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VIENTIANE: The light was fading over Vientiane on a
cool December evening when a Jeep was stopped at
a traffic light. CCTV video later showed the occupant
of the car being pulled out and taken away in a pickup
truck, never to be seen again. The disappearance of
Sombath Somphone nearly four years ago is a
reminder of the dismal human rights record of the
authoritarian government of Laos, which prepares to
host President Barack Obama and Asian leaders at a
regional summit starting today.  

Authorities say they are investigating but have
provided no leads into Sombath’s whereabouts, and
no arrests have been made, leading critics of Laos’
communist government to believe that his disap-
pearance was state-orchestrated. “It’s a test case for
Obama. If he mentions it publicly it would make it
much more difficult for Laos to sweep it under the
carpet. The fact that the most powerful man on the
planet cares about Sombath will count for some-
thing,” said Phil Robertson, the deputy Asia director
of Human Rights Watch.

The three-day summit of the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations shines a rare spotlight on
the landlocked nation of Laos, which usually stays
under the radar. Along with Brunei, it is the most
under reported and under-scrutinized country in the
10-nation ASEAN. Unlike fellow communist country
Vietnam, the country of 6.2 million people is no eco-
nomic beehive of activity. Nor does it have a democ-
racy icon like Aung San Suu Kyi in Myanmar. 

Tourism, which has made Thailand a household
name around the world, remains nascent; and it is
not a US ally like the Philippines, Singapore or
Malaysia. Nor is it the world’s biggest Muslim nation
by population like Indonesia to give it prominence.
Little wonder then that what goes on in Laos, largely
stays in Laos.  But by virtue of taking on the rotating
chairmanship of ASEAN this year, it has suddenly
sprung into limelight. Also, it’s the first time a US
president will visit Laos.  

Sombath’s disappearance on Dec 15, 2012, was
captured on a traffic CCTV video, in which he is seen
being stopped at a police outpost and asked to step
out of his Jeep, according to Amnesty International.
Within a few minutes a man on a motorcycle arrives,
drives away Sombath’s vehicle and a pickup truck
takes Sombath away with armed people riding a
motorcycle leading the way. The passenger on the
motorcycle fires a gunshot into the air, said Amnesty.  

“More than three years have passed since
Sombath Somphone was last seen. We have no alter-
native but to conclude that the authorities are either
directly responsible for his disappearance, or have
failed miserably to take all necessary measures to get
to the bottom of what happened,” said Rafendi
Djamin, Amnesty International’s director for
Southeast Asia and the Pacific.  

Sombath’s wife, Shui Meng Ng, was driving her
car ahead of Sombath. She thought she had lost him
in the traffic and didn’t see the drama unfolding

behind her. “I am sorry to say I have no new informa-
tion to share, except that the Lao Government has
continued to stonewall any queries to his where-
abouts. The government continues to maintain that
‘the state is not involved and the police are still inves-
tigating,’” said Ng, a Singaporean and a former UN
official. If Sombath was taken away by the govern-
ment he was an unlikely target. The US-educated
activist mostly worked in rural development, show-
ing farmers creative ways to raise fish and make
handicrafts. 

Disappearances 
But he was also vocal about land deals that had left

thousands of villagers homeless without compensa-
tion, sparking rare political protests. And he had inter-
national connections.  Sombath is not the only one to
be a possible victim of a government crackdown. In
2015, an ethnic Lao who is a Polish citizen disappeared
while visiting Laos, according to his Polish wife, alleged-
ly for posting critical comments on Facebook. He was
subsequently charged in court and sentenced to
prison for 4 years and 9 months.

In March this year, three young Lao migrant work-

ers who returned to Laos to renew their passports
vanished, and reappeared on state TV in prison uni-
form to “confess” to using the internet to “defame the
government.” They have not been charged and their
parents have not been allowed to visit them.
Another dissident, Ka Yang, who had fled to Thailand
was deported to Laos in 2011 and was imprisoned.
Most Laotians are unaware of such events because
of the government’s watertight control over the
media, the security forces and the judiciary. Those
who know are too fearful to talk about it.  

