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May Titthara

MINISTRy of Interior officials 
announced yesterday that 
three more villagers accused of 
involvement in a “secessionist 
plot” in Kratie province turned 
themselves in and confessed 
their guilt on Saturday, taking 
advantage of the prime minis-
ter’s offer of immunity for those 
who agree to act as witnesses.

National Police spokesman 
Kirt Chantharith said that, so 
far, a total of six villagers – out of 
an undisclosed number of ac-
cused – have admitted to plan-
ning an autonomous zone in 
Kratie’s Pro Ma village.  

“All those villagers will move 
to be witnesses, and we do not 
know surely how many more 
villagers are involved, but it 
depends on what we hear in 
court,” he said.

In May, Pro Ma was the site 
of the forced eviction of hun-
dreds of families involved in a 
long-running land dispute with 
agro-business company Ca-
sotim – an operation in which a 
14-year-old girl was shot  dead 
by government forces.  

The government has called 
the  eviction an anti-secession-
ist raid, despite villagers’ repeat-
ed claims that they were simply 
applying for land titles.

Sok Tong, 61, one of the five 

alleged secessionists initially 
accused by the Ministry of In-
terior who has continued to 
evade arrest, said that pres-
sure from authorities had elic-
ited this latest round of confes-
sions, and went on to challenge 
authorities to release proof of 
their guilt.

“Prime Minister Hun Sen has 
to show evidence that accuses 
us of creating an autonomous 
zone, and what is it?” Tong 
asked.  “How can I admit fault, 
if I did not do anything wrong 
as they accused me?”

Tong added that the villag-
ers who already confessed had 
told him that they did so not 
because they were guilty, but 
rather to avoid arrest, and be-
cause cooperation seemed like 
their best shot at having their 
land returned.

Alleged ringleader Bun Ratha, 
32, and his father, Bun Chhorn, 
55, are still on the run.

Mam Sonado, president of 
the Association of Democrats 
and the director of the Beehive 
radio station, was arrested on 
July 15 for allegedly master-
minding the secessionist plot. 
According to his attorney, Sok 
Sam Oeun, Sonando is still be-
ing detained at Prey Sar prison, 
and will seek bail again – after 
being denied once already – in 
roughly two weeks.

ASEAN struggles for unity

I
T is not often that a ju-
nior member of the As-
sociation of Southeast 
Asian Nations kicks the 

rest of the group in the teeth 
and then walks off waving a 
middle finger in the air. But by 
a combination of deceit, obsti-
nacy and the unprecedented 
largesse of its Chinese bene-
factor, that is what Cambodia 
did 10 days ago at the ASEAN 
ministerial meeting in Phnom 
Penh. 

And that may be an under-
statement when all the facts 
are considered and the vis-
ceral rancour with which the 
group’s exasperated members 
went at each other’s throats is 
fully appreciated.

For sure, ASEAN is unlikely 
ever to be the same again, 
and its future existence, at 
least in its current form, is 
now debatable.

Global headlines like “Cam-
bodia: The Wrecker of ASEAN 
Unity” and others even more 
censorious reflect the gravity 
of the situation.

As does the way the region’s 
top diplomat, Indonesian For-
eign Minister Marty Natale-
gawa, jetted off afterwards on 

a desperate mission to salvage 
ASEAN cohesion.

He went first to Manila and 
Hanoi, where government 
leaders were enraged at Cam-
bodia’s performance; then he 
went on to Singapore, Malay-
sia and Thailand to try to calm 
their nerves.

On Friday, thanks to Marty’s 
efforts alone, ASEAN was able 
to issue a belated statement a 
week after the conference had 
ended – but it was one that 
merely papered over the ear-
lier disagreements.

Recall that back in January, 
Prime Minister Hun Sen vowed 
that as this year’s ASEAN chair-
man, Cambodia would be a 
neutral mediator in regional 
disputes such as the South 
China Sea.

That was never going to be 
easy, particularly as Beijing 
insists that it owns virtu-
ally the entire sea, while four 
group members claim large 
parts of it.

In April, at the first summit 
under its gavel, Cambodia ig-
nored this earlier promise and 
instead took Beijing’s side and 
tried to keep the South China 
Sea issue off the agenda.

It worked up to a point. In 
public meetings it was not 
raised, but in private it was in-
tensely discussed.

So, as this column forecast, 
the topic was certain to be 
heatedly discussed “at the 
ministerial meetings in July 
and the leaders’ summit in 
November. Prepare for fire-
works”.

The pyrotechnics duly 
came this month when some 
analysts claimed China had 
again told its proxy to side-
line the South China Sea is-
sue – actually, they alleged 
that it had paid Cambodia to 
do this by means of large in-
vestments.

They noted that even the 
Peace Palace, where the min-
isterial conference was held, 
was funded by Beijing.

Thus, like the 2009 repatria-
tion of Uigher refugees and 
the return of fugitive French-
man Patrick Devillers this 
month, Cambodia had little 
option but to obey its Chinese 
paymaster and stiff its ASEAN 
colleagues.

Four of those colleagues, 
at the end of the conference, 
drafted a 132-paragraph clos-
ing communiqué which men-
tioned all the topics discussed, 
including the maritime sover-
eignty disputes.

When that draft was submit-
ted to the chair, the Cambodi-
ans, in a breach of ASEAN pro-
tocol, showed it to the Chinese, 

who said it was unacceptable 
unless the South China Sea 
reference was removed.

So the Cambodians sent it 
back for amendment.

The Philippines and Viet-
nam, supported by all other 
members except laos and 
Myanmar, refused to accept 
this Chinese-mandated deci-
sion to doctor their group’s 
statement.

So for the first time in 45 
years, no communiqué was 
issued at the end of an ASEAN 
ministerial meeting – although 
thanks to Marty, a face-saving 
statement was cobbled to-
gether a week later.

All told, said Ernest Bower, 
Southeast Asia Programme 
director at the Centre for In-
ternational and Strategic Stud-
ies in Washington: “This was a 
spectacular failure for the re-
gional grouping.”

Added Don Emmerson, 
head of the Southeast Asia 
Forum at California’s Stan-
ford University: “An observer 
might conclude that China 
has effectively hired the Cam-
bodian government to do its 
bidding.”

In doing so, it has caused the 
first major breach of the dyke 
of regional autonomy and that 
may well render the creation 
of a planned ASEAN Commu-
nity in 2015 dead in the water 
– pun intended.
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More confess to 
Kratie ‘secession’

land concession cancelled by PM
Phak Seangly

THE Cambodian government 
has cancelled a 14,981-hectare 
concession in the Cardamom 
mountains granted to an Aus-
tralian firm for a banana planta-
tion, the conservation group 
Wildlife Alliance has reported.

Wildlife Alliance has long lob-
bied against the concession in 
Koh Kong province’s southern 
cardamom forest on which 

Indochina Gateway Capital 
limited planned a banana 
plantation.

The project had come under 
heavy criticism from Wildlife 
Alliance over concerns it would 
destroy precious endangered 
animal habitats. 

Suwanna Gauntlett, CEO of 
Wildlife Alliance, which runs a 
conservation program in the 
area in conjunction with the 
government, said yesterday 

Prime Minister Hun Sen had 
done the right thing by cancel-
ling the concession on July 2. 

“We are thrilled that this has 
happened and we have cam-
paigned for this for 18 months,” 
she said. 

“This is one more sign of the 
government’s commitment to 
protect the Cardamoms.”

The concession was can-
celled because of fears about 
its social and environmental 

impact and the damage it 
would do to biodiversity in a 
so-called “elephant corridor”, 
according to Wildlife Alliance. 

It also exceeded a 10,000-
hectare restriction on Econom-
ic land Concessions in the 2001 
land law.

Koh Kong provincial governor 
Bun leut declined to comment 
and officials at the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fish-
eries could not be reached.

A soldier watches over villagers in Kratie province’s Chhlong district 
following a violent eviction in May.  HENG CHIVOAN


