed him under surveillance.    

In reporting unrelated to the war, Sunday Times editor Sinha Ratnatunga was convicted in July, and three 
other editors faced criminal defamation charges for publishing  articles critical of  President Kumaratunga. 

Constraints on freedom of movement remained a serious problem for Tamil civilians fleeing the violence in the 
north.  Tens of thousands of displaced persons seeking to travel south during the year were involuntarily detained 
for months in crowded Awelfare centers@ in Vavuniya pending rigorous government security clearance. Civilians 
wishing to travel to Jaffna were stranded in July when passenger service to the northern peninsula was 
suspended after the LTTE attacked ships transporting civilians.  In Colombo and other towns under government 
control, police enforced often contradictory registration requirements for Tamil newcomers and their hosts, 
contributing to harassment of Tamil civilians, arbitrary arrests and increased likelihood of mistreatment in custody. 
Police in Colombo looking for LTTE suspects conducted frequent cordon and search operations and mass round-ups, 
sometimes picking up hundreds of  suspects at a time.  

Reported rapes by security personnel escalated in early 1997, particularly in Jaffna and in eastern Sri Lanka, 
but it remained unclear whether the numbers reflected an actual increase in incidents, since rapes have been 
notoriously underreported. Several of these cases received extensive publicity, including the alleged rape and 



murder by police officers of Murugesupillai Koneswary, a mother of four children, who was killed by a grenade 
explosion on May 17.  As of October, the case was under investigation, but any evidence of rape was destroyed by 
the explosion.  Joseph Pararajasingham, an MP for Batticaloa district who has documented human rights abuses, 
provided details in July of six other rapes by police and army personnel, but he estimated that there had been many 
more in his constituency since 1995.    Pararajasingham also claimed that extrajudicial killings and 
Adisappearances@ had occurred at a combined rate of about seven per month in Batticaloa district since January 
1997. 
  The government continued to make efforts to investigate Adisappearances,@ that occurred under previous 
administrations as well as abuses reported under its own watch,  but it was less  vigorous in its pursuit of 
prosecutions. By August 1997, the Sri Lankan government had initiated investigations into some 760 complaints of 
Adisappearances@ that had occurred in the Jaffna peninsula during the previous yearCthe highest reported figure 
since 1992. In August, hearings into Adisappearances@ in Jaffna were conducted by the Defense Ministry within the 
perimeter of an army camp, a move that drew criticism from observers who reported that the venue was causing 
difficulties for witnesses.   

Progress was slow in the prosecution of  important cases of extrajudicial killings by state forces.  As of 
October,  there had been no movement towards reopening the notorious Bolgoda Lake case, which the chief 
magistrate ordered off the court=s docket in March after members of the prosecuting team failed to appear for 
two consecutive court dates.  The case dates from mid-1995, when some twenty-one bodies, many of them young Tamil 
men abducted from local guest lodges, were found in and around Bolgoda Lake near Colombo. Some showed signs of 
starvation, strangulation or torture. Twenty-two officers of the Special Task Force (STF), a police 
counterinsurgency agency, were arrested and charged in the case.  They were later released on bail.   Calling the 
prosecution=s absence Aan obstruction of justice,@ the judge refused to continue the trial. Sri Lankan Ambassador 
to the United Nations Bernard Gunatilleke vowed that the case would continue, telling the U.N. Human Rights 
Commission in Geneva on April 9 that the government had Adecided to file indictments directly against the STF 
personnel in the High Court without going through a non-summary inquiry to avoid delay.@ The attorney general 
claimed to be awaiting further forensic evidence before filing the case against the accused. 

In April,,,, Sri Lankan courts dismissed two important Adisappearance@ cases dating back to 1989, allegedly for 
lack of evidence.  On April 4, a Colombo magistrate ordered the releases of Assistant Superintendent of Police 
Sumith Edirisinghe and Chief Inspector Anton Sisira Kumara. They were accused of abducting and murdering a number 
of people in the Hokandara area in 1989 and having them buried along a roadside. The site was later excavated and 
skeletal remains found, some of which were sent for forensic examination.  On April 5, charges were also dropped 
against suspects in the Wawulkeley murder case in which six persons including four police officers were accused 
of abducting and murdering six youths in 1989.   

Hearings proceeded intermittently in the trial of eight soldiers charged with the murder of twenty-five Tamil 
civilians including women and children in a massacre in the village of Kumarapuram in Trincomalee district on 
February 11, 1996.  At a hearing in April, a surviving witness, Arunasalam Paramarani, identified two of soldiers 
accused of the killings. 

In June human rights organizations in Sri Lanka and elsewhere voiced concern over the government=s decision 
to dismantle the Human Rights Task Force (HRTF), a government body established in 1991 to monitor the welfare of 
detainees held under emergency regulations.  All HRTF assets, including their extensive data files on detainees, 
were to be transferred to the newly established National Human Rights Commission, which finally received its 
government appointees on March 17.  Bowing to pressure from human rights organizations, the government agreed 
to allow the HRTF=s regional offices to operate for another month.  No arrangements were made regarding the HRTF 
staff, some of whom had built up significant expertise in human rights investigation and also risked possible 
retaliation from army and police personnel they had encountered while investigating abuses.  At the time of the 
decision, the National Human Rights Commission was not yet operational and lacked staff to do systematic 



monitoring and intervention.  Human Rights Watch joined Sri Lankan and international human rights organizations 
in urging the government to ensure that the functions of the HRTF were not allowed to lapse even temporarily 
and that its expertise did not go to waste. 

On August 8, the government announced a long-awaited plan to establish citizens= committees to monitor 
arrests and detentions at police stations. 

In September the government announced that both the final and interim reports of the three presidential 
commissions of inquiry into past Adisappearances,@ which were delivered to the president on September 3, would be 
made public.  The president also announced that the government would pursue prosecution of those against whom 
the commissions found prima facie evidence of wrongdoing.  The commissions were established in late 1994 to 
investigate Adisappearances@ and abductions by non-state agents reported in the country since January 1988. They 
heard evidence in some 16,750 cases out of 19,079 complaints and were to identify those responsible, recommend 
legal action, and suggest relief and preventive measures. In September President Kumaratunga also announced 
plans for a new commission to examine complaints that had not been addressed by the three commissions before 
their terms ended. 

In October, Sri Lanka notified the U.N. of its ratification of the Optional Protocol of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The protocol allows individual complaints about violations to be taken to the 
U.N.=s Human Rights Committee. 
 

The Right to Monitor 
Although Sri Lankan human rights organizations continued to operate without legal restrictions, international 
relief agencies and nongovernmental organizations faced obstacles when attempting to operate in conflict areas. 
  Both Quaker Peace and Peace Brigades International, organizations which had carried out important relief and 
monitoring efforts in eastern Sri Lanka, were barred from operating in Batticaloa district in April. The 
restrictions, which did not appear to be motivated by security concerns, were lifted later in the year.  
International relief agencies were also permitted to operate in areas outside government control, but pulled out 
when military operations intensified.  Agencies did not receive permission to work with independent local 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Jaffna; if allowed to work at all, they were required to do so with 
state-linked institutions.  This policy discouraged some organizations from seeking permission to work in Jaffna 
and caused others to withdraw. 

In the lead-up to local elections in late March, a broad-based network of citizens= groups and NGOs launched 
a massive campaign against political violence, undertaking voter education, organizing rallies and calling on 
voters to shun candidates linked to violence. Despite the campaign=s success in raising the issue of political 
violence,    international observers who were invited by these groups to attend an NGO workshop on election 
monitoring were denied visas. 

In July, media freedom groups called for the repeal of laws governing criminal defamation as well as the 
Press Council Law, which appoints a council to regulate newspapers, and to censure journalists for professional 
misconduct, and makes it an offense to publish a false report about issues under consideration by members of the 
Cabinet.  On September 11, in response to NGO pressure, Sri Lanka repealed the Parliamentary Privileges Special 
Provision Act, a  law that gave parliament the right to fine and imprison journalists for defamation. 
 