“Laos has now become one of the most rights-
repressing countries in ASEAN: leaders in the region
and from around the world must stop looking the
other way, and demand Vientiane end its asphyxia-
tion of independent civil society,” said Walden Bello, a
former member of the Philippines Congress and vice
chair of ASEAN Parliamentarians for Human Rights.
Most of Laos’ top leaders are from the first genera-
tion of revolutionary fighters, and even those who
have retired retain influence over the Communist
Party and the government. But the leadership is
passing on to a younger generation slowly, evident
in the party congress held this year.  —AP

A rare focus on little-known 

Laos as it hosts major summit

Sombath’s disappearance - a test case for Obama

KABUL: Afghan policemen stand guard overlooking the site of a twin suicide bombing near the
Ministry of Defense in Kabul yesterday. —AFP 

KABUL: At least 24 people were
killed and 91 wounded yesterday in
a Taleban double suicide bombing
in central Kabul during late after-
noon rush hour, the latest assault on
the Afghan capital. The carnage near
the defense ministry came as the
Taleban ramp up their nationwide
summer offensive against the US-
backed government. The two
bombers on foot blew themselves
up in rapid succession, in an assault
apparently aimed at inflicting mass
casualties as government employ-
ees left the ministry after work. “The
first explosion occurred on a bridge
near the defense ministry.  

When soldiers, policemen and
civilians rushed to the scene, there
was the second explosion,” defense
ministry spokesman Mohammad
Radmanish said. Health ministry
spokesman Waheed Majroh said the
attack left 24 people dead and 91
others wounded, some of them seri-
ously. “The casualties could rise still
further,” Majroh said. The Italian-run
Emergency Hospital in Kabul tweet-

ed that it had so far received 21
injured people, four of whom died
on arrival. 

President Ashraf Ghani strongly
condemned the attack and offered
condolences to the families of the
victims. “The enemies of Afghanistan
have lost their ability to fight the
Security and Defense Forces of the
country,” Ghani said in a statement.
“That is why they are attacking high-
ways, cities, mosques, schools and
common people.” Taleban
spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid said
on Twitter that the defense ministry
was the object of the first attack,
while police were targeted in the
second.

The attack took place more than
a week after 16 people were killed
when militants stormed the
American University of Afghanistan
in Kabul, in a nearly 10-hour raid
that prompted anguished pleas for
help from trapped students.
Explosions and gunfire rocked the
campus in that attack, which came
just weeks after two university pro-

fessors-an American and an
Australian-were kidnapped at gun-
point near the school. Their where-
abouts are still unknown and no
group so far has publicly claimed
responsibility for the abductions, the
latest in a series of kidnappings in
the conflict-torn country.

The uptick in violence in the capi-
tal comes as the Taleban escalate
nationwide attacks, underscoring
the worsening security situation
since NATO forces ended their com-
bat mission at the end of 2014.
Afghan forces backed by US troops
are seeking to head off a potential
Taleban takeover of Lashkar Gah, the
capital of the southern opium-rich
province of Helmand. The Taleban
have also closed in on Kunduz-the
northern city they briefly seized last
year in their biggest military victory
since the 2001 US invasion leaving
Afghan forces stretched on multiple
fronts. But NATO coalition forces
have insisted that neither Kunduz
nor Lashkar Gah are at risk of falling
to the insurgents. —AFP
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CALAIS: Farmers drive from Loon Plage to Calais during a joint “go-slow” protest
with truck drivers on the A16 highway calling for the dismantling of the so-called
“Jungle” migrant camp in the French northern port city of Calais. —AFP 

CALAIS: French farmers and truckers
blocked the main routes in and out of the
port of Calais yesterday to call for the closure
of the sprawling “Jungle” migrant camp.
Around 70 trucks mounted a “go-slow” on
the A16 motorway-the main artery for
freight and passengers heading for Britain
either via the Channel Tunnel or on board
ferries from the port. Under a light drizzle,
the trucks were joined by a line of farmers
on their tractors, bringing to a near-stand-
still the route used by trucks from all over
Europe to reach Calais. Despite the large tail-
backs, many motorists passing the other
way sounded their horns in support.

“We’ve had no answers, so we’re blocking
things up,” said Frederic Van Gansbeke, who
represents businesses and shop-owners in
Calais. The Jungle, a squalid camp of
makeshift tents and shelters, is home to
some 7,000 migrants but charities say the
number might be as high as 10,000 after an
influx this summer. Migrants from the camp
often use tree branches to create road
blocks to slow trucks heading for Britain,
their destination of choice.  When the trucks
slow down, migrants try to clamber into the
trailers to stow away aboard.

