
PHNOM PENH, Cambodia:  A Phnom Penh court
convicted around 60 opposition figures including
an outspoken US-Cambodian activist in a mass
trial Tuesday as long-serving leader Hun Sen
cracks down on dissent ahead of national elec-
tions next year.

The defendants faced charges ranging from
treason to incitement and conspiracy over oppo-
sition leader Sam Rainsy’s failed bid to return to
Cambodia in 2019 — a move characterised by
the government as an aborted bid to overthrow
Hun Sen.

While some were senior figures in the now-dis-
solved Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP)
directly involved in
organising the return,
many were prosecuted
simply for posting sup-
port on social media. Sam
Rainsy, who has lived in
France since 2015 to
avoid jail for convictions
he says are politically
motivated, had another
eight years added to his
existing sentence.

“The political repres-
sion against the opposition gets more and more
violent, and I would say also more and more blind,”
he told AFP. “It targets all spheres of society, and
actually targets freedom of expression, which is not
tolerated under part of the authorities.”

Outside court, US-Cambodian lawyer and cam-
paigner Theary Seng-dressed as the Statue of
Liberty-was abruptly dragged into a car by police
after receiving a six-year jail term for treason. “I am
ready for a guilty verdict because this regime will
not let me go free,” Theary Seng said before her
conviction. “It will be an unfair and unjust verdict

because I am innocent, the others charged with me
are innocent,” the 51-year-old added.

Following her detention, there was a brief scuffle
outside the court between police and relatives of
those convicted, as well as supporters of Theary
Seng. “We are deeply troubled by today’s unjust
verdicts,” a spokesman for the US embassy in
Phnom Penh said, calling for her and others convict-
ed to be released.

The embassy urged Cambodian authorities to “stop
politically motivated trials” against political activists,
journalists, and human rights campaigners. “Freedom of
expression and association, and tolerance of dissenting
views, are vital components of democracy,” US ambas-

sador Patrick Murphy added
in a tweet.

‘Living in a dictatorship’ 
Theary Seng is among

scores caught up in a push
to detain and arrest former
members of the now-dis-
solved opposition
Cambodia National
Rescue Party (CNRP),
human rights defenders,
and any dissenting voices.

Several defendants have already been jailed, while
many remain at large or have fled Cambodia — 27
of Tuesday’s convictions were in absentia, Human
Rights Watch (HRW) said, with sentences ranging
from five to eight years.

“The mass trials against political opposition
members are really about preventing any electoral
challenge to Prime Minister Hun Sen’s rule, but they
have also come to symbolise the death of
Cambodia’s democracy,” HRW spokesman Phil
Robertson said.

“By creating a political dynamic that relies on

intimidation and persecution of government critics,
Hun Sen demonstrates his total disregard for demo-
cratic rights.” The prime minister is one of the
world’s longest-serving leaders, having been in
power for 37 years, and is reportedly grooming his
eldest son.

Theary Seng was charged by the Phnom Penh
Municipal Court with conspiracy to commit treason
and incitement to commit a felony. “We are living in

a dictatorship,” she said, claiming Hun Sen’s govern-
ment “uses the law as a weapon against its own
people”.

She added that “this regime is imprisoning liberty
and freedom”. Ahead of recent local elections, the
United Nations Human Rights Office said it was dis-
turbed by reports of opposition obstruction in a
“paralysing political environment”.  Hun Sen’s politi-
cal party later announced a landslide win.  —AFP
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PHNOM PENH, Cambodia: Cambodian-US human rights advocate Theary Seng, dressed as Lady Liberty, is
arrested by police after being found guilty of treason in her trial in front of the Phnom Penh municipal court on
June 14, 2022.  —AFP

Top US, Chinese 
national security 
figures hold talks
BEIJING: The top Chinese and US security advis-
ers have held lengthy talks, with both sides
describing them as “candid” following days of
acrimonious exchanges over Taiwan and other
flashpoint issues. Readouts of the meeting in
Luxembourg on Monday were toned down com-
pared with last week, when China’s defence minis-
ter warned his country would not “hesitate to start
a war” over Taiwan, while the US defense secre-
tary blasted Beijing’s “provocative, destabilising”
military activity.

But US security advisor Jake Sullivan and top
diplomat Yang Jiechi did not indicate any compro-
mise on their core points of disagreement, especial-
ly Taiwan. China considers the self-ruled island a
part of its territory, to be seized by force one day if
necessary.

“The Taiwan question concerns the political
foundation of China-US relations which, unless han-
dled properly, will have a subversive impact,” Yang
was quoted as saying by China’s official Xinhua
news agency. “The United States should not have
any misjudgements or illusions (about Taiwan).”

