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Summary 
 
Under Prime Minister Hun Sen, Cambodia is in a human rights freefall. Despite the strong 
human rights provisions in the 1991 Paris Peace Agreements and the 1993 constitution—
and billions of dollars in development aid, including a plethora of technical assistance 
devoted to the rule of law, judicial reform, and human rights—the country is rapidly 
reverting towards a one-party state.   
 
The speed of the collapse of even the patina of democracy and basic rights has been 
startling. Over the past year alone the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) 
has been dissolved and the official leader of the party, Kem Sokha, jailed on spurious 
treason charges. The founding leader of the CNRP, Sam Rainsy, was convicted yet again on 
trumped-up charges in multiple criminal cases; to avoid imprisonment he has been in exile 
since 2015. His successor, Kem Sokha, was arbitrarily arrested in September 2017 and 
remains in prison. 
 
In September 2017 the Cambodia Daily was forced to close, while in May 2018 the owners 
of the Phnom Penh Post were coerced by the government into selling the paper to a 
Malaysian company with ties to Hun Sen. The government has ordered FM radio stations to 
stop broadcasting news produced by Radio Free Asia (RFA) and the Voice of America (VOA); 
two former RFA journalists have been arbitrarily detained and accused of espionage simply 
for providing information to a foreign news organization. Critical voices have all but 
disappeared from the country’s media. Five staff members of the highly regarded 
Cambodian Human Rights and Development Association (ADHOC) were jailed and now are 
out on bail awaiting trial on politically motivated charges. Human rights organizations and 
other critics of the government have responded by self-censoring to avoid being targeted.  
 
The list of attacks on basic rights and freedoms could go on and on.  
 
Hun Sen has been Cambodia’s prime minister since 1985 and since 2015 chairman of the 
ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP), which has been in power since 1979.1 With the fall 
of Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe, he is now among the world’s five longest-serving autocrats. 

                                                           
1 Hun Sen became prime minister on January 14, 1985, following a short period as acting prime minister after the death of 
Prime Minister Chan Si in December 1984. 
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As with many other despots, he talks about himself in the third person and has tried to 
create a cult of personality, including naming hundreds of schools (many donor-financed) 
after himself. His official title in Khmer is “Samdech Akka Moha Sena Padei Techo Hun 
Sen,” which literally translates to “princely exalted supreme great commander of 
gloriously victorious troops.” He has called himself the “five-gold-star general to infinity.”   
 
The impetus for this crackdown appears to be that Hun Sen and the CPP fear that without 
such measures they cannot be sure of winning the next national elections scheduled for 
July 2018. The CNRP had unprecedented success in the 2013 national elections despite 
systematic and structural biases and significant fraud. It repeated that success in the 2017 
commune elections. Cambodia’s urban and younger voters, increasing as a percentage of 
the population, have strongly supported the opposition. Many Cambodians, as is common 
in other countries after long periods of authoritarian rule, simply yearn for change.   
 
Hun Sen has responded by suggesting that engaging in opposition politics or criticizing 
him, the CPP or the government is a form of treason. While providing no evidence, he has 
railed against alleged efforts to stage a “color revolution,” accusing the United States and 
other foreign powers and organizations of plotting to “overthrow” the government. While 
these are the most intense attacks on critics since his 1997 coup against his then-coalition 
partners (the royalist party, FUNCINPEC, led by Prince Norodom Ranariddh), disdain for 
pluralism and democracy has long been the hallmark of Hun Sen’s rule.  
 
Human Rights Watch has previously documented Hun Sen’s egregious human rights record. 
In his time in power, hundreds of opposition figures, journalists, trade union leaders, and 
others have been killed in politically motivated attacks. Although in many cases those 
responsible for the killings are known, in not one case has there been a credible 
investigation and prosecution, let alone conviction. In some cases, triggermen or fall guys 
have been prosecuted; higher-ups have been left untouched. Many other critics have been 
arrested, beaten, harassed and intimidated, including human rights workers, labor leaders, 
activists and members, land rights activists, and members of a rising generation of bloggers 
and others expressing their views online. CPP-controlled courts have convicted hundreds of 
people on trumped-up charges or other politically motivated grounds.  
 
While Hun Sen has orchestrated repression, he has remained in power by creating a cadre 
of ruthless members of the security forces to implement his vision and orders. He has done 
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this by promoting people based on loyalty to him instead of the institutions they formally 
serve, such as the military, gendarmerie, and police.  
 
This report details the responsibility of 12 of these senior security force officers for human 
rights abuses in Cambodia from the late 1970s until the present:  
 

• Gen. Pol Saroeun, Supreme Commander of the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces 
(RCAF); 

• Gen. Kun Kim, Deputy Supreme Commander of RCAF and Chief of the RCAF Mixed 
General Staff; 

• Gen. Sao Sokha, Deputy Supreme Commander of RCAF and Commander of the 
Royal Khmer Gendarmerie (GRK); 

• Gen. Neth Savoeun, Supreme Commissioner of the Cambodian National Police; 
• Lt. Gen. Chea Man, Deputy Commander of the Army and Commander of Military 

Region 4;  
• Lt. Gen. Bun Seng, Deputy Commander of the Army and Commander of Military 

Region 5;  
• Lt. Gen. Choeun Sovantha, Deputy Commander of the Army and Commander of 

Military Region 2; 
• Lt. Gen. Chap Pheakdey, Deputy Chief of the RCAF Joint General Staff and 

Commander of Special Forces Paratrooper Brigade 911; 
• Lt. Gen. Rat Sreang, Deputy Commander of the country-wide GRK and Commander 

of the Phnom Penh Gendarmerie; 
• Gen. Sok Phal, Deputy Supreme Commissioner of National Police and Supreme 

Director for Immigration; 
• Gen. Mok Chito, Deputy Supreme Commissioner of National Police and Secretary-

General of the National Anti-Drugs Authority; and  
• Gen. Chuon Sovan, Deputy Supreme Commissioner of National Police and 

Commissioner of the Phnom Penh Municipality Police. 
 

These 12 men are the backbone of an abusive and authoritarian political regime over which 
an increasingly dictatorial Hun Sen rules. Each is politically and personally close to Hun 
Sen and helps ensure that the army, gendarmerie, and police perform a political role in 
guaranteeing his and the CPP’s continued rule. Each has throughout his career served in 
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government jobs paying relatively modest salaries, yet each has amassed large amounts 
of unexplained wealth. 
 
Although each of the 12 has a legal responsibility to represent the state instead of a 
political party—and to carry out their duties in an impartial and neutral manner—all act in 
an openly and highly partisan manner. Each is a member of the CPP Central Committee, the 
party’s highest policy-making body. Members of the Central Committee are required to 
carry out all party policies. This conflicts with international human rights standards, which 
protect the rights of members of security forces to be members of a political party, vote, 
and privately express their personal opinions, but requires them not to be politically 
partisan in carrying out their professional duties or otherwise be seen to favor members of 
one political party over others. It also appears to violate article 9 of Cambodia’s Law on the 
General Status of Military Personnel of the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (1997), which 
states that “[m]ilitary personnel shall be neutral in their functions and work activities, and 
the use of functions/titles and the state’s materials for serving any political activities shall 
be prohibited.”   
 
The abuses in which the 12 are implicated include violations of human rights, war crimes, 
and crimes against humanity committed from the 1970s to the present. Most of the 12 have 
been implicated in the use of unnecessary, excessive, and sometimes lethal force against 
protests about unfree and unfair elections, land confiscations, labor abuses, and low 
wages. Many have also been involved in non-political abuses against the ordinary 
population, such as land takings, murder, torture, and arbitrary detention. Some 
participated in Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge regime from April 1975 to January 1979. All have had 
roles in subsequent periods: the Vietnamese-backed People’s Republic of Kampuchea 
(PRK) from January 1979 to April 1989; the PRK’s direct successor, the State of Cambodia 
(SOC), from April 1989 to June 1993, including the period during which the United Nations 
Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) administered the country (March 1992 to June 
1993); the Provisional Government of Cambodia and its direct successor Royal Government 
of Cambodia (RGC) from July 1993 to the present. 
 
Each of the 12 is part of a kind of Praetorian Guard for Hun Sen. All 12 owe their senior 
positions in the security forces to personal links to Hun Sen dating back two decades or 
more, and their willingness to abuse human rights. Pol Saroeun and Kun Kim were, like 
Hun Sen, members of the Khmer Rouge military-security apparatus, all three having been 
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local cadre in the Khmer Rouge East Zone. Hun Sen crossed into Vietnam in 1977 and 
became a key figure in the Vietnamese-sponsored organization in 1978 of armed and other 
opposition to Pol Pot’s government, serving as the PRK’s foreign minister, the world’s 
youngest. Pol Saroeun, who arrived in Vietnam in 1978, was also a significant player in the 
Vietnamese-backed opposition at that time. Sao Sokha, Chea Man, and Choeun Sovantha 
were either aides to Hun Sen in 1978 or became members of the small number of armed 
forces units he set up at that time. Kun Kim, Neth Savoeun, and Sok Phal became close to 
Hun Sen from at least the early 1990s, and Chap Pheakdey from at least the middle of that 
decade when he played a key role in Hun Sen’s 1997 coup. Chuon Sovan and Rat Sreang 
were both originally protégés of Kun Kim, through whom they became linked to Hun Sen. 
 

Khmer Rouge-era Abuses 
The two generals with the longest known records of human rights abuses are Pol Saroeun 
and Kun Kim. Both are former members of the military-security apparatus of Pol Pot’s 
Communist Party of Kampuchea (known as the Khmer Rouge). While in power, the Khmer 
Rouge were responsible for the deaths from execution, starvation, and disease of an 
estimated 1.2 to 2.8 million Cambodians, between 13 and 30 percent of the population, 
including deaths in which Pol Saroeun and Kun Kim are implicated via their 
responsibilities at Khmer Rouge security offices, which were interrogation, hard labor, and 
execution centers. Pol Saroeun was vice-chairperson of the Khmer Rouge East Zone 
General Staff, which oversaw the zone-level S79 Security Office, and Kun Kim was 
chairperson of the Tbaung Khmum District Security Office in the Zone’s Sector 21. 
 

PRK-era and SOC Period Abuses 
The policies and practices of the Khmer Rouge devastated Cambodian society and created 
conditions for the success of the Vietnamese invasion in December 1978 and the creation 
of the PRK in January 1979. The new government incorporated not only Pol Saroeun and 
Kun Kim, but also many other former Khmer Rouge at various levels. Among them was Hun 
Sen, another one-time member of the Khmer Rouge military-security apparatus who, during 
his time as a Khmer Rouge commander, played an unclear role in areas where crimes 
against humanity were committed. 
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The PRK was opposed by the Khmer Rouge, which reformed and fought an almost continuous 
guerrilla war against the Cambodian government from 1979 to 1998, the year Pol Pot died 
amidst the collapse of the Khmer Rouge movement. It was also opposed by various non-
communist anti-PRK movements, most notably the National United Front for an Independent, 
Peaceful, Neutral and Cooperative Cambodia (FUNCINPEC), founded in 1981 by Cambodia’s 
former King Norodom Sihanouk and later led by his son, Norodom Ranariddh. 
 
A one-party state, the PRK established and enforced its rule through widespread political 
imprisonment without charge or trial and a system of torture of thousands of political 
detainees, many of whom died from such ill-treatment and abysmal detention conditions.   
 
Ten of the 12 officials profiled here are implicated in these abuses via their service in 
various PRK and SOC (successor to the PRK) political, military, intelligence, and police 
units, the institutional bases from which they rose to their current prominent security force 
positions. Abuses committed during repression of rising popular dissatisfaction with the 
PRK and its reliance on Vietnamese backers include arbitrary political detention and 
routine torture in a provincial prison run under the authority of Pol Saroeun when he was 
governor there; in the municipal prison of the capital, Phnom Penh, when Neth Savoeun 
was a senior police officer there; and in the political security apparatus of the Ministry of 
Interior when Sok Phal was an important cadre there. 
 

UNTAC-era Abuses 
In October 1991, SOC, FUNCINPEC, a second non-communist opposition group (the Khmer 
People’s National Liberation Front), and Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge signed the Paris 
“Agreement on a Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict,” which 
was also signed by 18 foreign governments. This and attendant documents (the “Paris 
Agreements”) mandated the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) to 
demobilize most of Cambodia’s various armed forces and establish direct control over key 
sectors of its various existing administrative organizations in order to create a neutral 
political environment for UN-organized elections, which were held in May 1993.  
 
During the UNTAC period, several of the 12 individuals profiled here were implicated in 
SOC political violence, which included political killings, targeting FUNCINPEC and other 
non-violent political opponents and aimed at ensuring a CPP victory in the UN elections 
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that were held in May 1993. According to one UNTAC report, SOC was responsible for 39 
incidents of “killing of political opponents” that resulted in a total of 46 “casualties,” as 
well as 25 “killings, the primary purpose of which is to intimidate the civilian population 
and other summary executions” that resulted in a total of 40 “casualties.” The report listed 
hundreds of other cases of SOC abuses, including enforced disappearances and torture. 
The numbers in the report understate the extent of the violations because UNTAC could not 
investigate all cases or specify who was responsible in all of the cases it did investigate.2  
 
FUNCINPEC nevertheless outpolled the CPP in the elections, but CPP elements led by Hun 
Sen threatened to violently oppose the election results and, on this basis, successfully 
demanded from the UN the formation of a FUNCINPEC-CPP coalition with Prince Ranariddh 
as first prime minister and Hun Sen as second prime minister. The different titles meant 
little, as each had the same legal powers.  
 

Abuses since UNTAC (1993-Present) 
After the departure of UNTAC in 1993, CPP political violence flared again, including 
against media critics and the new opposition Khmer Nation Party led by former 
FUNCINPEC finance minister Sam Rainsy, who was the target of a number of 
assassination attempts. The 1993 coalition arrangement lasted until July 1997, when Hun 
Sen ousted Prince Ranariddh in a coup.  
 
Many of the 12 are implicated in the 1993-1998 political violence, notably Kun Kim, Chap 
Pheakdey, Chea Man, Bun Seng, Choeun Sovantha, Neth Savoeun, and Sao Sokha. Most 
played important roles in the July 5-6, 1997 coup by Hun Sen against then first Prime 
Minister Norodom Ranariddh and his royalist FUNCINPEC party, which resulted in more 
than 100 mostly royalist opposition party members being summarily executed. An August 
1997 report by the UN human rights office in Cambodia documented 41 and “possibly up to 
60 politically-motivated extrajudicial executions” after the coup.3 Special Representative 
of the UN Secretary-General for Human Rights in Cambodia, Thomas Hammarberg, later 

                                                           
2 United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC), “Human Rights Component Final Report,” September 1993.  
3 Cambodia Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (COHCHR), “Memorandum to the Royal 
Government of Cambodia: Evidence of Summary Executions, torture and missing persons since 2-7 July 1997,” August 21, 
1997, p.2, http://cambodia.ohchr.org/WebDOCs/DocStatements/1997/Statement_21081997E.pdf,accessed October 31, 
2012. 
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said that there were dozens of other instances of summary killings, murders, and 
disappearances after the coup.  
 
The killings sent opposition politicians and activists into exile in fear for their lives. 
Although most politicians returned under a deal brokered by Japan, the United States, and 
the UN to participate in elections in July 1998, the electoral process was violent and 
fundamentally flawed. 
 
The 1997 coup and 1998 ballot were followed by further CPP-manipulated national 
assembly elections in 2003, 2008, and 2013, which the CPP claimed to have won by 
greater or lesser margins and in the course of which CPP neutralized FUNCINPEC, rendering 
it politically moribund. This, however, did not end electoral and popular challenges to Hun 
Sen and the CPP’s political dominance, nor stem their growing reliance for power on 
economic practices characterized by elite land-grabbing and exploitation of low-wage 
factory workers. From 1998 to 2008, challenges to Hun Sen and the CPP were in political 
party terms increasingly represented by the Sam Rainsy Party (SRP). In social terms, they 
were increasingly manifest in protests against loss of land and housing and mostly trade 
union-led strikes for better pay and working conditions. 
 
In 2012, Sam Rainsy and Kem Sokha, leader of the Human Rights Party, joined forces to 
create the Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) to compete with the CPP in the 2013 
elections. These elections were characterized by systemic irregularities and were neither 
free nor fair. The CPP claimed a narrow victory that has kept Hun Sen in power.  
 

The Impossibility of Democratic Reform with Politicized Security Forces 
Hun Sen and the CPP are increasingly reliant on the 12 commanders – and many other 
senior security personnel in the army, gendarmerie, and police – who are the subject of 
this report. This trend was confirmed and highlighted by a significant increase at the 2015 
CPP Congress of the number of security force officers and other government officials with 
security responsibilities in the CPP Central Committee (see Appendix 1). By Human Rights 
Watch’s calculation, at least 80 such officials were added. At the CPP Congress in January 
2018, held to adopt party plans for the 2018 national elections, there was another large 
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insertion of security force personnel, among whom are 64 military officers, mostly of 
lieutenant general rank, according to documents seen by Human Rights Watch.4 
 
Hun Sen has declared his “absolute determination” to maintain order and political 
stability in Cambodia so he can become prime minister again after national elections 
scheduled for 2018.5 Given their past record and current positions, Hun Sen can rely upon 
these 12 commanders and their subordinates to commit human rights abuses whenever it 
is considered necessary, including for their own power and economic interests. This 
danger should be viewed both in light of their long records of violating human rights and in 
the context of the 2013 national elections and those scheduled for 2018. The 2013 
elections were followed by peaceful mass protests against CPP-orchestrated fraud and a 
new wave of large-scale strikes by workers for higher wages. Aggressive attempts by the 
security forces to deter and suppress such gatherings sometimes precipitated social 
unrest, to which the security forces responded with excessive violence, including 
unnecessary lethal force resulting in the deaths of at least seven people in early 2014. The 
CPP condemned the protests and strikes as a CNRP plot to foment a “color revolution.” 
Since then Hun Sen and the CPP have launched an escalating campaign of human rights 
violations targeting the CNRP and Cambodian media and civil society, claiming this is 
necessary to prevent any “color revolution” that it says might otherwise occur in 
connection with the 2018 elections, including as a result of protests against fraud. 
 
This report begins with a detailed history of the three main components of the 
contemporary Cambodian security forces—the army, gendarmerie, and police—tracing the 
development of their chains of command. This is followed by 12 individual profiles. The 
report concludes with recommendations for security sector reform in Cambodia addressed 
to the Cambodian government, the United Nations, and donors and other governments. 
These recommendations are made in light of the failures of previous efforts by the 
international community in this area, but with the recognition that security sector reform is 

                                                           
4 Mech Dara and Ananth Baliga, “CPP inner circle expands, dwarfing China’s and Vietnam’s,” The Phnom Penh Post, January 
22, 2018, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national-politics/cpp-inner-circle-expands-dwarfing-chinas-and-vietnams 
(accessed January 24, 2018); Provided on condition of confidentiality, copies on file with Human Rights Watch.  
5 “Samdech Techo Hun Sen Proclaims His Determination to Act Absolutely in Order to Defend Peace, Political Stability and 
Development; Samdech Techo Says Having Development Is Better Than Having the Outbreak of Turmoil” (   

    ;  
 ), June 7, 2016, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/25913-2016-06-07-

02-13-56.html (accessed June 7, 2016). 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 10 

crucial for promoting and protecting human rights in Cambodia. If the security forces are 
not professionalized and key abusers are not appropriately held to account, there is little 
possibility of democratic reform – or indeed any kind of structural reform – in Cambodia. 
 
Please see chapter 14 for a full set of recommendations. 
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Methodology 

 
This report is based on extensive in-person interviews, including with senior CPP civilian and 
military officials, members of the military and police, civil servants, judges, prosecutors, 
foreign and Cambodian diplomats, foreign and Cambodian journalists and human rights 
workers, academics, and others, some of whom also provided open source and other 
materials from their files. In addition, it relies greatly on published and, in some cases, 
unpublished written materials in English, Khmer, Vietnamese, Chinese, and French, 
including online and printed media reports, books, and journals, and documents 
disseminated by or held in the archives of the Cambodian and other governments, United 
Nations bodies, and international and domestic human rights organizations. These materials 
include underlying data that have formed the basis for various human rights reports and 
related publications on Cambodia from the 1980s to the present and are on file with Human 
Rights Watch. The texts of the interviews are on file with Human Rights Watch.   
 
Because of the government’s increasing pressure on domestic human rights organizations, 
including arbitrary arrest and physical assault of their staff, all specifics about sourcing from 
these organizations are omitted from this report. Instead of specifics, we use the phrase 
“domestic human rights organization records” to denote material from these sources.  
 
Because of the escalating assault on human rights activism, journalism, and other non-
partisan research in Cambodia, the names of many of the interviewers and interviewees 
and other identifying information about them have been omitted to protect them from 
possible retaliation by the authorities, including Hun Sen and the senior security force 
commanders who are the subjects of this report. Any incomplete sourcing in footnotes is to 
protect sources. 
 
Also, on file with Human Rights Watch are downloaded versions of all recently published 
Khmer and Vietnamese-language online news media and other online resources cited in 
the report, which in some cases may no longer be accessible online. 
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Background 

 

Cambodian Armed Forces 1978 to Present 
Anti-Pol Pot Insurgencies before January 1979 
The current Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF) of the Royal Government of Cambodia 
(RGC) are the successors to the Revolutionary People’s Armed Forces of Kampuchea 
(RPAFK) of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) set up in 1979 after the Vietnamese 
invasion of Cambodia that precipitated the collapse of the regime of the Communist Party 
of Kampuchea (CPK, widely referred to as the Khmer Rouge).   
 
The RPAFK was born out of guerrilla forces opposing Khmer Rouge rule. These insurgents 
had been operating on Cambodia’s borders with Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand even before 
the CPK took power in Cambodia on April 17, 1975. Under Vietnamese auspices, the first 
formal unit was set up on April 22, 1978.   
 
The first Cambodians organizing and heading these forces and units were communists who 
had spent many years in Vietnam, some having gone there as early as 1954, and had fled 
or dissociated themselves from Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge before April 1975. This included 
future Cambodian government officials such as Pen Sovan, Chan Si, Khang Sarin, Soy Keo, 
and Bou Thang. They were later joined by defectors from the CPK, most of whom fled Khmer 
Rouge purges. For example, in May 1978 the former CPK East Zone Sector 21 regimental 
vice-chairman Hun Sen, who had been in Vietnam since June 1977, also became involved. 
From around September 1978, the anti-Pol Pot Khmer Rouge organizations in Vietnam were 
joined there by other former CPK East Zone military cadre, the most senior of whom were 
ex-East Zone General Staff Vice-Chairmen Heng Samrin and Pol Saroeun.   
 
The establishment of a single coordinated Cambodian command for the various 
Cambodian units in formation was incomplete when the Vietnamese launched a large-
scale invasion to overthrow the Pol Pot Khmer Rouge on December 25, 1978, which took 
Phnom Penh on January 7, 1979.6 

                                                           
6 Ben Kiernan, The Pol Pot Regime: Race, Power, and Genocide in Cambodia Under the Khmer Rouge, 1975-78 (Third Edition) 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), pp. 392-411, 440-442; Timothy Carney, “Heng Samrin’s Armed Forces and the 
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Omitting mention of contributions by others, Hun Sen has claimed that the present RCAF 
has its origins in the Cambodian armed forces he and a number of aides helped set up 
subordinate to a “Command Committee 578” established in May 1978 with Hun Sen as the 
committee’s military commander.7 This was just one part of a larger command structure 
headed by Vietnamese army officers. The command committee’s troops included a number 
of units designated battalions, such as Battalion 125, Battalion 246, and Battalion 207, 
founded on July 20, 1978. However, these were not at full strength, and the total number of 
men under Hun Sen’s command, who were designated as responsible for fighting in that 
part of Cambodia east of the Mekong River, was only 100.8 
 
Elements of these and other units set up under Vietnamese auspices during the remainder 
of 1978 and before January 7, 1979 participated in a minor way in the Vietnamese invasion, 
in which for propaganda purposes some Vietnamese forces masqueraded as Cambodian 
troops, actions that paved the way for the birth of the PRK. 9 Such forces subsequently 
formed part of the nucleus of the post-January 7 military of the PRK. However, Command 
Committee 578 was dissolved.10 On November 25, 1978, Hun Sen was reassigned to take 

                                                           
Military Balance in Cambodia,” International Journal of Politics (Vol. 16, No. 3: Fall 1986), pp.153-160; Pen Sovan and Neang 
Savun, Pen Sovan: Summary Biography and the Cause of the Cambodian Nation and Motherland (pen svoan chivapravoat 
neung bophahet cheat meatophoum Kampuchea) (Seattle: Khmer Vision, 2002), pp. 129-154; “Pen Sovann Out to Settle Old 
Scores,” Phnom Penh Post, May 16-29, 1997, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/pen-sovann-out-settle-old-scores, 
accessed October 12, 2012; Heng Samrin, Lord Supreme Great Princely Land Force Commander Heng Samrin (samdech 
akkeakmohaponheachakrei heng samrin) (Phnom Penh: Ariyathoar, 2013), pp.99-152; Merle L. Pribbenow II, “A Tale of Five 
Generals: Vietnam’s Invasion of Cambodia,” Journal of Military History (No. 70: January 2006), pp. 459-484. 
7 Hun Sen, “Address at the 4th Anniversary of Cambodian Veterans Day,” June 21, 2011, http://cnv.org.kh/address-at-the-
4th-anniversary-of-cambodian-veterans-day/ (accessed August 28, 2012); Hun Sen, “Selected Comments at the Celebration 
of the 4th Anniversary of the Cambodian War Veterans,” June 21, 2011, http://cnv.org.kh/selected-comments-at-the-
celebration-of-the-4th-anniversary-of-the-cambodian-war-veterans/(accessed August 28, 2012). 
8 Public remarks by Hun Sen, August 22, 2016, https://www.facebook.com/hunsencambodia/videos/1078918852156611/ 
(accessed August 24, 2016). 
9 Anonymous, Facebook post, “BTC I. ‘Liberation’ Chapter XI: Cambodia (#29)” (BTC I. “Gi i Phóng” Ch ng XI: Campuchia 
[#29]), August 16, 2015,  https://www.facebook.com/notes/vi%E1%BB%87t-nam/btc-i-gi%E1%BA%A3i-ph%C3%B3ng-
ch%C6%B0%C6%A1ng-xi-campuchia-29/501606653255069/(accessed December 20, 2015). 
10 “An Unforgettable Part of History” (M t ph n l ch s  không th  lãng quên, Quân đ i nhân dân [QDND]), January 2, 2012, 
http://www.qdnd.vn/qdndsite/vi-vn/61/43/khoa-hoc-nghe-thuat-quan-su/mot-phan-lich-su-khong-the-lang-quen-
/171869.html (accessed January 21, 2016); “Re: Vietnamese Volunteer Troops and Military Experts in K: Answer #16, posted 
on 4 June 2010,” 
http://www.vnmilitaryhistory.net/index.php?PHPSESSID=2snlb039tfo3tjtvbc6hhtb212&topic=16326.msg229387#msg2293
87 (accessed January 4, 2015); “Standard Document: Vietnamese Volunteer Troops and Military Experts in K (II)” (Tài li u 
chu n: Quân tình nguy n và Chuyên gia quân s  Vi t Nam t i K [II]), November 7, 2014, 
http://nguoidongbang.blogspot.com/2014/11/tai-lieu-chuan-quan-tinh-nguyen-va_7.html (accessed January 4, 2015); “Part 
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charge of youth affairs in the anti-Pol Pot political organizations then still being put 
together in Vietnam.11 Hun Sen and most other publicly proclaimed PRK leaders remained 
in Vietnam until late January or early February 1979 when the Vietnamese flew them to 
Cambodia to begin participating in the administration of the country. Hun Sen was named 
Minister of Foreign Affairs.  
 
During the next decade, according to official Vietnamese and Cambodian accounts, a total 
of some 200,000 Vietnamese troops and 10,095 Vietnamese officials were deployed into 
Cambodia to defend and help build PRK structures, including at the party Central 
Committee, national government ministry, provincial, and municipal levels and especially 
in the military, security, and foreign affairs fields.12 High-level consultations between PRK 
and Vietnamese leaders were frequent and substantive. Initially, at least, as the 
Vietnamese account puts it, “our cadres and specialists did everything – they ‘did all the 
work, serving as both master and servant’” in a process of regime-building “from the top 
down.”13 As other official Vietnamese histories recall, this included the formation of 
security forces, a fact stressed in the internal history of the Cambodian party with regard to 
both the army and the police.14 Speaking of Vietnamese officials on duty in Cambodia, an 
internal PRK Council of Ministers document stated, “We should discuss all tasks with the 
fraternal advisors. Weigh heavily the opinions of the foreign advisors … At all levels and in 
all sectors, we should discuss with the fraternal advisors in order to agree on weekly and 

                                                           
3: Shoulder-to-Shoulder Amidst Tribunation” (Kỳ 3: K  vai sát cánh trong ho n n n), Quân đ i nhân dân, December 27, 2013, 
http://www.qdnd.vn/qdndsite/vi-vn/61/43/35-nam-ngay-quan-tinh-nguyen-viet-nam-giup-nhan-dan-campuchia-thoat-khoi-
hoa-diet-chung/ky-3-ke-vai-sat-canh-trong-hoan-nan/280706.html (accessed January 5, 2015); Carney, “Heng Samrin’s 
Armed Forces,” p.160. 
11 Pen Sovan, Summary Biography, p.148. 
12 Huỳnh Anh Dũng, “Notes on Cambodia (1975-1991)” (Ghi chép v  Campuchia [1975-1991]), 
http://vietsuky.wordpress.com/2012/12/01/220-ghi-chep-ve-campuchia-1975-1991-1/ (accessed June 20, 2015); Cambodian 
People’s Party, History of the Struggle and Development of the Cambodian Motherland and Cambodia-Vietnam Relations 
from 1989 to 2013 (pravoat ney kar ta-sou neung aphivoat meatophoum kampuchea neung tumneak-tumnorng kampuchea-
vietnam pi chhnam 1989 dal chhnam 2013) (Phnom Penh, 2015), pp.8-9, 221-230. 
13 Huỳnh Anh Dũng, Notes on Cambodia (1975-1991) . 
14 Nguy n Văn H ng, The Unwanted War: A Memoir (Cu c Chi n Tranh B t Bu c: H i c) (Ho Chi Minh City: Nhà Xu t B n Tr , 
2004), p.99; Tr n Xuân Ban, et al., History of the 7th Infantry Division (1966-2006) (L ch s  S  đoàn b  binh 7 [1966-2006]), 
http://www.quansuvn.net/index.php?topic=4304.120 (accessed December 28, 2008); Tr n Bá Đi m, et al., History of the 
330th Infantry Division/Military Region 9 (1976-2001) (Internal Distribution Only) (L ch S  S  Đoàn B  Binh 330 Quân Khu 9 
[1976-2001] [L u Hành N i B ]) (Ha Noi: Nhà xu t b n quân đôi nhân dân, 2004), pp.84-116; CPP, History of the Struggle, 
pp.39-52. 
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monthly programs and planned activities.”15 A PRK-era senior security official later recalled 
“There was an appearance of dialogue between the Vietnamese and Cambodians, but 
whatever the advisors said we had to follow.”16  
 