The Role of the  

International Community  
Most governments and international NGOs that raised concerns about Sri Lanka=s human rights record focused on 
abuses linked to the ongoing war.  Many governments denounced LTTE violence and called for a political solution 
to the conflict.  They also gave some attention to the need for humanitarian relief, accountability for past 
violations, and the plight of Sri Lankan refugees. 



 

United Nations  
In August, Bacre Waly N=diaye, the U.N.=s special rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, 
undertook a twelve-day visit to Sri Lanka.   N=diaye expressed concern over the high numbers of unresolved 
Adisappearances@ and stated that Athe gap between those who have disappeared and the number of people whose 
whereabouts have been finally discovered is too huge, too important.@ He noted that Sri Lanka had the second-
highest number of cases pending with the U.N. Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances, some 
10,000 since the 1980s, and that reports of Adisappearances@ in Jaffna had also increased since 1996.  
 
Japan 
In its 1996 annual report on Overseas Development Assistance (ODA), published in February 1997,  Japan noted in 
connection with the human rights clause of the ODA charter that while the Sri Lankan government was Amaking 
efforts to protect and improve human rights,@ instability and ongoing human rights violations persisted  in 
Astrife-torn regions.@ Japan pledged to Acontinue to observe the situation in the north and east.@  
 
European Union 
On April 2, the Sri Lankan government announced that with the assistance of British Undersecretary of 
Commonwealth and Foreign Affairs Liam Fox, an agreement had been reached between Sri Lanka=s ruling People=s 
Alliance and the opposition UNP to work together to end the war with separatist Tamil rebels. Sri Lankan Foreign 
Minister Lakshman Kadirgamar added, however, that Athe  government  was  not contemplating mediation or 
facilitation by any foreign  government or third party at this point of time.@ 

Also in April, Also in April, German State Minister in the Foreign Office, Dr. Werner Hoyer  vowed during a 
state visit that his government  would not  provide any support to the LTTE, directly or indirectly, and that 
Germany was Aready to ban@ the group or deport its members if there was evidence that they were engaged in 
terrorism. 
 
United States 
In July, following a number of LTTE attacks on noncombatants, including the burning of an Indonesian passenger 
ferry, the seizure of a North Korean cargo vessel and the killing of one of its sailors, and the assassination of 
the two MPs in Trincomalee, the U.S. called on the LTTE to Acease all acts of terrorism@ and expressed 
unconditional support for the Sri Lankan government=s proposals for a political resolution of the ethnic 
conflict. During a visit to Colombo that month, Australian Foreign Minister Alexander Downer expressed similar 
views. 

On August 29, 1997, the U.S. promised Sri Lanka U.S. $1 million for humanitarian assistance for war victims  
and displaced children. The USAID grant is in addition to $1 million that the U.S. granted  to  the  Citizens= 
Participation  (CIPART)  project  in  Sri  Lanka,  a program designed to strengthen democratic institutions. In 
September, the new U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for South Asian Affairs, Karl R. Inderfurth, visited Colombo 
on his first trip to the region. Inderfurth told journalists that President Kumaratunga had once again urged the 
U.S. to designate the LTTE as a terrorist organization but said that the U.S. was still examining the legal 
ramifications of such a decision.  On October 8, the Clinton administration included the LTTE on a list of thirty 
organizations banned under a 1996 anti-terrorism law. The law bars LTTE members from the United States, prohibits 
fund-raising for the organization, and permits the freezing of members= bank accounts. 
 