A senior White House official said Sullivan reiter-
ated the US policy of recognising Chinese sover-
eignty but expressed “concerns about Beijing’s
coercive and aggressive actions across the Taiwan
Strait”. Tensions over Taiwan have escalated in
recent months due to increasing Chinese military
aircraft incursions into the island’s air defence iden-
tification zone (ADIZ).

US President Joe Biden, during a visit to Japan
last month, appeared to break decades of US pol-
icy when, in response to a question, he said
Washington would defend Taiwan militarily if it
was attacked by China.

The White House has since insisted its policy of
“strategic ambiguity” over whether or not it would
intervene had not changed. The Sullivan-Yang
meeting, which followed up on a May 18 phone call,
lasted about four and a half hours, the White House
official told reporters.

Xinhua said the talks were “candid, in-depth,
and constructive” while the White House state-
ment described them as “candid, substantive, and
productive”.

Red lines 
The US-China relationship has deteriorated in

recent years, with the two powers locking horns on
several issues, from international trade and security
to human rights in China and-most recently-the
Russian invasion of Ukraine.

On Monday, Sullivan “underscored the impor-

tance of keeping open lines of communication to
manage competition between our two countries”,
according to the White House. Yang also agreed on
maintaining dialogue, Xinhua said, but made clear
that Beijing was not going to shift its red lines.

“For some time... the US side has been insisting
on further containing and suppressing China in an
all-round way,” he said, according to Xinhua. But
“China firmly opposes using competition to define
bilateral ties.”

The Xinhua readout said Yang “also stated
China’s solemn position on issues concerning
Xinjiang, Hong Kong, Tibet, the South China Sea, as
well as human rights and religion”. China’s treatment
of Tibetans, Uyghurs in Xinjiang and the ongoing
crackdown on dissent in Hong Kong have faced
growing international condemnation.

But Beijing has bristled at any criticism, saying it
will not tolerate interference in its internal affairs. It
has also faced a growing chorus of warnings from
the United States and Western allies over its naval
ambitions in the South China Sea, which it claims
almost entirely.

There are competing claims from the Philippines,
Brunei, Malaysia, Taiwan and Vietnam. US-China
relations entered tense new territory under the pre-
vious president Donald Trump, who triggered a
trade war in response to what he described as
China’s abusive trade practices. Biden has said he is
considering lifting some tariffs in an attempt to
defuse roaring inflation at home.  —AFP

Urgent UN appeal 
to Myanmar junta 
to halt executions
GENEVA: The UN rights chief said Tuesday
Myanmar’s junta has likely committed crimes
against humanity and urged authorities to stop
planned executions, including of prominent
democracy activists. Myanmar’s military seized
power on February 1 last year, ousting the civilian
government and arresting its de facto leader, Aung
San Suu Kyi. The junta has since waged a bloody
crackdown on dissent.

The UN’s High Commissioner for Human Rights
Michelle Bachelet warned that going ahead with the
country’s first judicial executions since 1990 would
“violate the right to life”. “I urgently call on military
authorities to refrain from such a regressive step,”
she told the UN Human Rights Council.

Myanmar’s junta this month said it would execute
a former lawmaker from Suu Kyi’s party and a
prominent democracy activist-both convicted of
terrorism. They are among dozens who have been
sentenced to death as part of the junta’s crackdown.

On Tuesday, Bachelet repeated her office’s find-
ings that the military’s abuses since the coup may

amount to “crimes against humanity and war
crimes”. She said at least 1,900 killings by the mili-
tary had been reported since the coup, with more
than 13,500 people arbitrarily arrested, including
politicians, journalists and lawyers.

More than 10,500 are in detention, she said.
Post-coup violence has pushed the number of
displaced people in Myanmar to more than one
million, with around 14 million in the country
needing urgent humanitarian assistance, accord-
ing to the UN.

‘Senseless violence’ 
In a March report, the rights office described

how the military had bombarded populated areas
with air strikes and heavy weapons and deliberately
targeted civilians. Many were shot in the head,
burned to death, arbitrarily arrested, tortured or
used as human shields.

Bachelet said Tuesday that since then, the
“senseless violence in Myanmar has intensified”.
She pointed to the “well-documented tactic of the
military is the burning of entire villages, residential
buildings, schools, houses of worship and other
objects specially protected under international
humanitarian law”.

“The targeting of civilians and the burning of vil-
lages must stop now,” she said, adding that 11,000
sites may have been targeted so far. Bachelet also
voiced alarm at reports suggesting the junta was

“trying to militarise whole communities by expand-
ing its allied local militia organisations, and formal-
ising military control of police forces.”

She also denounced Myanmar’s continued crack-
down on the Rohingya, including implementing
“strict discriminatory limitations on their move-
ment”, saying more than 300 had been arrested for
travelling “illegally” outside their communities.