Foundation of the Revolutionary Peoples Armed Forces of Kampuchea (RPAFK) 
Arriving from Vietnam before other Cambodian officials was Pen Sovan, First Secretary of 
the then still secret PRK communist party organization, which emerged in 1981 as the 
Revolutionary People’s Party of Kampuchea (RPPK), at which time it had only 835 
members. It was not until the mid-1980s that the RPPK membership matched the number 
of Vietnamese officials in the country.17 
 
In 1979, before the RPPK revealed itself, Pen Sovan was first PRK Minister of National 
Defense and Supreme (akkeak) Commander of the RPAFK.18 He then became Chairman 
(prime minister) of the PRK Council of Ministers until his purge on December 2, 1981, when 
he was arrested in Phnom Penh during an operation in which Pen Sovan alleged Hun Sen 
played an important role and as a result of which Sovan was imprisoned in Vietnam for 
many years.19 
 
During his short period in power, Pen Sovan worked with Vietnam to construct the RPAFK 
from the Ministry of National Defense down to divisions and smaller units at every level.20 
On the Cambodian side, the work was carried out by the RPAFK Supreme (akkeak) General 
Staff, which was under the Ministry of National Defense. The ministry was divided into 
three main units through the PRK period: Supreme General Staff, the Supreme Political 

                                                           
15 Evan Gottesman, Cambodia after the Khmer Rouge: Inside the Politics of Nation Building (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2002), pp.143-144. 
16 Brad Adams interview with Sin Sen, May 20, 2002. 
17 Pen Sovan, Pen Sovan: Summary Biography, pp.155-157; People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK), “Decision on the Problem 
of Cadres” (sechkdey samrech ampi panhaha kammaphibal), signed “First Secretary,” dated by context to early 1979; SPK 
[official government news agency, as monitored in this and below citations by the US Foreign Broadcasts Information 
Service], July 3, 1979); CPP, History of the Struggle, pp.18, 20-21. 
18 SPK, January 19, 1979; Pen Sovan, Summary Biography, p.162; Phnom Penh Radio, January 6, 1979 (as monitored in this 
and below citations by the US Foreign Broadcasts Information Service).  
19 “Pen Sovann Out to Settle Old Scores,” Phnom Penh Radio, July 21, 1981; Pen Sovan, Summary Biography, pp.215-217; 
Phnom Penh Post, May 16-29, 1997. 
20 Phnom Penh Radio, June 18, 1980; Carney, “Heng Samrin’s Armed Forces,” pp.157-167. 
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Commissariat, and the Supreme Logistics Directorate.21 The Supreme Political Commissariat 
was responsible for ensuring the loyalty of the armed forces to the ruling party, the goal 
being to achieve 100 percent political control of the army from top to bottom.22 
 
The first appointee as Chief of the Supreme General Staff was Soy Keo, who was briefly 
replaced in mid-1981 by Khang Sarin, but then resumed the post.23 A chain of command 
was instituted in which national-level RPAFK divisions and smaller specialized units, and 
RPAFK municipal and provincial forces were attached and subordinated to the Ministry of 
National Defense via the Supreme General Staff.24 The latter functioned as “the center for 
coordination of all undertakings” of the ministry “on a daily basis,” including “giving out 
orders to the armed forces.”25 However, sub-national armed forces were concurrently under 
a system of “unified command committees” chaired by local party and administrative 
heads responsible for their operations in tandem with police and militia.26 This reflected 
the fact that in addition to its field combat role of fighting Pol Pot Khmer Rouge remnants, 
the RPAFK was also responsible for “ensuring public order and security.”27 
 
Most PRK political and military structures were regularized by the time the June 1981 PRK 
constitution was adopted. At a time when the Khmer Rouge were fighting a guerrilla war 
along the Thai border with direct support from Thailand and China and at least indirect 
support from the United States, the United Kingdom, and others, the constitution defined 
the RPPK as “the force directly leading the entirety of the revolutionary tasks” in the 
country. It made the Chairperson of a PRK Council of State the Supreme Commander of the 

                                                           
21 Pen Sovan, Summary Biography, p.215; SPK, April 3, 1979; SPK, July 26, 1979; Phnom Penh Radio, January 30, 1989. 
22 Phnom Penh Radio, 8 December 1979; SPK, March 1, 1980; Phnom Penh Radio, March 5, 1980; Phnom Penh Radio, April 
23, 1980; Phnom Penh Radio, April 26, 1980; CPP, History of the Struggle, p.22. 
23 Phnom Penh Radio, April 8, 1979; Pen Sovan, Summary Biography, pp.155-157; PRK, “Decision on the Problem of Cadres,” 
[n.d.]; SPK, July 3, 1979; Phnom Penh Radio, October 9, 1981. 
24 Phnom Penh Radio, June 4, 1982; Phnom Penh Radio, July 16, 1982; Phnom Penh Radio, March 19, 1981. 
25 Phnom Penh Radio, March 5, 1984. 
26 PRK, Phnom Penh Capital Party Affairs Management Committee, “Order Accompanying Correspondence: Written Record of 
the Meeting of the Capital Unified Command Committee,” 333 KoABPh-DA, November 18, 1982; Phnom Penh Radio, May 6, 
1988; State of Cambodia (SOC), Sub-Decree 73 ANKr, July 11, 1989; United Nations (UN), “Report of the United Nations Fact-
Finding Mission on Present Structures and Practices of Administration in Cambodia, April 24 – May 9, 1990,” June 1990, 
p.47; UN, “United Nations Survey Mission to Cambodia: Public Security and Civil Police in the State of Cambodia,” pp.29, 31. 
27 SPK, April 3, 1979. 
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armed forces but stipulated no command authorities. It characterized the PRK Council of 
Ministers—the government—as “the organ directly managing society and directly leading the 
strengthening of the national economy.” The Council of Ministers was also responsible for 
“strengthening and increasing the national defense forces,” “implementing the gathering up 
of troop forces,” and “taking other necessary measures in order to defend the nation,” but 
the Constitution was silent with regard to specific command and control authority.28 
 

The RPAFK after Pen Sovan 
Because of conflict with Vietnamese authorities over policies to be pursued by the PRK, 
Pen Sovan was replaced as prime minister by Chan Si, another veteran of a long stay in 
Vietnam who had already taken over Pen Sovan’s post as defense minister before Sovan’s 
removal. 29 He then ceded this post to Bou Thang, while Soy Keo remained as Chief of the 
Supreme General Staff, which played a more prominent role after the purge of Pen Sovan.30 
The post of Supreme Commander, occupied by former CPK East Zone General Staff Vice 
Chairman Heng Samrin as Chairman of the PRK Council of State, was in practice 
ceremonial.31 The function of “high command” continued to be carried out on its behalf at 
the national level by the Ministry of National Defense and the Supreme General Staff, 
which also oversaw the commanders of military regions that began to be organized by the 
mid-1980s to control groupings of provincial forces in conjunction with the aforementioned 
local unified command committees.32 This kept the armed forces out of the control of 
former East Zone CPK military cadre, such as Heng Samrin and Pol Saroeun. 
 
On February 10, 1982, the PRK promulgated a “Law on the Organization and Activities of 
the Council of Ministers,” elaborating on the 1981 PRK Constitution. It stated that the PRK 
Council of Ministers governed only in the economic and social spheres, without 
mentioning any command authority over army and other forces.33 A follow-up 

                                                           
28 PRK, “Constitution of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea” (roathathoamanunh ney satheanaroat pracheameaneut 
Kampuchea) articles 4, 59, 64, 66, June 27, 1981. 
29 Phnom Penh Radio, July 22, 1981; SPK, January 2, 1985. 
30 Phnom Penh Radio, December 13, 1983; Phnom Penh Radio, January 2, 1982. 
31 See, for example, Phnom Penh Radio, July 31, 1984. 
32 Phnom Penh Radio, October 16, 1984; Phnom Penh Radio, April 9, 1982; Carney, “Heng Samrin’s Armed Forces,” p.166. 
33 PRK, “Law on the Organization and Activities of the Council of Ministers,” February 10, 1982. 
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“Proclamation on the Working System of the Standing Committee of the Council of 
Ministers,” dated March 31, 1982, reinforced this depiction of the Council of Ministers as a 
primarily socio-economic government. It did place the Ministry of Interior under Council 
Chairman (prime minister) Chan Si, but not the Minister of National Defense (then Bou 
Thang), who therefore appeared to enjoy significant autonomy vis-à-vis the prime minister.34  
 

The RPAFK under Hun Sen 
Chan Si died on December 31, 1984.35 Hun Sen–with Vietnamese backing–replaced him as 
Chairman of the Council of Ministers on January 14, 1985, and has been prime minister of 
Cambodia ever since.36 After taking office, Hun Sen further strengthened the authority of 
the Supreme General Staff via a sub-decree reiterating that it had command over the whole 
of the PRK armed forces.37 Soy Keo was removed as Chief of the Supreme General Staff and 
replaced by Koy Buntha, who was promoted to Minister of National Defense in December 
1986. Ke Kimyan become Chief of the Supreme General Staff.38   
 
In August 1988, by which time Vietnam had withdrawn half its troops and most of its 
officials from Cambodia, and with the PRK resisting Vietnamese suggestions that it make a 
peace deal with the Khmer Rouge as well as other Cambodian adversaries, Hun Sen issued 
a Proclamation making himself, as chairman of the Council of Ministers, “in charge 
directly … of the leadership of military and security work,” while reducing the Minister of 
Defense to the person in charge only of the construction of military fortifications. In 
December 1988, Hun Sen oversaw another military reshuffle: Tea Banh took over from Koy 
Buntha as Minister of National Defense, a post Tea Banh has held ever since. Pol Saroeun 
took over from Ke Kimyan as Chief of the Supreme General Staff.39   
 

                                                           
34 PRK, “Proclamation on the Working System of the Standing Committee of the Council of Ministers,” 01PrK, March 31, 1982. 
35 SPK, January 2, 1985. 
36 Brad Adams interview with Kong Korm, November 23, 1999; Phnom Penh Radio, January 14, 1985; From September 1993-
98 Hun Sen was co-prime minister, first with Prince Norodom Ranariddh until Hun Sen’s July 1997 coup, and then with Ung 
Huot. 
37 PRK, Sub-Decree 25 ANKr, November 20, 1985. 
38 Phnom Penh Radio, December 22, 1985; SPK, December 11, 1986. 
39 Huỳnh Anh Dũng, Notes on Cambodia (1975-1991); CPP, History of the Struggle, pp.14-15; Phnom Penh Radio, August 20, 
1988. 
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Among the various figures who came to prominence in the military and defense realms in 
the 1986-1988 period, only Pol Saroeun was an ex-East Zone CPK army defector linked to 
Hun Sen.40 Koy Buntha had parted ways with the Khmer Rouge and gone to Vietnam before 
1975. Tea Banh, an ethnic Thai, had left the Khmer Rouge ranks in 1974 and taken refuge in 
Thailand in 1975. Tea Banh had joined the PRK defense ministry in 1979 and then become 
Minister of Posts, Telecommunications, and Transport before returning to defense.41 Ke 
Kimyan had no Khmer Rouge background.42 He had originally distinguished himself in the 
PRK military ranks as a commander fighting Pol Pot Khmer Rouge guerrillas in northwest 
Cambodia and had then become Secretary of the RPPK Committee and chairman of the 
provincial administration for Battambang province.43 
 
Pol Saroeun, as chief of staff, enjoyed de jure command authority over the whole of the 
PRK armed forces and was de facto the most powerful military figure, next to Hun Sen 
himself.44 This fact was publicly manifested when he presided over gatherings of national, 
regional, provincial, and other local military units, to which he gave military orders and 
political instructions.45 
 

Cambodian People’s Armed Forces, State of Cambodia, and the United Nations 
Transitional Authority in Cambodia 
In preparation for further Vietnamese troop withdrawals and a possible peace agreement, 
including the Khmer Rouge and other opposition forces, in April 1989 chief of state Heng 
Samrin promulgated a new constitution transforming the PRK into the State of Cambodia 
(SOC). 46 Pursuant to the constitution, the RPPK remained the “leading force of the 

                                                           
40 United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC), “Report on Interviews of Pann Thai, Khem Sophoan, Phuong 
Siphan, Ke Kimyan and Nhek Huon,” August 3, 1993. 
41 Nem Sowath, Revolution in a Distant Village: The Tea Banh Story (Phnom Penh: Reahoo, 2009), pp.157-158. 
42 Michael Vickery, Kampuchea: Politics, Economy and Society (London: Frances Pinter, 1986), pp.80-82; UNTAC, “Report on 
Interviews;” Sowath, Revolution pp.127-139. 
43 Nguy n Văn H ng, The Unwanted War, p.99; Phnom Penh Radio, October 13, 1985; SPK, October 25, 1985. 
44 PRK, Sub-Decree 25 ANKr, November 20, 1985; UNTAC, “Report on Interviews.” 
45 Phnom Penh Radio, January 29, 1990; Phnom Penh Radio, August 31, 1990; Phnom Penh Radio, January 30, 1990; Phnom 
Penh Radio, January 11, 1992; Phnom Penh Radio, August 6, 1990; Phnom Penh Radio, November 28, 1990. 
46 Huỳnh Anh Dũng, Notes on Cambodia (1975-1991). 
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Cambodian society and state.”47 As Chairperson of the Council of State (Heng Samrin) 
remained “supreme (akkeak) commander” of what the constitution re-designated the 
Cambodian People’s Armed Forces (CPAF), but the Council of State’s military-security 
functions were limited to “deciding” on promotions and awards on “the recommendation 
of the Council of Ministers.”48 The Council of Ministers continued to directly govern society 
and the leadership of national development work.49 In the military-security sphere, it 
remained responsible for “strengthening and increasing the national defense forces,” 
“implementing the gathering up of troop forces,” and “taking other necessary measures in 
order to defend the nation,” but the new constitution, like the one it replaced, was silent 
with regard to specific command and control authority.50 
 
In July 1989, an SOC law was adopted on the “readjustment of the organization, role, and 
tasks” of the Ministry of National Defense.51 It stipulated that the ministry “leads and 
governs all categories of troops” and must “cooperate with the police forces in order to 
defend the security and order of society,” but these powers were still effected via the 
Supreme General Staff.52 
 
In February 1992, the SOC superseded the 1982 PRK law on the cabinet with a “Decision on 
the Working System of the Council of Ministers.” It again described the government as first 
and foremost “an organ governing the society and economy.” However, it granted the 
prime minister authority to lead Cambodia’s military and security work, sharing 
responsibility for the former with Minister of National Defense Tea Banh but giving new 
Minister of Interior Sar Kheng (Chea Sim’s brother-in-law), an ex-East Zone Khmer Rouge 