    
    
    



    
THAILAND 

 
Thailand=s economic crisis, culminating in the collapse of its currency in July, pushed all other developments out 
of the headlines, but the full extent of the social and political repercussions of the crisis remained unclear at 
the end of the year. A new constitution, passed in September in the wake of the crisis, promised more protections 
for human rights and greater government accountability, offsetting efforts by the government earlier in the year 
to place restrictions on Thailand=s traditionally free press. In the meantime, however, the paramount human rights 
problem, the government=s treatment of refugees and migrants, deteriorated steadily during the year with massive 
forcible returns of refugees into Burma and denial of entry into Thailand of would-be refugees from both Burma 
and Cambodia. (The government eventually admitted tens of thousands of Cambodians fleeing the violence that 
followed the July 5-6 coup in Phnom Penh.) Although Thailand=s economic growth in recent years was built on a 
supply of cheap migrant labor, largely from Burma, the economic crisis resulted in an immigration crackdown, 
leading to summary deportations and filling immigration detention centers that already had a reputation for 
overcrowding and abuse.  Thailand had a mixed record in support for human rights in the international arena. It 
became a full party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) in January and indicated 
that it would sign the  multilateral treaty to ban anti-personnel mines.  However, its officials wavered but 
ultimately supported Burma=s admission as a full member of the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), 
thus giving up an important source of leverage on Burma=s leaders to improve their human rights practices. 
 

Human Rights Developments 
Prime Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, a former commander of the Thai army who took office in November 1996, 
presided over a weak six-party coalition, characterized by frequent shifts in policy and paralyzing infighting, 
until his resignation in November after months of escalating economic pressures. The weakness of his government 
contrasted sharply with his own desire to play the role of strongman, resulting in a heavy reliance on military 
advisers, the blurring of military and civilian roles, especially in the intelligence field, and more government 
supervision of the generally free Thai press. Chavalit was also responsible, however, for unprecedented cuts in the 
defense budget. 

Signs of Thailand=s economic slide were apparent early in the year. While the immediate causes were bad debts, 
irresponsible borrowing, and a property boom gone bust, many Thais attributed the problem to corruption, political 
favoritism and generally bad governance. One result was the drafting of a new constitution by a specially 
elected ninety-nine-member assembly focusing on political reform, with protection of civil liberties, a 
strengthened judiciary, fairer voting practices, and government accountability high on the agenda. The reforms 
were given only a slight chance of surviving undiluted until the economy hit bottom in July; by August, when the 
parliament began active consideration of the draft, it was widely expected to pass and in September did so, 
becoming the sixteenth constitution since 1932.  

The Chavalit government took several steps to control the media. In late 1996, Chavalit had appointed the 
supreme commander of the Thai military as chairman of the Mass Communications Authority, and in early 1997 he 
installed the former editor of a pro-army magazine as head of a key state-run television network. But the most 
worrisome move came on June 11 when a media monitoring committee, called the News Analysis Centre, was set up 
under the Ministry of Interior to analyze media reports for the prime minister=s office in an effort to ensure 
Aaccurate@ reporting. While the government denied the move was an effort to restrict freedom of the press, it 
came at a time when some officials were blaming critical press reporting for the country=s economic woes. 

Thailand=s security forces increasingly resorted to the use of excessive force and summary executions of 
suspected criminals in 1997.  Some twenty-nine people were shot by the security forces between November 1996, 
when six suspected drug traffickers who had surrendered and had been handcuffed were shot dead by police, and 



April 1997; by the end of the year, none of the investigations into these killings had been completed.  In January 
Thai security forces shot dead three minors from Cambodia as they were crossing the border from Sa Kaew Province 
in Thailand to Poipet town in Cambodia. Thai authorities have not clarified the  circumstances of these shootings, 
and no investigation took place. In June, in an apparent attempt to crack down on illegal immigration, police in 
Sangkhlaburi district opened fire on a truck containing civilians from Burma. At least one person in the truck 
was killed and a number of others injured.  

The Thai government=s treatment of refugees along the Thai-Burmese and Thai-Cambodian borders was a major 
concern. In February, Burma=s armed forces launched an offensive in areas controlled by the Karen National Union 
(KNU) in Burma=s Tenasserim Division and Karen State, driving an additional 20,000 refugees from Burma into 
Thailand and swelling to 117,000 the number residing in camps along the Thai/Burmese border. In a reversal of its 
previous policy of allowing asylum-seekers from Burma temporary refuge, the Thai Army and Border Patrol Police 
either denied entry to or in some cases pushed back some 8,500 refugees, violating international strictures 
against forced returns or refoulement. 

In one incident on February 25, 230 men who had fled into Bong Ti, a Thai village were separated from the 
women, children, sick and elderly with whom they had fled, and trucked to Pu Nam Rawn, a point on the Thai-
Burmese border in Kanchanaburi Province. From there the Thai authorities repatriated the men to Burma, directly 
into an active conflict zone. The remaining 900 refugees were trucked to a point further south and repatriated. 
The previous day, Thai Border Patrol Police at Pu Nam Rawn had refused entry to some 500 men, including minors. 

In February, there were multiple repatriations from Htee Hta Baw and Htee La Pah from a group of refugees 
that had originally numbered 2,300.  In March, in Sangkhlaburi District, 2,000 people at Tho Kah were repatriated. 
In May some 430 civilians who had fled into Mae Hong Son Province from Shan State were forcibly returned; they 
had fled their homes after Burmese soldiers had accused them of harboring rebels.  The soldiers had beaten some of 
the villagers and taken others away as porters.   

On two occasions in June, the Thai authorities repatriated a total of 1,700 refugees from Huay Satu in 
Prachuap Khiri Khan Province.  The same month, 400 ethnic Mons who had fled into Thailand in April were sent 
back, with personnel from the office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) observing their 
return.  The Thai government maintained that the refugees had indicated their desire to go back, but a number of 
international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) questioned the voluntariness of the repatriation. They also 
criticized UNHCR for lending legitimacy to the return by having staff present as observers. 

From the beginning of June, the Thai government refused to allow new refugees from Burma to enter Thailand, 
with the result that thousands of people massing on the Burmese side of the border were left vulnerable to 
attack.  

Thailand=s failure to provide adequate security for camps close to the border, sometimes even straddling it, 
left refugees vulnerable to cross-border raids by Burmese troops or forces  backed by the Burmese government. 
Attacks in January on three refugee camps in ThailandC Huay Kaloke, Don Pa Kiang and Mae LaCresulted in at 
least three deaths and left 7,000 homeless. Despite the obvious danger, Thai authorities refused to allow the 
refugees to move. Again in April, Burmese troops attacked the Ta Per Poo refugee camp, razing eighteen houses. 
The international outcry that followed the instances of refoulement in February prompted Thai authorities to move 
some of the camps away from the border, but most of the approximately twenty-five camps remained where they 
were.  Thailand continued to refuse formal permission to UNHCR to work in the region bordering Burma.  

Conditions remained poor in the refugee camps newly established during the year, as the Thai authorities 
permitted only temporary structures constructed very close together, in breach of the World Health Organisation=s 
minimum guidelines. They also refused to allow schools to be established in the camps. 

Thailand continued to block the establishment of camps for refugees fleeing worsening human rights abuses in 
Burma=s Shan state, driving many from Shan state to join the estimated one million migrant workers in Thailand 
who risk harassment, arrest and deportation by the Thai authorities in addition to abuse by their employers. A 1996 



program permitting employers  in designated industries in forty-three provinces to register illegal foreign 
workers for two years offered some protection to the migrants, but authorities often did not distinguish in 
arresting and harassing foreign workers between the registered and unregistered.  In June it was reported that a 
twenty-two-year-old registered seaman from Burma, working out of the port of Mahachai in Sumut Sakhon 
province, was beaten to death by a Thai police officer while trying to hide from the police to escape harassment. 

Conditions in immigration detention centers continued to be cause for concern.  In June,  Mahachai police 
station reportedly held up to 400 nationals from Burma in severely overcrowded and unsanitary conditions. 
Officials reportedly accepted bribes to transfer detainees to Bangkok=s Immigration Detention Center where 
conditions were somewhat better, but even there conditions were harsh, with serious overcrowding and juveniles 
and adults being held together. 

Refugees from Cambodia also faced problems. In August some 30,000 civilians fleeing in the aftermath of the 
July coup (see Cambodia chapter), entered Thailand from the border town of O=Smach, and another 7,000 came in 
from the Cambodian town of Poipet. Although the Thai authorities facilitated their entry, Prime Minister Chavalit 
made it clear that the Cambodians would not be accorded refugee status and would be returned once the fighting 
subsided. As with Burmese refugees, the Thai government operated on the inaccurate assumption that fear of 
persecution was solely related to armed conflict and not to other forms of human rights abuses. 

In early August the Thai embassy in Phnom Penh stopped issuing visas to Cambodians, effectively preventing 
them from traveling legally into Thailand. This was consistent with Thailand=s position that all asylum-seekers are 
illegal immigrants, subject to arrest, detention, and deportation, even when they are deemed by UNHCR to be in need 
of international protection. Indeed on September 15, three ministers of the National Coalition Government of the 
Union of Burma, Burma=s government-in-exile, were arrested from their office in Bangkok. Thai police said they 
would be deported to Burma, but the three were eventually released just inside the Thai border at Mae Sot after 
international protests. 

No progress was made during the year toward enforcement of laws banning forced and child prostitution and 
trafficking of women or protection of the women and children caught up in trafficking networks.  
 

The Right to Monitor 
Provision was made in the new constitution for the establishment of an independent National Human Rights 
Commission and creation of three ombudsmen empowered to examine complaints of human rights violations. Their 
powers will depend on an implementing law which  must be finalized within two years of the passing of the 
constitution.   

 
The number of local NGOs increased during the year, and Thailand continued to be an important center for 

regional and international NGOs as well. Generally both domestic and international NGOs were able to operate 
without obstruction. NGOs organized a large number of protests throughout the year against the construction of 
the Yadana gas pipeline from Burma to Thailand=s Kanchanaburi and Ratchaburi provinces. Groups working on issues 
considered to be politically sensitive, however, were closely monitored and, on occasion, restricted by the 
government. In May four Burmese students were detained by Thai intelligence officials for holding a peaceful 
demonstration outside the Malaysian embassy in Bangkok to demand that Burma not be admitted into ASEAN. Four 
Burmese students who were detained during U.S. President Clinton=s visit to Thailand in 1996 while trying to stage 
a demonstration remained in Bangkok=s Special Detention Center during the year, despite being recognized as 
persons of concern to UNHCR. 
 

The Role of the 

 International Community 
Several governments, including the United States and the European Union, responded promptly to the refoulement 



of refugees and called on Thailand to halt the practice. In the first half of the year, fourteen foreign embassies 
sent visitors to refugee camps along the Thai-Burmese border. Only the U.S. embassy, however, visited the more 
isolated camps. 

In February, the UNHCR in Bangkok issued a press release seeking clarification from the Thai government about 
reports of refoulement of nationals from Burma and expressing concern for the lives of those who were returned. 
UNHCR officials also made numerous visits to refugee camps along the Thai-Burmese border. The organization, 
however, did not make any further public statements about instances of refoulement which occurred after February 
or about Thailand=s policy of denying entry to new refugees from Burma.  

At the end of January, the European Commission approved a package of humanitarian aid worth ECU2 million for 
Burmese ethnic minorities living in Thailand or recently returned to Burma.  The aid, managed by the European 
Community Humanitarian Office (ECHO), allowed European NGOs and their local partners to carry medical and food 
aid to refugees.             

The U.S. Congress continued to appropriate funds to support work by Burmese student groups and other NGOS 
along the Thai-Burmese border. In legislation passed in July, the Senate earmarked $5 million for fiscal year 1998 
and specified that $2 million of those funds should be used for humanitarian assistance to displaced refugees. The 
Senate also required, sixty days after enactment, a report from the secretary of labor on forced labor practices 
in Burma, including details on forced relocations and forced labor used Ain conjunction with, and in support of@ 
the Yadana gas pipeline being built through Burma to Thailand.    
 
Relevant Human Rights Watch report: 
No Safety in Burma, No Sanctuary in Thailand, 7/97 
 