The UN rights chief reiterated calls for account-
ability for the widespread abuses. “It is extremely
disappointing to note that international efforts to
rein in the military’s recklessly violent approach
have been largely ineffective,” she said.  —AFP

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
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Polluted air cuts 
life expectancy 
by two years
PARIS: Microscopic air pollution caused mostly by
burning fossil fuels shortens lives worldwide by more
than two years, researchers reported Tuesday. Across
South Asia, the average person would live five years
longer if levels of fine particulate matter met World
Health Organization standards, according to a report
from the University of Chicago’s Energy Policy

Institute. In the Indian states of Uttar Pradesh and
Bihar, home to 300 million, crippling lung and heart dis-
ease caused by so-called PM2.5 pollution reduces life
expectancy by eight years, and in the capital city of
New Delhi by a decade.

PM2.5 pollution — 2.5 microns across or less,
roughly the diameter of a human hair-penetrates deep
into the lungs and enters the bloodstream. In 2013, the
United Nations classified it as a cancer-causing agent.

The WHO says PM2.5 density in the air should not
top 15 microgrammes per cubic metre in any 24-hour
period, or 5 mcg/m3 averaged across an entire year.
Faced with mounting evidence of damaging health
impacts, the WHO tightened these standards last year,
the first change since establishing air quality guidance

in 2005. “Clean air pays back in additional years of life
for people across the world,” lead research Crista
Hasenkopf and colleagues said in the Air Quality Life
Index report. “Permanently reducing global air pollution
to meet the WHO’s guidelines would add 2.2 years onto
average life expectancy.”

Major gains in China 
Almost all populated regions in the world exceed

WHO guidelines, but nowhere more so that in Asia: by
15-fold in Bangladesh, 10-fold in India, and nine-fold in
Nepal and Pakistan. Central and West Africa, along with
much of Southeast Asia and parts of central America,
also face pollution levels-and shortened lives-well
above the global average.

Surprisingly, PM2.5 pollution in 2020, the most
recent data available, was virtually unchanged from
the year before despite a sharp slow-down in the
global economy and a corresponding drop in CO2
emissions due to COVID lockdowns. “In South
Asia, pollution actually rose during the first year of
the pandemic,” the authors noted. One country that
has seen major improvements is China. PM2.5 pol-
lution fell in the nation of 1.4 billion people by
almost 40 percent between 2013 and 2020, adding
two years to life expectancy. But even with this
progress, lives in China are on average cut short
today by 2.6 years. The worst-hit provinces include
Henan and Hebei, in north-central China, and the
coastal province of Shandong. —AFP
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Guinea charges five 

CONAKRY, Guinea: Judicial authorities in
Guinea have charged five members of the secu-
rity forces after a young man was killed during a
demonstration, a high-profile case that chal-
lenges the country’s ruling junta. A chief warrant
officer named Moriba Camara was charged with
murder and held in custody, while four were
charged with dereliction of duty for failing to
prevent a suspected crime, prosecutor Alphonse
Charles Wright said in a statement late Monday.
The charges came after Thierno Mamadou
Diallo, 19, was shot dead on June 1 on the side-
lines of a spontaneous demonstration in Conakry
against rising fuel prices. After seizing power
last September, the military vowed to break with
the practices of former president Alpha Conde.
Dozens of Guineans were shot dead in anti-
Conde protests between 2019 and 2021.  —AFP

Burkina attack rises to 79

OUAGADOUGOU: The death toll from a mas-
sacre by suspected jihadists in northern Burkina
Faso last weekend has risen to 79, the government
said Tuesday. “Twenty-nine more bodies have
been found. This figure adds to the 50 bodies that
have already been found, bringing the provisional
toll of victims of the killings to 79 dead,” it said in
a statement, adding that search operations were
continuing. The attack unfolded overnight
Saturday in the village of Seytenga. It came after
two days after a jihadist attack on government
forces that prompted an army offensive against
the militants. The country on Monday began three
days of mourning following the bloodshed.  —AFP

Turkey is a ‘safe country’

ANKARA: Turkey is “a safe country”, its foreign
ministry said on Tuesday after Zionist entity
authorities urged their citizens to leave over fears
of Iranian attacks. In an indirect response that did
not mention Zionist entity, the ministry noted
“some countries” had issued travel warnings.
Turkey “is a safe country and continues to fight
against terrorism”, the statement said. “These
travel warnings are considered to be related to
different international developments and
motives”, it added. Zionist entity’s Foreign
Minister Yair Lapid on Monday urged citizens in
Turkey to leave “as soon as possible” over threats
that Iranian operatives were planning attacks on
Zionists in Istanbul. He said there was “a real and
immediate danger” from Iranian agents.  —AFP