Angry drivers say migrants have attacked
their vehicles with metal bars and that the
overstretched police are unable to protect
them. Nicolas Lotin, who runs a logistics
company in nearby Boulogne-sur-Mer, said:
“Every day, we have to wonder whether our
working day will be ruined, whether a
migrant will sneak under the truck’s canvas.
“If the goods are damaged, they have to be
immediately transported back to the home

depot,” he said. “This demonstration is to
shout loud and clear about how fed up road
hauliers are,” said David Sagnard, head of the
local branch of the National Federation of
Road Hauliers.

“What we’re calling for today are security
measures so we can drive completely safely
on the A16 motorway and on the port road,”
he added. Calais mayor Natacha Bouchart,
who has frequently clashed with the gov-
ernment over the Jungle, joined the protest
wearing an “I love Calais” T-shirt. The mayor
claims the camp may soon contain as many
as 15,000 migrants if authorities take several
months to dismantle it. Organizers said they
hoped that up to 500 people would join a
“human chain” protest in the town’s stadium
later Monday.

‘As soon as possible’ 
Interior Minister Bernard Cazeneuve

promised during a visit to the Jungle on
Friday to close the camp down “as quickly as
possible” but said it would be done in
stages. Disgruntled Calais residents want the
authorities to set a date for the entire camp
to be cleared. Bars and restaurants in Calais-
which is also the main gateway to France for
millions of British holidaymakers-say their
trade has been severely hit by the presence
of the Jungle. Business owners want com-
pensation from the state for lost income.
France has made repeated efforts to close
the Jungle. Earlier this year, authorities
cleared shelters in parts of the site in a bid to
persuade migrants to move into more per-
manent accommodation or camps else-
where on France’s northern coast. —AFP
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SRINAGAR: Indian security forces will use
shells full of a chilli compound as an alterna-
tive to shotgun pellets, to control crowds in
Kashmir, the interior minister said yesterday,
after widespread use of the weapons wound-
ed thousands and inflamed public anger.
More than 3,800 people have been wounded
and one killed by shotgun pellets since
protests against Indian rule erupted in the dis-
puted territory in early July, with more than
100 left partially or fully blinded, official fig-
ures show.

Doctors say most cases go unreported, and
critics want the government to use less harm-
ful ammunition. “The committee has given its
suggestions and the alternative of the non-
lethal weapon has been suggested as PAVA
shells,” Home Minister Rajnath Singh told
reporters as he led an all-party delegation to
Srinagar, the summer capital of India’s north-
ernmost state of Jammu and Kashmir.

He said security forces would begin using
the shells, made of a compound found natural-
ly in chilli powder, after a panel of experts
decided they were sometimes a better alterna-
tive to pellet guns. The chilli compound, when
fired, is thought to cause severe irritation and
temporarily immobilize the target. “I think that
won’t result in the death of anyone. Since yes-

terday, 1,000 shells have already arrived here,”
said Singh, a senior figure in Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s nationalist ruling party.

Although pellet guns are designed as a
non-lethal weapon, police officers have told
Reuters that security forces are often forced to
use them at close range to protect themselves
from mob attacks. India is struggling to con-
tain the worst unrest in Muslim-majority
Kashmir since 2010, and Singh’s trip to
Srinagar appeared to make little headway in
resolving a crisis that has left 73 people dead,
71 of them civilians. On Sunday, separatist
leader Syed Ali Shah Geelani turned delega-
tion members away at the door of his home,
where he is under house arrest.

Singh said India was “pained” by the unrest
in Kashmir, but lashed out at separatists for
refusing to talk. Protests erupted in Kashmir
after security forces killed a popular separatist
leader on July 8, catching New Delhi off guard.
Thousands of stone-pelting locals take to the
streets almost every day in the protests, led
largely by young people without an obvious
leader, complicating Indian efforts to tackle
them. Kashmir, claimed in full but ruled in part
by India and Pakistan, has been at the heart of
nearly seven decades of hostility between the
neighbors. —Reuters
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