                                                           
47 “Constitution of the State of Cambodia” (roathathoamanunh ney roat Kampuchea), article 4, April 30, 1989; Phnom Penh 
Radio, May 5, 1989. 
48 SOC, “Constitution,” article 62; Phnom Penh Radio, May 5, 1989; SOC, “Constitution,” article 60; Phnom Penh Radio, May 
5, 1989. 
49 SOC, “Constitution,” article 64; Phnom Penh Radio, May 5, 1989. 
50 SOC, “Constitution,” article 66; Phnom Penh Radio, May 5, 1989. 
51 SPK, July 15, 1989. 
52 SOC, “Law on the Rectification of the Organization, Roles, and Duties of the Ministry of National Defense,” July 20, 1989; 
UNTAC, “Report on Interviews.” 
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and veteran CPP civilian administrator without security force experience, no responsibility 
for the latter.53 An April 1992 law to similar effect backed this up.54 
 
This was the situation when the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia 
(UNTAC) began deploying to the country in March-April 1992 with a mandate from the 
October 1991 Paris Agreements to demobilize most of Cambodia’s various armed forces 
and establish direct control over key sectors of its various existing administrative 
organizations, including “national defense.” All of this was specified in order to create a 
neutral political environment for UN-organized elections, which were held in May 1993.55 
The process was supposed to be managed by an UNTAC-created Mixed Military Working 
Group (MMWG) with participation by CPAF and the armed forces of Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge 
and non-communist opponents of CPP, most notably the royalist FUNCINPEC. However, the 
Khmer Rouge reneged on their commitment to the agreement, after which the SOC refused 
to keep its commitments on demilitarization and demobilization. The Khmer Rouge 
resumed guerrilla warfare against the SOC, which, with UNTAC approval, launched military 
operations against the Khmer Rouge. The elections took place amidst armed conflict.56   
 
As for UNTAC attempts to oversee CPAF, the CPP correctly assessed that this would fail in 
the face of its “one-party system” of bureaucracy “controlling the social structure from top 
to bottom,” which was “so integrated that UNTAC simply could not penetrate it” and 
“could easily withstand anything.”57 In practice, Hun Sen and Pol Saroeun continued to 
exercise full control over CPAF, while Ke Kimyan, whom Pol Saroeun outranked in the CPP 
hierarchy, was assigned to liaise with UNTAC via its Mixed Military Working Group. Major 
decisions at the MMWG, especially those of serious political import, had to be made with 
Pol Saroeun’s approval, especially because Hun Sen considered that Ke Kimyan was 
sometimes dangerously “soft” on UNTAC and FUNCINPEC.58 

                                                           
53 UNTAC, “Who's Who in The State of Cambodia: Cambodian People’s Party,” November 14, 1992; SOC, Decision on the 
Working System of the Council of Ministers, 97/SSR, February 2, 1992, points 1, 11. 
54 SOC, “Law on the Organization and Functioning of the Council of Ministers,” April 6, 1992. 
55 UN, “Cambodia: UNTAC,” http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/past/untacbackgr2.html (accessed January 3, 
2009). 
56 Peter Bartu, “‘The Fifth Faction’: The United Nations in Cambodia, 1991-1993” (unpublished manuscript), pp.129-333. 
57 Nem Sowath, Win-Win Policy of Samdech Techo Hun Sen in International Context, (Phnom Penh, Reahoo, 2012), p.22. 
58 UNTAC, “Who’s Who;” UNTAC, “Report on Interviews;” for a specific example, see Phnom Penh Radio, June 11, 1993. 
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Cambodian People’s Armed Forces under Co-Prime Ministers 
FUNCINPEC and its coalition partner, the Buddhist Liberal Democratic Party (BLDP), won 68 
of 120 seats in the UNTAC election. Hun Sen and the CPP threatened secession of seven 
eastern provinces and renewed civil war if they were not made equal partners in a new 
government, including maintaining de facto control over the military and police. According 
to General John Sanderson, leader of UNTAC’s military component, “if Hun Sen had been 
exposed as the mastermind of the secession he would have been weakened to the point of 
not being able to become the co-prime minister.”59  
 
This is exactly what later transpired. On June 3, 1993, King Norodom Sihanouk proclaimed 
a post-election interim coalition government of FUNCINPEC and the CPP. With no legal 
authority and apparently without consulting his son, FUNCINPEC leader Prince Norodom 
Ranariddh, Sihanouk worked with the CPP to be named head of state, prime minister, and 
Uppermost High (utdam … choan kpuoh) Commander of the Cambodian National Armed 
Forces.60 This government immediately unraveled under domestic and primarily 
international opposition, but Sihanouk remained Uppermost High Commander of a multi-
partite Cambodian Armed Forces proclaimed on June 10.61 However, Sihanouk made it clear 
he would not actually command any forces.62  
 
A provisional government was soon formed with Norodom Ranariddh and Hun Sen as co-
chairpersons. Sihanouk put them in co-command of “the Cambodian National Armed 
Forces, auxiliary forces, police forces, and security forces of Cambodia,” concurrently with 
their government posts as co-ministers of national defense and of interior.63 They 
immediately began issuing joint orders.64 Ke Kimyan was named chief of the armed forces 
Supreme (akkeak) General Staff, whose deputies included general officers from both 
FUNCINPEC and the CPP.65 
 

                                                           
59 Brad Adams phone interview with General John Sanderson, December 18, 2001. 
60 Phnom Penh Radio, June 3, 1993. 
61 Phnom Penh Radio, June 4, 1993; Phnom Penh Radio, June 13, 1993; Phnom Penh Radio, June 11, 1993. 
62 Phnom Penh Radio, June 22, 1993. 
63 Phnom Penh Radio, July 2, 1993.  
64 Phnom Penh Radio, July 6, 1993; Phnom Penh Radio, July 16, 1993. 
65 Phnom Penh Radio, July 4, 1993; Provisional Government of Cambodia (PGC), Kret, July 5, 1993. 
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Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (1993-present) 
On September 21, 1993, a new, post-UNTAC constitution was adopted creating the 
Kingdom of Cambodia. It made the monarch paramount (kampoul) commander of what 
became known as the Royal Khmer (Cambodian) Armed Forces (RCAF). However, in line 
with the general principle that the “king reigns but does not rule,” the constitution also 
stipulated that these armed forces were under the command of supreme (akkeak) 
commander(s) separately appointed.66 The constitution also put the government in charge 
of national defense and ensuring “public order and security.”67   
 
Article 2 of the July 20, 1994 Law on the Organization and Functioning of the Council of 
Ministers specified that the government “governs, commands, and utilizes the military, 
police, and other armed forces and the administration of their conduct of activities.”  
Speaking without specifying singular or plural at a time when Norodom Ranariddh and Hun 
Sen were First and Second Prime Ministers, respectively, with equal powers in a coalition 
government, article 9 empowered the prime minister(s) to “command all activities of the 
Royal Government in every sphere.” Article 19 specified that deputy prime ministers act 
only in accordance with a non-permanent delegation of prime ministerial authority and 
make decisions related to the overall leadership of the government only with prime 
ministerial approval. Article 15 gave the prime minister(s) the power to appoint, transfer, 
and remove “high-ranking” military and other officials without reference to other 
authorities.68 The CPP legal interpretation of this law has ever since put Hun Sen in “direct 
command” of the armed forces and police.69 The armed forces comprise the “land, air, and 
water armies.”70 
 
In January 1996, the legal authority of the Ministry of National Defense was defined in a 
brief law that stated it was “competent to lead and govern in the realm of national 

                                                           
66 Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC), “Constitution of the Kingdom of Cambodia,” September 21, 1993, article 23; Phnom 
Penh Radio, September 30 – October 5, 1993. 
67 RGC, “Constitution,” article 52; Phnom Penh Radio, September 30 – October 5, 1993. 
68 RGC, Royal Kram 02/NS/94, July 20, 1994; RGC, “Law on the Organization and Functioning of the Council of Ministers,” 
July 20, 1994. 
69 In Yoeun, Droite de la Fonction Publique (Phnom Penh, 2013), pp.314-315. 
70 RGC, Royal Kram ChS/RKM 1197/05, November 6, 1997. 
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defense,” but said nothing specifically about its authority over the armed forces, 
apparently leaving existing elaborations in administrative law and practice intact.71 This 
set-up was operationalized via a series of administrative laws affirming that the Supreme 
General Staff was in “direct command leadership” of various intervention divisions and 
brigades, including elite units based around Phnom Penh, such as Brigade 70 and Brigade 
911.72 In addition to a wide variety of staff services, such as an intelligence 2nd Bureau and 
a separate intelligence Research Group, the Supreme General Staff was in charge of a 
number of specialized combat arms headquarters, such as a Special Forces Command.73 It 
was also in “direct command leadership” of Cambodia’s six military regions.74 
 
A prime ministerial sub-decree dated November 24, 1993 affirmed the existence of six 
military regions “placed under the direct command leadership of the Supreme General 
Staff” and military operational sectors “directly under” these regions.75 They in turn 
commanded regional divisions or brigades76 and had authority over subordinate “military 
operational sub-sectors,” mostly organized as provincial and sometimes as district army 
contingents.77 They shared this with local governors via the latter’s chairpersonship of 
unified command committees with authority over all security forces in their areas of 
administration.78 RCAF’s involvement in general security affairs at all levels was laid down 
in a statute declaring that, “when circumstances necessitate, the RCAF shall be able to 
participate in the defense of public security.”79 
 

                                                           
71 RGC, Law on the Creation of the Ministry of National Defense,” January 24, 1996; Yoeun, Droite, pp.311-312. 
72 RGC, Sub-Decree 35 ANKr, July 14, 1994; RGC, Sub-Decree 64 ANKr, October 20, 1994; RGC, Sub-Decree 51 ANKr, August 25, 
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75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid. 
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In the provisional and then constitutional governments of 1993, Ranariddh and Hun Sen 
were named concurrently as co-supreme commanders of the armed forces and police.80 In 
the context of this FUNCINPEC-CPP power sharing, Pol Saroeun had to step down from the 
position of chief of the Supreme General Staff, which was returned to Ke Kimyan. His 
primary deputy was FUNCINPEC Gen. Nhek Bunchhay, while Pol Saroeun held a secondary 
deputy post.81   
 
As detailed below, in early July 1997 Pol Saroeun and other CPAF senior officers most loyal 
to Hun Sen carried out a coup under Hun Sen’s direction against FUNCINPEC. Believing it 
was unnecessary, Tea Banh and Meas Sophea chose not to participate. The coup removed 
Ranariddh as First Prime Minister, killed many senior FUNCINPEC officers, drove Nhek 
Bunchhay and other surviving FUNCINPEC military leaders into more than a year of guerrilla 
opposition, and drove many FUNCINPEC and other political challengers to the CPP into 
temporary exile. All this fundamentally shifted the balance of power within the civil 
administration and security forces in Hun Sen’s and the CPP’s favor, positioning them to 
orchestrate fundamentally unfree and unfair national elections in July 1998, in which they 
claimed to defeat FUNCINPEC and the emerging Sam Rainsy Party.  
 
On November 30, 1998, Hun Sen became sole prime minister. By this time, he had 
completely eliminated FUNCINPEC officers from command authority, although a few 
remained in nominal posts. This was seen in CPP military circles as ending a period of 
“ambiguous commands and orders” and beginning one of ensuring “a single competent 
leadership over the whole country.82 In February 1999, Hun Sen restructured and further 
reshuffled the military command. The Ministry of National Defense remained designated 
“to lead and govern over the national defense sector,” but still without “direct command 
leadership” over military units or bodies commanding such units. The ministry was also 
not empowered to perform key staff functions like intelligence gathering and analysis.83    
 
Instead, direct command leadership of RCAF was placed within a newly formed single 
Supreme Command merging the previous Supreme General Staff into the previous 

                                                           
80 PGC, Kret, July 2, 1993. 
81 PGC, Kret, July 5, 1993; KOC, “List of Senior Officers.” 
82 Sowath, Win-Win Policy, pp.267-268. 
83 RGC, Sub-Decree 37 ANKr, February 16, 1999. 
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Supreme Command to form a single body headed by the RCAF Supreme Commander.  
Together, the Supreme Commander, a number of deputy supreme commanders, a chief 
and a number of deputy chiefs of the newly named Mixed General Staff were made the 
superiors over the Army Command, Navy Command, the Air Force Command, RCAF 
intervention divisions and brigades, and various Supreme Command staff offices, 
including its Research and Intelligence Directorate.84 Some RCAF units were soon 
amalgamated into new ones and others reorganized and re-designated.85 In this setup, the 
Army Command was given some intermediate power over military regions and several 
provincially based intervention brigades not attached to any RCAF division.86 However, the 
Mixed General Staff was made even more powerful than the previous Supreme General 
Staff and vis-à-vis all other command organs. Hun Sen soon stressed that this was done to 
ensure the “absolute loyalty” of the armed forces to the “national cause” of “maintaining 
and strengthening … social stability, security and order.”87  

 
For internal CPP political reasons, Ke Kimyan was named new Supreme Commander, while 
Pol Saroeun was named Chief of the new Mixed General Staff and a deputy supreme 
commander.88 It was specified that in the absence of Ke Kimyan, Pol Saroeun would 
assume the functions of Supreme Commander, together with those of Chief of the Mixed 
General Staff.89 Ke Kimyan, who opposed and did not participate in the 1997 coup, was 
said to lack power to give orders to Pol Saroeun, who had given orders to key military 
forces participating in the coup. In practice, authority over RCAF resided with Pol Saroeun, 
Kun Kim, a longtime confidante of Hun Sen and key participant in the 1997 coup, and 
certain Military Region commanders. Together, they guaranteed Hun Sen’s continued 
position as prime minister.   
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85 Sowath, Win-Win Policy, pp.269-270. 
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On November 9, 1999, Hun Sen appointed Kun Kim a deputy supreme commander of the 
RCAF.90 On January 22, 2009, Ke Kimyan was removed as Supreme Commander of RCAF 
and replaced by Pol Saroeun. Kun Kim was appointed Chief of the Mixed General Staff. A 
number of new and additional deputy supreme commanders were also appointed, 
including Hing Bun Hieng and Sao Sokha, both of whom were key players in the coup.91  
 

RCAF Today 
The RCAF today comprises the Army, Navy, and Air Force. A 2013 government defense 
strategic review noted that the 1999 restructuring of its top command structure left in place 
a number of “overlapping roles, responsibilities and nomenclature within job titles” and a 
lack of definition with regard to the order of battle.92 However, a review of CPP-controlled 
and CPP-friendly media since 2012 demonstrates that within the existing Supreme 
Command/Mixed General Staff, chief of staff Kun Kim functions de facto as the 
predominant command authority over RCAF. All the indications in such media are that 
Supreme Commander Pol Saroeun and Army Commander Meas Sophea exercise less 
authority, and that Minister of National Defense Tea Banh has little or no such direct 
authority.93   
 
An analysis of the posts held by the membership of the CPP Central Committee as 
expanded by an extraordinary party congress in January-February 2015 showed that, in 
addition to the gendarmerie, navy and air force, the RCAF then comprised the following 
land army units: Intervention Division 2, Intervention Division 3, the Prime Minister’s 
bodyguard unit (officially known as the Bodyguard Headquarters – BHQ), Intervention 
Brigade 70, Intervention Brigade 911, Intervention Brigade 1, Intervention Brigade 11, 
Intervention Brigade 14, Special Military Region Battalions 3 and 4, Military Region 
Regiment 42 and operational sub-sector forces, Military Region 2 Brigade 21 and 
operational sub-sector forces, Military Region 3 operational sub-sector forces, Military 
Region 4 Brigades 41 and 42 and operational sub-sector forces, and Military Region 5 

                                                           
90 RGC, Royal Decree S/RoKT/1199/192, November 9, 1999. 
91 RGC, Royal Decree NS/RoKT/010/061, January 22, 2009. 
92 RGC, Defense Strategic Review 2013 (Phnom Penh: December 4, 2012), p.12. 
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Brigades 51, 52, and 53 and operational sub-sector forces. In August 2017, an Intervention 
Brigade 128 subordinated to Military Region 1 was created, subsuming Regiment 42.94 
 
The arrangement within the military-defense realm, as described by Pol Saroeun, is that 
the Supreme Command is formally “a top institution within the hierarchy of RCAF” and “a 
base for coordination between the general staff and the Ministry of National Defense,” but 
the “command of the entire forces” remained the “responsibility of the general staff.”95 A 
chief aide to Tea Banh has also explained that while the general staff is “subordinated” to 
the Ministry of National Defense, it is “independent” of it. Similarly, although it is 
“subordinated” to the Supreme Command, it retains “command and control of all forces,” 
including those of the military regions, and is the structure directly responsible for 
“cooperating with [other] security forces to protect and maintain social order.”96 
 

Further Control by the CPP Over the Armed Forces 
Though Hun Sen signed the Paris Agreements on behalf of the CPP and committed to 
ending party control over the armed forces and other state institutions, the CPP has never 
relinquished control over the military (or police, judicial, or other state officials). Senior 
military officers have long been members of the CPP Standing Committee and Central 
Committee and attend party meetings. This practice has become more open and formal in 
recent years.   
 
Internally, the CPP continues to place a high priority on expanding the number of officers 
and soldiers in the armed forces while excluding members of other parties, although 
former members of other parties who have defected to the CPP are allowed.97 RCAF senior 
officers, such as Mixed General Staff Chief Kun Kim, have publicly acted as CPP work team 
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leaders to do grassroots party building since the CPP fared poorly in the 2013 elections.98 
This was extended after the CPP congress of January-February 2015 to openly carrying out 
political proselytizing, including promoting Hun Sen’s leadership of the CPP, in uniform 
and among troops in military formation.99  
 
Hun Sen’s continuing ultimate command authority over the RCAF was demonstrated at a 
gathering he convened on July 23, 2015 at his personal headquarters at Tuol Krasang in 
Kandal province of almost 5,000 senior army, gendarme, navy, air force, and police officers 
from all over Cambodia. According to CPP-friendly media, they comprised the leadership of 
180,000 security forces.100 On this occasion, he defined in six points the “duties of the 
armed forces,” including in national defense and domestic political security. With regard 
to the latter, he issued an “absolute order” that the armed forces must “ensure there will 
be no color revolution” in Cambodia – a reference to various anti-government upheavals in 
Eastern Europe – and that they must do so by “eliminating acts by any group or party” 
deemed “illegal.”101 CPP-friendly media reported that what Hun Sen meant by a “color 
revolution” was a purported plot by the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party 
(CNRP) to incite mass protests to overthrow him.102  
 
Minister of National Defense Tea Banh echoed Hun Sen’s order to the security force 
commanders in a follow-up speech on July 28, 2015, adding that the opposition’s 
purported plotting of color revolution in the past had made him “very angry” and that it 
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was now necessary to “control democracy” in Cambodia to prevent “anarchy.”103 On July 29, 
Chea Dara, an RCAF deputy supreme commander, explained to a meeting of military and 
police officers that this means they must defend the CPP against the CNRP and maintain Hun 
Sen in power because “the army belongs to the CPP,” and Hun Sen was the person “rearing, 
nurturing, leading, and commanding” it.104 Gendarmerie chief Sao Sokha was one of several 
RCAF deputy supreme commanders attending Chea Dara’s presentation.105 
 
After Hun Sen’s July 23, 2015 speech, ostentatious political partisanship by top RCAF and 
GRK commanders reached new heights and was given high-profile publicity in CPP media. 
Among those most prominently displayed demonstrating such CPP domination of the 
military were RCAF Supreme Commander Pol Saroeun, RCAF Chief of Mixed General Staff 
Kun Kim, and GRK National Commander Sao Sokha, who appeared at party gatherings 
standing against a background of CPP logos to disseminate party policy and oversee and 
urge its implementation. They and other RCAF senior commanders have also functioned as 
CPP masters of ceremonies at events welcoming newly recruited party members, including 
defectors to the CPP from the CNRP.106 
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During subsequent months in 2015, Hun Sen’s order to prevent the supposed threat of a color 
revolution was disseminated via the chain of command to military region and other local army 
and gendarme units down to the province and district levels.107 Pol Saroeun and other RCAF 
commanders also told them that the political opposition to Hun Sen was comprised of 
“dishonest and unprincipled persons” who “are always making things up, distorting them, 
and using demagoguery with the evil intent of toppling the Royal Government.”108 
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On September 9, 2015, CPP Vice Chairperson Say Chhum secretly instructed that local 
armed forces who had not already done so must issue public statements of support for 
Hun Sen’s position on border issues.109 RCAF Supreme Commander Pol Saroeun echoed 
this in follow-up public statements starting the same day, repeating his characterization of 
CNRP critics of Hun Sen as an “unethical group that lies and distorts the truth.”110 Sao 
Sokha subsequently followed suit.111 The requested local unit support duly ensued.112 
Instructions to the armed forces to act against the opposition were repeated, at times in 
even more threatening tones, in 2016, especially after small civil society-led peaceful 
protests in May against the politically motivated arrest and charging of five human rights 
defenders in connection with activities aimed at opposing human rights violations.113    
 
Amid government use of temporary detention, threats and other intimidation to suppress 
these protests, Hun Sen’s youngest son, Maj. Gen. Hun Manit, a member of the CPP Central 
Committee and chief of the Directorate of Military Research and Intelligence at the RCAF 
Supreme Command Headquarters, presented the official view as to why this was 
necessary. In an interview published in early June 2016, he affirmed that with new 
elections coming up in Cambodia, the authorities could not allow nongovernmental 
organizations “to mobilize people to defy the government,” explaining that “small 
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mobilization is a start and will lead to bigger demonstrations if it is not kept under 
control.” He added that “the senior protesters are well known within Cambodia as well as 
abroad for their frequent protest on land, human right or democracy issues.”114 
 
On July 4, 2016, Deputy Prime Minister and National Defense Minister General Tea Banh 
reiterated that the government’s national defense policy required the RCAF to block any 
“color revolution,” a label the CPP continued increasingly to apply to all peaceful 
demonstrations.115 
 
On July 5, 2016, according to CPP-controlled media reports, Supreme Commander Pol 
Saroeun appealed at a Supreme Command planning meeting “to the whole military that it 
must immediately eliminate and dispose of any and all individuals with a mentality 
desirous of destroying the peace, fomenting social turmoil in Cambodia, and the like.” Pol 
Saroeun went on to say that every army unit must participate in the prevention of every 
offense against all RGC policies and political programs. The general moreover emphasized 
that “the army must join together with the citizenry in each locality with the aim of 
strengthening national solidarity to fend off in a timely manner extremist forces that are 
fomenting instability in national society and in particular absolutely to pre-empt the 
fomenting of turmoil or any activity the mentality of which is desirous of destroying the 
peace, which must be immediately eliminated.”116 Among the deputy supreme 
commanders present were Kun Kim and Hing Bun Hieng, both of whom soon endorsed Tea 
Banh’s and Pol Saroeun’s remarks.117   
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A report presented to a CPP Central Committee plenum on July 19, 2016 called upon the party 
to take every opportunity to launch strong offensives against the opposition, including by 
“continuing to strengthen the tools of state power, especially the armed forces.”118  
 
The armed forces’ potential to conduct political repression nationwide has been 
significantly enhanced since September 2015 via the relaunching, intensive reactivation, 
and expansion of the Veterans Association of Cambodia, of which Hun Sen is Chairperson 
and Kun Kim Secretary-General. The Association is effectively an unarmed paramilitary CPP 
mass organization. By June 2016, it claimed a total membership of 72,250, with a 
hierarchical structure of committees and branches at the national, provincial, municipal, 
district, and commune levels.119 As at the top, the Association is headed at the local levels 
by active duty security force officers, mostly army, but also police and gendarme, assisted 

by state authorities with judicial police powers.120 In Phnom Penh, the Association’s 
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Chairperson and Vice-Chairperson are Kun Kim’s long-time protegees Chuon Sovan and Rat 
Sreang, the capital’s police and gendarmerie commanders respectively, installed at a 
ceremony over which Kun Kim presided.121 Nationally, the membership incorporates both 
ex-military and ex-police who officially participate in its activities under such regular 
security force command authority.122

Blatant security force commander partisanship has continued as the CPP geared up for 
local elections in 2017 and national elections in 2018. On November 4, 2016, the Deputy 
RCAF Supreme Commander Gen. Et Sarat, responsible for military training, ordered RCAF 
officers to ensure that the armed forces “absolutely oppose” all activities deemed to 
“intend to destroy the security, good order, and stability of society.”123 Four days later, 
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of National Defense Gen. Tea Banh explained to a RCAF 
Day gathering attended by Supreme Commander Gen. Pol Saroeun, among other senior 
officers, that “the opposition” was responsible for efforts to create instability. Tea Banh 
praised the security forces for having prevented these activities by timely suppression of 
demonstrations and protests.124  
 
At a ceremony on February 2, 2017, the defense minister followed up with an appeal to all 
armed forces personnel “not to believe in incitement by the opposition party.”125 He 
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decried those using “tricks” and “insults” and not giving due credit for the country’s 
development and told Cambodia's military that it should be ready to stop any “hurricane” 
of change gathering strength in the context of upcoming elections, explaining “politics 
always comes to haunt us and make trouble for us." In another apparent reference to the 
CNRP, Tea Banh stated, “We consider [our] forces are the forces that can stop or prevent it 
from implementing its desires easily.”126   
 
On February 7, 2017, it emerged that RCAF and the police had been tasked by the 
government with prevention of any “color revolution” in an “action plan” of an inter-
ministerial “Committee to Solve Strikes and Demonstrations of All Targets.”127 This mission 
was formalized in a separate order to RCAF.128 
 
In mid-February 2017, Hun Sen resurrected the language of a long-standing dire warning to 
those whom he accused of fomenting such purportedly revolutionary plots, advising them 
to “get their coffins ready already,” adding that he was “not joking.”129 Later that month, 
the prime minister admonished anyone who thought they could hope to win an election 
against the CPP, saying they were “dreaming” because he had in his hands an army that 
was under orders to “defend peace … no matter what the cost.”130 Tea Banh chimed in with 
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a threat that RCAF would not allow public calls for “change,” the slogan used by CNRP 
supporters who had called during the 2013 national election campaign for replacement of 
Hun Sen by Sam Rainsy.131 
 
In this context, the government’s 2017 budget increased the budget of the armed forces by 
almost 20 percent over 2016, elevating it to US$464 million.132 This is part of a trend 
evident since 2006, when the armed forces budget had been US$75.7 million. While some 
of these increases may be explained by a period of border clashes with Thailand, the 
primary purpose appears to be ensuring that RCAF will “stand on the side of the CPP” 
against the CNRP, particularly in the context of elections.133 
 
As before the national elections of 2013, in late 2016 senior security force officials began 
carrying out CPP grassroots strengthening activities in the provinces. Deputy Supreme 
Commander Gen. Chea Tara, during a trip to distribute gifts to voters in Battambang, 
touted Hun Sen not only as Prime Minister, but as CPP Chairperson.134 
 
Such activities increased following a December 2016 CPP Central Committee Conference, 
designated as an extraordinary party congress, at which the strategy it had formulated for 
winning the June 2017 commune and 2018 national elections was pronounced. The 
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strategy emphasized the importance of CPP leaders going down to the grassroots to 
strengthen and mobilize support for the party.135 
 
With Hun Sen presiding, 1,860 party delegates attended the conference, including 495 
Central Committee members.136 Honorary CPP Chairperson Heng Samrin vowed in his 
speech that “no evil power” would be allowed to “hinder” the CPP’s development of 
Cambodia.137 In discussing the CPP’s “ever greater strengthening of the country’s defence 
ramparts,” the conference communique highlighted its “solid maintenance” of “political 
stability and public order and security,” to which it said the meeting had given a further 
impetus. As party chairperson, Hun Sen ordered all party members to “begin conducting a 
further intensification of activities going down to the grassroots” in connection with the 
2017 and 2018 elections.138 This included the senior commanders who are the subject of 
this report, as well as a wide variety of other security force general officers.139  
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Royal Khmer Gendarmerie, 1980s to Present 
The Royal Khmer Gendarmerie (GRK) has its institutional origins in the PRK Phnom Penh-
based Regiment 70, which included a military police battalion. However, this military 
police battalion, which had jurisdiction only over military personnel, was dissolved in 
October 1991 at the time of the Paris Agreements on Cambodia.140  
 
The establishment of the gendarmerie as a militarized policing force with jurisdiction over 
both civilians and military personnel was envisaged in a July 1993 decree that launched 
special training for it.141 The formation of a gendarmerie was encouraged by UNTAC, 
supported by Sihanouk, and financed by France, which initially also provided considerable 
training. France’s goal was to create a politically neutral and highly professionalized 
security force answerable to Sihanouk. However, before the force was operational 
Sihanouk had become politically marginalized. Hun Sen and the CPP took the opportunity 
to subvert the GRK for their own political purposes and soon succeeded in making it into 
their best-trained force for use against their political enemies.142  
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The GRK was formally inaugurated in November 1993, under the command of Keo Samuon, 
with Sao Sokha as his sole deputy.143 Keo Samuon was replaced at the head of the 
gendarmerie in May 1994 by former Regiment 70 commander Kieng Savut.144 Many 
gendarme recruits came with Kieng Savut from the old regiment, which in late 1991 had 
participated in joint operations with police against anti-CPP urban unrest, during which as 
many as six people were killed by gunfire, some as a result of excessive use of lethal 
force.145 Recruits came in particular from Regiment 70’s Battalion 246, a unit set up in 
Vietnam in June 1978 under Hun Sen and Vietnamese military command, and from 
Regiment 70’s disbanded military police contingent.146   
 
Other recruits came from former members of the PRK Ministry of Interior’s “A3” para-
military Combat Police and operatives of its covert “A-Team” units.147 The PRK Combat 
Police, created in March 1986 and operational until November 1991, committed many 
politically motivated extrajudicial executions during counter-insurgency actions in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. These abuses were sometimes conducted in coordination with the 
army and ordinary police in PRK “mixed force” formations.148 Some elements of the A-
Teams, which included personnel who had moved over from Regiment 70, especially 
Battalion 246 and the former military police battalion, assassinated FUNCINPEC and other 
anti-CPP parties during the run-up to the 1993 elections.149 For many in GRK circles, the 
gendarmerie was a kind of resurrection of the Combat Police or a place where former A-
Team personnel found new employment and assignments.150 
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In line with the FUNCINPEC-CPP coalition arrangement which resulted from the elections, 
the GRK also incorporated some FUNCINPEC officers and men, and some of the former 
supposedly had command authority. However, in reality the gendarmerie was 
overwhelmingly under CPP control since its inception.151  
 
Although formally a part of the post-election Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF) 
answering to its command body, the Supreme General Staff, the GRK was autonomous 
from it and “placed under the direct command of the Prime Minister(s),” on whose 
authority the scope of their activities was determined. The Gendarmerie was given the 
power to conduct judicial and administrative policing nationwide to suppress crime and 
maintain public order, doing so with regard both to military personnel and civilians, and 
thus to arrest both and turn them over to the custody of the courts for investigation and 
trial. Under prime ministerial command, gendarmes were also authorized to provide forces 
to carry out their powers at the request of the ministry of interior, ministry of national 
defense and other ministries, including via special military operations.   
 
The GRK headquarters was headed by a single commander functioning in consultation 
with the prime minister(s). The GRK commander had direct control over a headquarters 
“country surface” force regularly deployed in contingents around the country, 
headquarters mobile intervention forces available for deployment anywhere, and a 
headquarters military police unit operating nationally in cases where the target of those 
operations was military personnel.152 
 
The headquarters General Staff was eventually organized into five commissariats: 
Information and Security, Operational Planning, Research and Justice, Force Sourcing, and 
Logistics and Technology.153 Following the affirmation in the 2007 Criminal Procedure Code 
that gendarmes enjoyed all the same powers as civilian police officers, the gendarmes 
increasingly usurped powers from the civilian police.154 Municipal and provincial GRK 
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general staffs commanding gendarmes were placed under the “direct command 
leadership” of the GRK national headquarters, while having control of gendarmes 
established at the district and eventually, it was envisaged, the commune levels.155 
However, like the police and army at these levels, local gendarmes answered concurrently 
to municipal, provincial and district unified command committees chaired by governors of 
these territorial administrations empowered to suppress everything from armed opposition 
movements to ordinary criminal activities deemed to threaten public order.156 
 
Kieng Savut had a notorious reputation as a CPP henchman and serious human rights 
abuser. France provided training and funded much of the GRK’s operations in its early years, 
in spite of the fact that, according to a senior French military advisor stationed in Cambodia 
at the time, “We had a lot of problems with Kieng Savut. He was installed by the CPP. France 
wanted somebody else with a better reputation. We knew about him beforehand.”157

 
Another senior French official at the time said that France “realized almost immediately that 
Kieng Savut was a serious problem. We knew he had been a senior member of the A-teams. 
Vietnamese officials told France about Kieng Savut at the beginning because they didn’t like 
him either. France knew of his role in violence and that he was involved with the mafia 
through casinos, and that he funneled money to Hun Sen. However, it took 2-3 years for the 
French government to fully accept the role of Kieng Savut in violence and corruption.158  
 
According to a senior French official stationed in Cambodia at the time, French “police and 
defense attaches wrote many reports about Kieng Savut. [Ambassador] Le Lidec knew all 
about Kieng Savut from the beginning. He owned all the brothels near the Martini Club and 
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was involved in drug-trafficking in 1995-96. He also trafficked girls. He was only a gangster 
and had no professional qualities. But France needed him at the beginning of the 
project.159 Later France asked Hun Sen for him to be removed after his forces carried out a 
widely publicized attack on the home of a senior Cambodian police official in Phnom Penh, 
allegedly as the result of a dispute over the proceeds from drug trafficking. “Le Lidec 
wanted Kieng Savut removed after he shot up Heng Peo’s house. This was the last straw, 
too embarrassing to ignore.”160 A deputy of Kieng Savut, Sao Sokha was appointed as his 
successor. According to the same French official, France was also aware that Sao Sokha 
was “involved in criminal activities and violence.”161

   
As Chairman of the national GRK General Staff with direct command over the national 
mobile intervention gendarmes, which included infantry, armor and motorcycle squadrons, 
Sao Sokha gained increased political favor from Hun Sen, especially after he personally 
arrested key CPP security force officers who unsuccessfully tried to stage a coup to oust 
Hun Sen and Ranariddh on July 2, 1994.162  
 
Realizing he had been vulnerable to ouster by CPP-controlled security forces, Hun Sen has 
since made the GRK one of the most important mainstays of his hold on power.163 Its 
position was further enhanced because of the crucial role GRK forces, especially those 
commanded by Sao Sokha, played in Hun Sen’s July 1997 coup against FUNCINPEC.   
 
As a reward to for his services, on July 24, 1997 Sao Sokha was designated an advisor to 
Hun Sen with the rank of a government under-secretary of state.164 In May 1999, Sao Sokha 
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was appointed national GRK commander, where he has remained ever since.165 In January 
2009, he was appointed concurrently as an RCAF deputy supreme commander.166 
 

Cambodian Police, 1979 to Present 
PRK Ministry of Interior and Police 
Institutionally, the foundation of today’s Cambodian police is dated to January 7, 1979, 
when the PRK was created.167 The first PRK Minister of Interior, the late CPP Chairman Chea 
Sim, who died in 2015, is credited with taking the lead in setting up and developing this 
police force.168 A former CPK East Zone Khmer Rouge cadre, Chea Sim was implicated in 
serious crimes there before crossing into Vietnam in 1978 and becoming involved in 
opposition to Pol Pot’s leadership of the CPK.169  
 
At a time when the main military threat to the PRK was the Khmer Rouge acting now as a 
guerrilla force, the PRK Ministry of Interior was originally empowered to “organize, command, 
and instruct” every level of the People’s Police forces. These were defined as an “armed 
force belonging to the Party” assigned to “defend political security” and “maintain social 
order” by combating both the PRK’s political enemies and ordinary crime. The ministry was 
also in charge of ensuring the political loyalty of the police of the RPPK, with powers to order 
the police to arrest, detain, interrogate, and build legal cases, and imprison alleged political 
and common criminal “targets.” It was responsible to the PRK Council of Ministers for the 
accomplishment of all these tasks, while having to clear promotions, demotions, transfers, 
and dismissals of police officers with the council, chaired from January 1985 by Hun Sen, 
following the purge of Pen Sovan in 1981 and death of Chan Si in 1984. To carry out its work, 
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the ministry was originally divided into seven directorates, including a Directorate of 
People’s Security and a Directorate of People’s Police.170 
 
Although the authority of the ministry over police was national, at the municipal, province, 
district, ward, and subordinate levels, it was shared with the RPPK leadership there.171 The 
authority of local party and state authorities over security forces also extended to the military 
and was effected through their chairmanship of “unified command committees” controlling 
and coordinating often joint operations by “mixed forces” of various security units.172 
 
The primary criterion for recruitment into and promotion in the police was political loyalty, 
and by the mid-1980s there were more than 10,000 police officers. They were tasked to 
suppress all opponents of the PRK and the Vietnamese presence in Cambodia, Khmer 
Rouge or otherwise, including “undercover enemies” within the ranks of the PRK itself.173   
 
In practice, this meant the police aimed to eliminate three kinds of opposition: armed 
insurgency, organized but non-violent oppositional groups, and individual peaceful 
dissent. Such police repression was carried out via routine abuse of human rights, 
including torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, prolonged arbitrary detention 
without charge or trial, or unfair trials. Torture was facilitated by the usual practice of 
holding prisoners incommunicado while undergoing interrogation, completely isolated 
from the outside world and even from fellow inmates, often in “dark cells.” Contact with 
relatives was usually severely restricted throughout a prisoner’s detention. Being sent to 
court was used as a threat against those prisoners who did not break under torture: police 
told those in their custody that unless they took the opportunity to “confess,” a 
revolutionary people’s tribunal would sentence them to extraordinary long periods of 
imprisonment or even death. Prisoners slated for release were warned by the police never 
to talk about the ill-treatment inflicted upon them, on pain of re-arrest. Within the system, 
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according to former PRK officials, police were not punished for having tortured or 
mistreated a prisoner, despite legal provisions making this possible. Conversely, 
disciplinary action was sometimes taken against those who were caught being too lenient 
with or solicitous of prisoners, such as by allowing them contact with relatives bringing 
food or medicine. As of the mid-1980s, there were probably more than 5,000 political 
prisoners detained in the PRK, the majority held by the police.174  
   
From the latter part of 1981, the Ministry of Interior was headed by senior RPPK cadre with 
no Khmer Rouge background and no historical links to Hun Sen.175 In July 1989, Hun Sen 
signed a sub-decree redefining the functions of the Ministry of Interior, much reducing and 
further specifying and restructuring its powers over policing. Its main tasks were still to 
defend what was now called “political security” and social order so as to fend off those 
“performing activities opposing or destroying” the state and quell common criminality. The 
ministry itself still had national powers to “investigate and research crimes; arrest, detain, 
and build criminal cases” against targets and to take up special cases on the specific 
instructions of the SOC Council of Ministers.   
 
The Ministry of Interior lost the power to command sub-national police, retaining only such 
tasks as training them and inspecting their work. In this context, municipal, provincial, 
district, ward and commune police and auxiliaries were fully placed under the “direct 
governance” of authorities at those levels, alongside army and other security forces placed 
under unified command committees. Police under such command dealt with both political 
security and common criminal matters.176 
 
At the same time, the Ministry of Interior was expanded into 20 directorates, two of which 
were most important for carrying out the ministry’s own special political policing work: 
“the Counter-Intelligence Directorate (‘Political Defense 1’)” and “the Anti-Reactionaries 
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Directorate (‘Political Defense 2’).” A separate directorate with national policing powers 
with regard to common criminality was in charge of small specialist units organized as the 
criminal and economic crimes constabulary.177 
 

UNTAC, the Ministry of Interior, and the Police 
A further SOC sub-decree, promulgated immediately after the signing of the October 1991 
Paris Agreements, reaffirmed the Ministry of Interior’s overall responsibilities for “defense 
of political security” and “public order,” but still with virtually no direct authority over sub-
national police. However, the Ministry of Interior retained command over previously 
established specialized police forces with a national remit, including those responsible for 
suppressing anti-SOC activities. It still had 20 directorates, among which four with special 
national political policing tasks were now internally designated “Defense of Political 
Security Directorates” 1, 2, 3, and 4.178 
 
Together with a Bodyguard Directorate, those for defense of political security were under a 
designated Deputy Minister of Interior, Sin Sen, one of four deputies to the then Minister of 
Interior, Sin Song. Both were former East Zone Khmer Rouge who had crossed into Vietnam 
in 1977. In the rejigged nomenclature, Defense of Political Security 1 was responsible for 
what was called “anti-sabotage,” which meant “fighting other parties/factions,” including 
by deployment of elite mobile units anywhere in the country. Defense of Political Security 2 
was responsible for “collecting of confidential information.” Defense of Political Security 3 
was responsible for immigration and related matters. Defense of Political Security 4 was 
generally responsible for guarding SOC installations and gatherings, whereas the separate 
Bodyguard Directorate was responsible for the close protection of particular individuals 
and groups of individuals. Together the ministry’s four political security directorates 
comprised 4,650 police officers out of a total 47,684 in all categories nationwide.179 
Municipal, provincial, and district police performed political security functions there, 
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organized as bureaux and offices within municipal/provincial and district police 
commissariats and inspectorates, respectively.180   
 
The Ministry of Interior also still had a Criminal and Economic Constabulary Directorate, 
concentrating on serious common crimes, including crimes related to property and 
narcotics. Common and economic criminal policing at the sub-national levels was taken 
care of by bureau and offices with the police commissariats and inspectorates there.181   
 
The Paris Agreements’ mandate for UNTAC to exert direct control over specified functions 
of SOC, the opposition FUNCINPEC, and other former insurgent administrations in 
Cambodia included “public security.” 182 A UN survey mission that visited Phnom Penh in 
November-December 1991 interpreted this as including direct UNTAC control over the SOC 
Ministry of Interior.183 However, in advance of the arrival of UNTAC on the ground, the CPP 
reorganized parts of the SOC administration. One aspect of this was the hiving off in late 
January 1992 of a Ministry of National Security from the Ministry of Interior, with defense of 
political security and maintenance of public order functions moving to the new security 
ministry. 184 The scaled-down Ministry of Interior, with the civilian Sar Kheng as minister, 
was left with formation of policy, training, inspection, and statistical activities with regard 
to the organization of territorial administration.185 Sar Kheng has held the post of Minister 
of Interior to this day and has essentially the same remit. 
 
The Minister of National Security was Sin Song, with Sin Sen as Deputy Minister.186 The 
former Defense of Political Security directorates were given new names. The most 
important were Defense of Political Security Directorate 1 (codenamed S21), now called the 
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Anti-Terrorism Directorate, and Defense of Political Security Directorate 2 (codenamed 
S22), now called the Intelligence Directorate.187 By law, they, their deputies, and various 
other national security officials had judicial police powers, but Interior Ministry officials 
did not.188 
 

1993: RGC Ministry of Interior and Police 
Under the coalition Provisional Government of Cambodia formed after the May 1993 UNTAC 
elections, the Ministry of Interior and Ministry of National Security were recombined into a 
single Ministry of Interior and National Security, of which the government’s co-chairmen, 
FUNCINPEC’s Norodom Ranariddh and CPP’s Hun Sen, were co-ministers.189 Each party 
named a deputy minister to run the ministry on a day-to-day basis; Sin Sen was appointed 
for the CPP.190  
 
As co-minister, Hun Sen made “public security” his priority, stressing the role of police 
down to the commune level in ensuring suppression of what he called “the extremists, the 
opportunists, and the imposters” whom he alleged were disturbing it.191 
 
After the promulgation of the Constitution of the Kingdom of Cambodia in September 1993 
and creation of the RGC with Ranariddh and Hun Sen as First and Second prime ministers, 
respectively, Sar Kheng and FUNCINPEC’s You Hokry became co-ministers of interior, with 
CPP’s Im Chhunlim and a FUNCINPEC appointee as the ministry’s original two secretaries of 
state, and Sin Sen and another FUNCINPEC appointee as its original two under-secretaries 
of state.192 
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little credit,”Phnom Penh Post, November 16, 2012, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/index.php/2012111659766/National-
news/reckless-claims-do-rights-organisation-little-credit.html (accessed November 16, 2012). 
188 SOC, Law on Criminal Procedure, January 29, 1993. 
189 “Ranariddh on Control of Defense, Interior Ministries,” AFP, Phnom Penh, June 22, 1993. 
190 Phnom Penh Radio, July 19, 1993. Sin Song was replaced by Sin Sen after Sin Song participated in a fake CPP “secession” 
in June 1993 in order to pressure Sihanouk, FUNCINPEC and UNTAC to agree to a coalition government. Hun Sen removed Sin 
Song on the pretext that Sin Song and other acted without the approval of Hun Sen and the CPP. Sin Song later retaliated by 
attempting a coup on July 2, 1994, which failed. Sin Song fled to Thailand. 
191 Phnom Penh Radio, August 18, 1993. 
192 Phnom Penh Radio, October 29, 1993; RGC, Kret, November 1, 1993. 
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On December 20, 1993, Ranariddh and Hun Sen signed off on a new sub-decree specifying 
that the Office of the Ministry of Interior was “competent to govern all provinces and 
municipalities administratively, to govern the National Police of Cambodia, and to protect 
national security and public order and the safety of the subjects” of the Kingdom. Its local 
governance powers included gathering statistical data, such as voter registration data and 
information on foreigners in the country; receiving regular reports and specific requests for 
security force actions from local administrations; and rescinding municipal and provincial 
orders, when deemed necessary. They also covered keeping track of and receiving 
complaints from the population about the actions of municipalities and provinces, but not 
the police.193 In January 1996, the provisions of this sub-decree were reiterated in a new 
law that repeated the ministry’s general powers, but left specifics as they were in the sub-
decree and other detailed administrative law.194 This administrative law maintained the 
PRK-era distinction between what has come to be codified as “center-level” versus “sub-
national police,” with the former sometimes also referred to as “Ministry of Interior police” 
or as the police of a particular central directorate or subordinate directorate.195 
 
According to the December 1993 sub-decree, the Ministry of Interior’s specific policing 
powers included investigating crimes, carrying out arrests and detention, and sending 
case files and evidence to the prosecution, plus defense of the country’s borders and lines 
of communication, and regulating the use of firearms and explosives. The structure of the 
Office of the Ministry included a Supreme Directorate of National Police to be headed by an 
official taking the newly created post of Supreme Director of National Police, to whom was 
subordinated a police Intervention Unit, and five Central Directorates. These were the 
Border Police Central Directorate, the Public Order Central Directorate, the Justice Central 
Directorate (also known as the Judicial Police Central Directorate), the Security Central 
Directorate, and the Means Central Directorate, each headed by a chairperson whose rank 
                                                           
193 RGC, Sub-Decree16 ANKrDecember 20, 1993. 
194 RGC, Royal Kram NoS/RoKMo/0196/08, January 24, 1996. 
195 RGC, “Sub-Decree 27 ANKrBK, January 30, 2009; “Thai Authorities Hand Over to Cambodian Competents a Khmer 
Murderer Who Robbed and Shot to Death a Japanese National” (

), Khmerload, May 4, 2013, http://www.khmerload.com/news/13106 (accessed May 20, 2013);  
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was equivalent to that of a deputy supreme director. According to an organigram that was 
part of the sub-decree, the Supreme Directorate of National Police had line authority over 
municipal and provincial police commissariats and via them over district police 
inspectorates and commune administrative police posts, but the central directorates had 
no such authority. Their authority was only over directly subordinate directorates.196     
 
For the time being, many of the police posts, including that of Supreme Director of National 
Police, remained unfilled, leaving Sin Sen in effective charge of national-level police.197   
Along with Sin Song, he played a key role in an attempted coup against Hun Sen and 
Ranariddh on July 2, 1994, a putsch backed by CPP Chairman Chea Sim and Minister of 
Interior Sar Kheng and motivated by their disappointment at not enjoying senior positions 
in the coalition government.   
 
As a result of the coup’s failure, Sin Song fled to Vietnam and then Thailand, where he 
remained for many years, while Sin Sen was arrested and imprisoned. Chea Sim’s house 
was surrounded but Hun Sen was persuaded not to arrest him. Chea Sim and Sar Kheng 
lost considerable power within the CPP, including any residual control of the police.198   
 
In this context, a July 20, 1994 Law on the Organization and Functioning of the Council of 
Ministers specified in its article 2 that the government “governs, commands, and utilizes 
the military, police, and other armed forces and the administration of their conduct of 
activities.”199 Article 9 empowered the prime minister(s) to “command all activities of the 
Royal Government in every sphere.” Article 15 gave the prime minister(s) the power to 
appoint, transfer, and remove “high-ranking” military and other officials without reference 

                                                           
196 Under the Security Central Directorate, there were four directorates: General Information (ex-S22), Anti-Terrorism (ex-S21), 
Foreigners, and Bodyguards. Under the Justice Central Directorate, there were three: Criminal Police, Economic Police, and 
Technical and Scientific Police. Under the Public Order Central Directorate, there were four directorates: Security of Society, 
and Public Order, Protection Police, and Administrative Police. RGC, Sub-Decree 16 ANKr, December 20, 1993. 
197 RGC, Sub-Decree 16, December 20, 1993. 
198 Brad Adams, “Marking the Anniversary of the Cambodian Coup Attempt,” Cambodia Daily, July 2, 2014, 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/opinion/marking-the-anniversary-of-the-cambodian-coup-attempt-62966/ (accessed July 
4, 2014). 
199 RGC, Royal Kram 02/NS/94, July 20, 1994. 
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to other authorities.200 The CPP legal interpretation of this law has ever since put the prime 
minister in “direct command” of the police and armed forces.201     
 
An August 23, 1994 sub-decree signed by Ranariddh and Hun Sen further rejigged the 
Ministry of Interior and filled the position of Supreme Director of National Police with Hok 
Longdy, the personal choice of Hun Sen. The sub-decree provided that the ministry police 
directorates solely under him included those for the Intervention Police, the Anti-Drugs 
Police, the Land Border Police, the Maritime Border Police, and the Technical Border 
Police.202 Over time, additional ministry police directorates were also subordinated in this 
way, including those for the Tourist Police, Patrimony Protection Police, the Anti-Human 
Trafficking and Minor Protection Police, and the Command Constabulary.203 
 
Appointments of security force officers at these senior levels has remained a prime 
ministerial prerogative, and four Ministry of Interior Central Directorates were placed in 
separate categories, not entirely under the Supreme Director for National Police; these 
were Security; Justice (Judicial Police); Public Order; and Means.204 With a view to exerting 
simultaneous control over the forces of these parts of the ministry and also to marginalize 
Sar Kheng, Hun Sen began pushing to have his personal “Advisor for Interior and National 
Security Affairs,” Em Sam-an, appointed to the Interior Ministry.205 By 1995, Hun Sen had 
succeeded in having him made a secretary of state, effectively taking over the authority 
previously enjoyed by CPP figures like Sin Song and Sin Sen and becoming senior 
secretary of state at the ministry, a post he held until his death in March 2018.206  

                                                           
200 RGC, “Law on the Organization and Functioning of the Council of Ministers,” July 20, 1994. 
201 Yoeun, Droite, pp.314-315. 
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According to a 2006 decision, although Sar Kheng formally led and managed “all 
activities” of the ministry, he did not have “direct control” over the police and, specifically, 
the ministry’s central security component. Instead, Secretary of State Em Sam-an was 
empowered to “assist” him with regard to both command functions.207 This ensured his 
power to sign off on superior orders directed to center-level police.208 
 
Hok Longdy, who led a faction of the police in the July 1997 coup (Sar Kheng refused to 
participate), remained as Supreme Director and then Supreme Commissioner of National 
Police until his death in a helicopter crash in November 2008, after which he was replaced 
by Hun Sen’s nephew-in-law Neth Savoeun.209 
 

The RGC Ministry of Interior and Police Now 
Legally and practically, Supreme Commissioner of National Police Neth Savoeun shares 
operational command authority over center-level police with Em Sam-an.210 As under the 
PRK, he also shares command authority over municipal, provincial and other local police 
with municipal, provincial, district, and commune governors in their capacities as 
chairpersons of unified command committees over all security forces in their areas of 
administration.211 As of 2014, the total number of police in Cambodia was officially said to 
be 52,000.212 In February 2016, Hun Sen ordered the recruitment over the next seven 
months of 4,500 new police officers, to replace those who had left the service since 2014, 
saying this was necessary in order to “keep public order” and for “society’s security.”213 As 
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of December 2017, the official figure for police nation-wide was 58,198, of whom 17,897 
were center-level.214 
 
According to the 2007 Criminal Procedure Code, the chairpersons and vice chairpersons of 
the Security Central Directorate and some other Central Directorates, plus the chairpersons 
and vice-chairpersons of their subordinate directorates and of a number of other 
directorates, as well as personnel heading a wide variety of offices subordinated to various 
directorates, are all judicial police officers with national jurisdiction. Governors and deputy 
governors of municipalities, provinces, and districts and chiefs of rural and urban 
communes are also judicial police officers, but only with local jurisdiction. The Minister of 
Interior still has no judicial police powers.215 
 
In April 2014 a major structural initiative created two new supreme directorates: one for 
immigration (i.e., control over foreigners) headed by Gen. Sok Phal and another for 
identification (i.e., Cambodian identity documents, including those for domestic use and 
passports) headed by Gen. Mao Chandara. The two supreme directorates were created by 
combining existing Ministry of Interior and police units to form omnibus bodies of quasi-
ministerial rank. They were specified as being separate from the National Police and 
instead formally part of the Ministry of Interior, but not placed under Sar Kheng as such.216  
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Another recent major initiative has been the re-creation starting in August 2015 of a force 
resembling the A3 Combat Police set up by the PRK in 1986, then officially dissolved in 
1991. Whereas the A3 were established as a militarized force to fight the Khmer Rouge, this 
new police “special intervention force” was established to fight the government’s main 
and legal political enemies. Capable of using “infantry weapons,” including sniper rifles, it 
was assigned to participate together with the army in “fending off evil situations” that 
might be created by “unfriends” of the government and others “of an opposition 
tendency” whenever the ordinary police were unable to handle such situations.217 
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I. Gen. Pol Saroeun, RCAF Supreme Commander 

 

In the Khmer Rouge, 1968-1978 
According to his official Khmer Rouge-era biography, Pol Saroeun alias Mam Von was born 
on March 18, 1948 in Prey Angkrong village, Chrey Thom commune of Romeas Hek district 
in Svay Rieng province. He joined the Khmer Rouge movement in March 1968 and became 
a member of the CPK in 1971.218 After the Khmer Rouge victory in April 1975, he was a 
member and then a vice chairman of the military General Staff of the CPK East Zone, which 
oversaw the Zone Security Office designated S79, where members of the East Zone military 
accused of betraying the revolution were detained without charge or trial, often tortured 
during interrogation, and then arbitrarily either executed or held for “re-education.” Re-
education took place at a workplace run by Pol Saroeun.219  
 
When CPK Secretary Pol Pot launched a general and murderous purge of the East Zone in 
May 1978, Pol Saroeun escaped into the jungle, where he tried to organize armed 
opposition to the purge and massacres of the East Zone population by forces answering to 
Pol Pot.220 When this insurgency failed, he took refuge in Vietnam in September 1978, 
joining fellow ex-East Zone CPK military cadre Hun Sen there.221 
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In the PRK, 1979-1991 
With the January 1979 establishment of the PRK, Pol Saroeun became chairman of the PRK 
administration for Takeo province and head of the PRK’s communist party (Revolutionary 
People’s Party of Kampuchea – RPPK) structure there.222 He benefitted from the 
Vietnamese policy of co-opting ex-CPK elements, who were willing to cooperate in 
construction of the PRK, regardless of their role in the Khmer Rouge.223 
 
In these capacities, Pol Saroeun oversaw the creation and operation of a provincial 
security apparatus, including detention facilities where people accused of opposition to 
the PRK and the Vietnamese occupation were held indefinitely without charge or trial. 
Some were allegedly involved with the anti-PRK guerrilla campaign of Khmer Rouge 
remnants or with non-Communist anti-PRK insurgent groups, while other detainees were 
accused of non-violent political dissent. Hundreds of political detainees were held in the 
Takeo provincial prison. Many were subjected to severe torture to get them to “confess” to 
being “Pol Pot” (Khmer Rouge).224 
 
Decisions about how long a prisoner would be held were made by the provincial 
committee headed by Pol Saroeun.225 The committee also oversaw prisons operating at 
the district level.226 
 
Declaring himself impressed by Pol Saroeun’s performance in Takeo, Hun Sen made his 
former East Zone CPK comrade a Deputy Minister of National Defense and chief of the PRK 
armed forces Supreme General Staff in August 1988 as part of the promotion of many 
former Khmer Rouge members into key PRK posts.227 This was followed by Pol Saroeun’s 
elevation in April 1989 to the RPPK’s Central Committee and Political Bureau.228 After the 
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rechristening of the RPPK as the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) in 1991, Pol Saroeun 
became a member of its Standing Committee.229  
 
As chief of the Supreme General Staff, Pol Saroeun had de jure powers of command over 
the whole of the PRK armed forces.230 Reflecting his importance in the highest circles of the 
ruling party, he was also considered the most influential figure in the armed forces.231 He 
thus enjoyed command authority over armed forces involved in the same kinds of political 
imprisonment practices that he had instituted in Takeo: arbitrary detention bereft of 
judicial process and characterized by torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment carried out in military-run facilities at the national, regional, provincial and 
unit levels.232  
 
Such military detention of political suspects was almost universally without charge or trial, 
and prisoners were often held indefinitely on the basis of unsubstantiated and exaggerated 
or simply false allegations of opposition activity. These frequently resulted from unreliable 
evidence arising from torture, abusive conditions of incarceration and other forms of 
coercion inflicted on political and other suspects as a matter of course.233 Torture in military 
custody was facilitated by the fact that prisoners were usually held incommunicado while 
undergoing interrogation completely isolated from the outside world and even from fellow 
inmates. Prisoners were often held in “dark cells” for long periods of time.234 

 
Among Pol Saroeun’s many duties as chief of the Supreme General Staff was responsibility 
for its “Research Commissariat” or intelligence branch, a main component of which was 
often referred to by the codename Q101. Q101 ran networks of agents disguised as ordinary 
people, identifying suspected enemy operatives whom military intelligence officers were 
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empowered to detain and interrogate.235Q101 had the authority to order arrests throughout 
the country, including of those who were suspected of enemy activities in the armed forces 
and the Ministry of National Defense, as well as other persons whose activities affected 
the military. Like other political detainees, those in Q101 custody were held without charge 
or trial and often subjected to torture.236 
 

Pol Saroeun and UNTAC, 1991-93 
Pol Saroeun remained in his position of military authority through the UN-organized 
elections of May 1993. He also exercised significant influence over Takeo province. There, 
as elsewhere in Cambodia, the CPP subverted efforts by UNTAC to create a neutral political 
environment for the elections.237 Pol Saroeun was the CPP’s number one 1993 election 
candidate in Takeo and helped supervise CPP campaign activities there, operating through 
the CPP-controlled military, police, and civil administration to carry out CPP “grassroots 
strengthening” operations.238 To this end, CPP control of the provincial military was 
tightened, CPP indoctrination of officers and men intensified, and provincial and other 
armed units right down to the village level openly conducted party building and election 
campaign activities and carried out surveillance of members of the population suspected 
of supporting FUNCINPCEC, BLDP and other opposition groups.239   
 
Operating according to the mixed force doctrine of joint operations by all security forces, 
the Takeo police simultaneously engaged in activities to prevent and contain legitimate 
opposition political party activities, including via covert operations by units known as “A 
teams.” Another aspect of CPP “grassroots strengthening” in Takeo was its use of 
"reaction forces" against the opposition. These comprised civilian auxiliaries who acted 
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against the opposition at police instigation, but who were supposed to appear to be 
unconnected with the police.240 
 
Under Pol Saroeun’s watch, the 1993 election campaign in Takeo was characterized by 
CPP-orchestrated murders of FUNCINPEC and BLDP members and supporters, including 
grenade attacks, and large numbers of arbitrary arrests of opposition activists.241    
 

Pol Saroeun in the Immediate Post-UNTAC Period, 1993-1996 
After the UNTAC elections and the formation of a coalition government, Pol Saroeun had to 
make way for FUNCINPEC appointees, moving down from chief to deputy chief of the 
Supreme General Staff of the new Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF).242  
 
During the failed coup by CPP leaders against Hun Sen and Ranariddh in July 1994, the 
Supreme General Staff mostly sided with the two prime ministers, with the strongest CPP 
support coming from Pol Saroeun.243 His re-established political clout gave him much 
increased command authority over CPP-affiliated RCAF units and also over Q101.244    
 
In this period, the RCAF was implicated in large numbers of human rights violations, often 
either in connection with ongoing military operations against remnant Khmer Rouge 
insurgents or with efforts by RCAF officers and men to accumulate wealth via looting and 
pillage and a spreading practice of forcibly evicting villagers with land tenure claims and 
selling the land to foreign investors. RCAF soldiers also engaged in murder and rape.  
Military intelligence officers in particular operated secret detention centers where torture 
and executions took place.245   
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Some of the worst abuses were committed by the RCAF intervention units answering most 
directly to the Supreme General Staff. As in the PRK period, people were often detained 
extra-legally without charge or trial, justified by arbitrarily labeling the victims as “Khmer 
Rouge.” Some detained people were summarily executed in the field.246 
 
Among the most notoriously abusive RCAF contingents was the Q101 subunit S91 in 
Battambang, located in Army Military Region 5. S91 was staffed by veteran CPP officers 
both from the Q101 headquarters in Phnom Penh and from the Military Region 5 General 
Staff. 247 Through these two channels, they answered to the Supreme General Staff and in 
particular to Pol Saroeun.248   
 
After the May 1993 elections, S91 concentrated on abducting, torturing and extra-judicially 
executing alleged common criminals, kidnapping businessmen for ransom, and murdering 
purported Khmer Rouge sympathizers. The killings continued through at least January 
1994, while illegal detention and extortion persisted through the middle of that year. The 
UN human rights office in Cambodia and NGOs reported the results of their investigations 
to the government. The government instructed the Supreme General Staff to bring the 
alleged perpetrators to justice, but it took no action.249 Under public pressure, the 
government then created a special investigation commission, but although it found that 
the allegations were true no one was prosecuted for S91’s crimes.250 
 
In 1996 Pol Saroeun was the highest-ranking CPP military figure to support Hun Sen’s 
suggestion that the party take armed action against FUNCINPEC, in particular to 
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“annihilate” its military machinery.251 He also played a key role in carrying out Hun Sen’s 
decision to strengthen the CPP’s military position vis-à-vis FUNCINPEC by vigorously 
courting Khmer Rouge military commanders via secret negotiations urging them to break 
away from Pol Pot’s leadership and join RCAF as CPP members.252 
 
Among the first Khmer Rouge commanders whom Pol Saroeun persuaded to defect was 
Keo Pung, who came over in February 1996 and was made deputy commander of Army 
Military Region 3.253 Pol Saroeun also headed a CPP military team that then initiated talks 
with Khmer Rouge military commanders associated with former Khmer Rouge Deputy 
Premier for Foreign Affairs Ieng Sary and engineered their defection, and then that of Ieng 
Sary himself in August 1996.254   
 

At the Time of Hun Sen’s July 1997 coup 
In June 1997, Pol Saroeun intensified efforts on behalf of Hun Sen to bring over all Khmer 
Rouge troops and leaders to the CPP except the senior CPK Khmer Rouge triumvirate of Pol 
Pot, Nuon Chea and Ta Mok, explaining that, those three aside, they were no different from 
himself and other former Khmer Rouge already in CPP ranks. He also declared that in order 
to fend off challenges arising from FUNCINPEC’s attempts to compete with the CPP for 
predominance in preparation for National Assembly elections scheduled for July 1998, 
“there will have to be a small war before the elections,” indicating that CPP was planning 
to arrest First Prime Minister Ranariddh, who soon fled Cambodia. 
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Pol Saroeun was the most senior CPP military officer at Hun Sen’s side when the latter 
launched his coup against FUNCINPEC on July 5-6, 1997. Politically, the coup targeted 
Prince Ranariddh, but militarily it was aimed at Pol Saroeun’s nominal superior in the 
Supreme General Staff, first deputy chief Gen. Nhek Bunchhay, who commanded 
FUNCINPEC forces. Pol Saroeun was with Hun Sen and coup tactical commander Kun Kim 
when Hun Sen declared that members of the FUNCINPEC machinery that he had wanted to 
“annihilate” since 1996 must be swept “cleanly away,” using a common Khmer Rouge 
euphemism for execution.255   
 
While Kun Kim coordinated the coup forces’ attacks, Pol Saroeun also gave orders, 
particularly to recent Khmer Rouge defector Keo Pung, who launched a series of assaults 
with a special forces unit comprised mostly of other defectors. His forces swept from 
Kampong Speu west of Phnom Penh across the city to the east. Keo Pung’s troops first hit 
Nhek Bunchhay’s main base areas west of the capital and then Nhek Bunchhay’s in-town 
residence before forcing him and FUNCINPEC remnants to attempt to escape on July 6, 
pursuing them as they fled.256 Although Nhek Bunchhay got away and made his way to 
Thailand, Keo Pung’s troops captured a number of senior FUNCINPEC officers, including 
members of the Supreme General Staff, who were then executed.257 According to an August 
22, 1997 report by the UN human rights office in Cambodia, they were among the at least 
41 and “possibly up to 60” victims of “politically-motivated extrajudicial executions” after 
the coup.258 Some captured FUNCINPEC officers were allegedly taken to Pol Saroeun before 
they disappeared.259 
 

                                                           
255 Interview with Pol Saroeun, June 28, 1997; Interview with Hun Sen, Phnom Penh, September 21, 2007; See ECCC, Office of 
the Co-Investigating Judges, “Closing Order” (D427 English), pp.48, 51, 58, 188, 202-5, 233-4, 266. 
256 Brad Adams interview with former US embassy official, April 2000; Brad Adams interview with Australian military officer 
stationed in Cambodia at the time of the coup, December 17, 2001; Brad Adams interviews with unnamed RCAF officials, 
2001; Brad Adams interviews with CPP military and civilian officials, UN officials, local residents; Interview with Hun Sen, 
September 21, 2007. 
257 COHCHR, “Screening Interviews on 28 July 1997,” August 4, 1997; COHCHR, “Interview with 29-year-old Bodyguard to 
Nhek Bunchhay, on 18 July 1997,” July 20, 1997. 
258 Human Rights Watch, “Tell Them I Want to Kill Them”: Two Decades of Impunity in Hun Sen’s Cambodia (2012), 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2012/11/13/tell-them-i-want-kill-them/two-decades-impunity-hun-sens-cambodia., p.40. 
259 COHCHR File Note, “Interview with the [deleted] of [deleted], Kampot Town, 15 April 1998.” 

 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 64 

Pol Saroeun as Chief of Staff after the Coup, 1997-2009 
The month after the coup, Pol Saroeun was rewarded with a promotion to the additional 
post of Adviser to the RCAF Supreme Commander (now effectively Hun Sen alone) with the 
rank of government minister.260 In February 1999, Pol Saroeun was named Chief of the 
Mixed General Staff and an RCAF deputy supreme commander.261 From this time, the real 
authority over RCAF resided with Pol Saroeun, Kun Kim, and certain Military Region 
commanders, who together guaranteed Hun Sen’s prime ministership.262 
 
Over the next decade, many violations were committed by RCAF units directly under Pol 
Saroeun’s Mixed General Staff or answering to it via the Army, Air Force or Navy Command.  
Violations included rape, extra-judicial killings or attempted killings, arbitrary detention, 
and torture or other severe ill-treatment of people arbitrarily detained or accosted by the 
military.263 Units involved included Infantry Division 2, Infantry Brigade 70, Special Force 
Paratrooper Brigade 911, Infantry Brigade 1, Intervention Brigade 11, Intervention Brigade 
12, and Intervention Brigade 14. Also directly under the unitary Supreme Command and 
Mixed General Staff was the Research and Intelligence unit, still widely known as Q101.264 
Increasingly, the implicated RCAF units were also more and more involved in sometimes 
violent land-grabbing, either seizing land for use by the units themselves, on behalf of 
military officers or government officials, or for sale or granting as concessions to private 
companies, or some combination of these various beneficiaries.265 On occasion, they 
deployed to prevent demonstrations by workers, as Brigade 911 forces did in May 2006.266 
 
Other incidents in this period were also linked to Pol Saroeun’s personal interests. For 
example, in 2004, soldiers guarding land belonging to Pol Saroeun in Quartier 4 of 

                                                           
260 RGC, Royal Decree, DS/RKT/0897/148, August 11, 1997. 
261 RGC, Royal Decree, NS/RPT/0199/22, February 24, 1999. 
262 Brad Adams interview with subordinate of Pol Saroeun in Paris, 2004. 
263 Ibid. 
264 RCAF High Command, “Organization of the RCAF High Command,” 2006; “Key post for premier’s son,” Phnom Penh Post, 
January 16, 2012, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/key-post-premier%E2%80%99s-son (accessed October 22, 
2015). 
265 Ibid. 
266 Ibid. 

 



 

 65 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2018 

Sihanoukville in Preah Sihanouk province seriously assaulted a man who drove his 
motorcycle past the property. One of them later threatened to kill a woman suspected of 
having witnessed the incident.267  
 

Pol Saroeun as RCAF Supreme Commander Since 2009 
In January 2009, Pol Saroeun was named RCAF Supreme Commander, while Kun Kim 
replaced Pol Saroeun as Chief of the Mixed General Staff.268 In the period between January 
2009 and the run-up to the next national elections on July 28, 2013, the number of 
recorded human rights violations and other abuses in which RCAF was involved declined 
somewhat, according to figures compiled by Cambodian human rights monitors.  
Nevertheless, they continued to include extrajudicial killings and attempted killings, 
torture and other severe ill-treatment, and sometimes violent land confiscation.269 
 
During the 2013 election campaign, Pol Saroeun displayed his entrenched political 
partisanship by campaigning publicly for the CPP as chairman of a party work team for 
Preah Sihanouk Province. There, he admonished voters to disregard opposition CNRP 
propaganda and instead ensure a CPP election by voting en masse for it.270 He led the 
CPP’s final rally of the provincial campaign.271 He also visited his old political base in 
Takeo province to endorse Hun Sen and other top CPP leaders, acclaiming their 
achievements for Cambodians.272  
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After the election, Pol Saroeun rejected credible allegations of CPP-orchestrated electoral 
fraud and irregularities and endorsed the officially announced results as genuine, while 
also speaking out in favor of possibly taking legal action against Sam Rainsy.273 Pol Saroeun 
presided over the installation of a new CPP headquarters in Preah Sihanouk Province and 
appeared prominently at a national rally marking the foundation of the CPP.274 
 
Following the security forces’ violent suppression of worker demonstrations and riots of 
January 2-3, 2014 in Phnom Penh, during which Brigades 911 and 70 played a part, carrying 
out arrests and occupying Phnom Penh’s working-class suburbs, Pol Saroeun praised Hun 
Sen for his support for RCAF’s contribution to the maintenance of “social order and 
stability.”275 In February 2014, Hun Sen added him to a government committee in charge of 
taking action against worker protests deemed illegal.276 
 
In 2015 and 2016, Pol Saroeun continued to do public party work on behalf of CPP, 
excoriate the CNRP, order prevention of its activities, extol what he characterized as the 
CPP’s many achievements, and praise the leadership of Hun Sen, who warned that if the 
CNRP ever tried to remove Pol Saroeun, the latter would mobilize RCAF to prevent this.277 
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On July 5, 2016, according to CPP-controlled media reports, Pol Saroeun appealed “to the 
whole military that it must immediately eliminate and dispose of any and all individuals 
with a mentality desirous of destroying the peace, fomenting social turmoil in Cambodia, 
and the like,” explaining that the army must “fend off in a timely manner extremist forces 
that are fomenting instability in national society and in particular absolutely to pre-empt 
the fomenting of turmoil or any activitity the mentality of which is desirous of destroying 
the peace, which must be immediately eliminated.”278 
 
Since late 2016, Pol Saroeun has repeatedly emphasized RCAF’s key role in the 
maintenance of internal security and stability, crediting it with maintaining peace in the 
country thanks to Hun Sen’s leadership and political policies and making possible 
Cambodia’s economic development.279 He specified that RCAF’s role included “preventing 
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all offences” contrary to such security and political stability.280 For example, on February 1, 
2017, he declared that in order to fulfill this and its other missions RCAF was enjoying the 
benefits of Cambodia’s peaceful development by being further strengthened and 
expanded.281 At the end of February, he proclaimed that as the reinforced “solid backbone 
of the nation,” RCAF was absolutely determined to prevent any “color revolution.”282 In 
March 2016 he publicly insisted that all citizens must have “pointed and robust faith” in 
Hun Sen’s leadership.283 He also said in March that anyone who alleged the government 
was responsible for the loss of Cambodian territory to Vietnam must “be arrested and put 
in jail without exception.”284 That same month, following the death of Deputy Prime 
Minister Sok An, Pol Saroeun temporarily replaced this senior civilian official as head of a 
work team responsible for Takeo province, for several months adding this to his existing 
responsibility for CPP strengthening in Preah Sihanouk province and thus returning him for 

                                                           
 »), November 22, 2016, 

http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/39875-2016-11-22-03-48-13.html (accessed November 22, 2016).  
280 “Gen. Pol Saroeun Pushes All Troop Commanders to Continue Paying Attention to Building Up and Strengthening Ways of 
Defending the Nation to Make Them Solid in Every Respect” (     

  ), December 27, 2016, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/42701-2016-12-27-07-06-40.html (accessed December 27, 2016). 
281 “Gen. Pol Saroeun: The Country Has Peace Providing Opportunities for the Army to Strengthen and Expand Its Capacity, 
Making It Ever Sharper” (        

), February 1, 2017, http://dap-
news.com/kh/%E1%9E%96%E1%9F%90%E1%9E%8F%E1%9F%8C%E1%9E%98%E1%9E%B6%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%80%E
1%9F%92%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%BB%E1%9E%84%E1%9E%94%E1%9F%92%E1%9E%9A%E1%9E%91%E1%9F%81%E1%9E
%9F/28048.html (accessed February 1, 2017). 
282 “Gen. Pol Saroeun: the Cambodian Army Must Solidly Defend Peace and Absolutely Oppose Color Revolution” 
(     ), February 
27, 2017, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/48277-2017-02-27-12-05-08.html (accessed February 27, 
2017).   
283 “Gen. Pol Saroeun Insists All Citizens Have Pointed and Robust Faith in the Leadership of Samdech Techo Hun Sen in 
Order to Develop and Raise Living Standards Even More Better” (     

    ), 
March 26, 2017, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/50758-2017-03-26-07-21-24.html (accessed 
March 27, 2017). 
284 “Gen. Pol Saroeun Will Send to Jail Those Accusing the Royal Government of Ceding Land to Vietnam” (  

     ), March 29, 2017, http://www.dap-
news.com/kh/%E1%9E%96%E1%9F%90%E1%9E%8F%E1%9F%8C%E1%9E%98%E1%9E%B6%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%80%E
1%9F%92%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%BB%E1%9E%84%E1%9E%94%E1%9F%92%E1%9E%9A%E1%9E%91%E1%9F%81%E1%9E
%9F/33397.html (accessed March 29, 2017). 

 



 

 69 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2018 

that period to a position of authority over his original PRK political haunts in the 1980s, 
when he had been Takeo party and administrative chief.285 
Pol Saroeun has made a series of statements supporting the total crackdown on the 
opposition CNRP that began with the arrest of its leader Kem Sokha on September 3, 2017 
and continues to the present. For example, at an October 10, 2017 gathering of RCAF 
commanders, he instructed them to enhance their vigilance against “ill-intentioned 
people” and “extremists” whom he warned were still intent upon carrying out “actions that 
bring chaos in society.”286 In a Facebook posting three days later, he elaborated that: 
“in order to maintain peace and national security, Cambodia absolutely opposes any and 
all activities and interference in its internal affairs the mindset of which is to create 
reasons for a break up of national solidarity under the labels of democracy and human 
rights with the objective of serving the political interests of an individual or a small handful 
of persons and foreigners.”287 During a speech to a military training session on October 22, 
2017, