Deplorable Use of Violence and Detention of Journalists, Activists at Phnom Tamao

19 August 2022 - We, the undersigned press freedom, human rights and civil society groups,
condemn the recent violence, arbitrary detention and intimidation of five journalists and four
activists by officers from the prime minister's bodyguard unit (BHQ) in Phnom Tamao forest.
Five journalists from independent news outlet VOD and four activists from social justice group
Khmer Thavrak were unjustly detained for about seven hours on 16 August 2022. They were arrested
in Phnom Tamao forest on Tuesday morning by BHQ officers and then brought to the Bati district
police station in Takeo province.
Authorities told VOD journalists they were not permitted to photograph, film or fly a drone in
Phnom Tamao, claiming photos and recordings could be used to spread false information. There is no
justification for such a claim, and we reject such arbitrary restrictions on journalists.
We also condemn the authorities’ unconscionable abuse of power and use of physical violence against
a journalist and an activist, and call for an impartial investigation into the incident, prosecution of
any authorities who acted in violation of the law, and justice for the victims.

A VOD videographer was slapped in the face by a BHQ officer when the journalist refused to hand
over the phone he was using to record officers questioning his VOD colleagues.
“I was walking to the pagoda [in Phnom Tamao forest] and was told that VOD reporters were
detained. I returned to them and took out my phone intending to film them for documentation. One

A screenshot of a video posted by Khmer Thavrak on 16 August 2022 showing
authorities in plain clothes detain activists from the social justice group, including
Hun Vannak (fourth from left), and VOD journalists

bodyguard came up to me, told me not to film and wanted to take my phone from me, but I refused.
He slapped me in the face and snatched the phone from my hand,” said Hy Chhay, the videographer.
Khmer Thavrak activist Hun Vannak was also hit repeatedly by a BHQ officer while being pushed
into the back of a truck during his arrest.
“I refused to get into the [vehicle] and he punched me in the face three times and jumped to kick my
head,” Vannak said after his release.
While authorities claimed on 16 August that the nine had entered a prohibited area in Phnom Tamao
forest —which earlier this month saw approximately a quarter of its territory cleared of trees —
journalists and others in recent weeks were freely able to report on, photograph and film the
deforestation, replanting and other developments in the forest. These restrictions were sudden,
arbitrary and infringed on press freedom.
In addition, the five journalists and four Khmer Thavrak activists, including Vannak, Sokun Tola,
Chhem Sreykea and Chhoeun Daravy, were only released from detention on Tuesday evening after
authorities required them to sign a “contract”. The contract stated that the journalists flew a drone
without permission from authorities, despite no known existing regulations on using drones in that
area. We view this as coercion, harassment and intimidation.
Independent journalists’ right to report news freely in Cambodia must be protected, especially when
reporting on matters of the public interest such as the recent massive deforestation of Phnom Tamao
forest. Cambodia’s 1995 Press Law prohibits pre-publication censorship like what was exhibited on 16
August, when authorities told journalists they were not allowed to photograph or film in the forest
without prior approval, and when officers confiscated their equipment, including phones, cameras
and a drone equipped with a camera.
Similarly, individuals and activists have the right to freely document and monitor environmental
destruction and rights abuses, and to express their opinions publicly, a right protected by Cambodia’s
Constitution and international human rights law.
We stand in solidarity with our colleagues working in the independent news media and as human
rights defenders against state violence, arbitrary detention, harassment and intimidation. We call on
the Cambodian authorities to uphold the Press Law, Constitution and all national and international
laws which ensure the rights of freedom of expression, and of all journalists and human rights
defenders to document and publicise actions by the state, and to serve society.
Background
The violence and detentions of five VOD journalists and four activists from Khmer Thavrak on 16
August 2022 came just days after the Phnom Tamao forest underwent massive deforestation, losing
around 500 hectares of forest at the roughly 2,000-hectare site in about one week. Prime Minister
Hun Sen ordered the forest to be replanted on 7 August, cancelling concessions given by his
government to several businessmen, including Leng Navatra and Khun Sea. The reversal came after a

series of VOD articles featuring photos and drone footage of the rapid deforestation, other news
articles and drone footage of the clearing, and public outrage on social media over the forest’s
destruction.
The five VOD journalists detained on Tuesday were following up on their earlier reporting on the
forest clearing, including conducting interviews and photographing and filming using a drone.
The Khmer Thavrak activists were detained after one group member was live-streaming on Facebook
from Phnom Tamao, and the group had submitted a petition about the forest to the Takeo Provincial
Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. Authorities had reportedly started marking forest
land, drawing questions from local residents and triggering a visit by Khmer Thavrak.
Prime Minister Hun Sen announced late Tuesday that his bodyguard unit was now responsible for
removing felled timber, preparing the land and replanting trees in Phnom Tamao, after his
government earlier authorised the privatisation and clearing of parts of the forest. Hun Sen also
instructed the Ministry of Agriculture to reestablish Phnom Tamao as a protected forest area.
For more information, please contact:
•

Ith Sothoeuth, Media Director of Cambodian Center for Independent Media (CCIM), on Signal
at (+855) 12 819 545 (English and Khmer)

•

Chhoeun Daravy, Social Activist and Member of Khmer Thavrak, on Signal at (+855) 12 209
311 (Khmer)
Nop Vy, Executive Director of Cambodian Journalists Alliance Association (CamboJA), on

•

Signal at (+855) 12 519 261 (English and Khmer)
•
•

Am Sam Ath, Operations Director of LICADHO, on Signal at (+855) 10 327 770 (Khmer)
Pilorge Naly, Outreach Director of LICADHO, on Signal at (+855) 12 214 454 (English)

•

Daniel Bastard, Asia-Pacific Director at Reporters Without Borders (RSF), dbastard@rsf.org
(English)
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ActionAid Cambodia
Advocacy and Policy Institute (API)
Alliance for Conflict Transformation (ACT)
Building Community Voices (BCV)
Cambodian Association for Protection of Journalists (CAPJ)
Cambodian Center for Human Rights (CCHR)
Cambodian Center for Independent Media (CCIM)
Cambodia Coalition of Farmer Community (CCFC)
Cambodian Human Rights Action Coalition (CHRAC)

10. Cambodian Human Rights and Development Association (ADHOC)
11. Cambodian Institute for Democracy (CID)
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Cambodian Journalists Alliance Association (CamboJA)
Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human Rights (LICADHO)
Cambodian Youth Network Association (CYN)
Center for Alliance of Labor and Human Rights (CENTRAL)
Committee for Free and Fair Elections in Cambodia (COMFREL)

17. Community Legal Education Center (CLEC)
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Gender and Development for Cambodia (GADC)
International Federation of Journalists (IFJ)
Overseas Press Club of Cambodia (OPCC)
Reporters Without Borders (RSF)
Sahmakum Teang Tnaut (STT)
Transparency International-Cambodia (TIC)
Village Support Group (VSG)
Youth Resource Development Program (YRDP)
197 Land Community (Koh Kong)
Andong Trabek Land Community (Svay Rieng)
Chi Kha Kraom Land Community (Koh Kong)
Kouy Indigenous Community (Preah Vihear)
Indigenous Community in Prame Commune (Preah Vihear)
Mean Chey Land Community (Svay Rieng)
Phnom Krom Community (Siem Reap)
Prey Chher Pech Changvar Laor Chhert Community (Kampong Chhnang)
Prey Peay Land Community (Kampot)
Samaki Chek Meas Community (Svay Rieng)
Samaki Romeas Haek Community (Svay Rieng)
Samaki Sangkae Pir Mean Rith (Preah Vihear)
Sre Prang Community (Tboung Khmum)
Steung Khsach Sor Forestry Resource (Kampong Chhnang)
Trapeang Chour Community (Kampong Speu)

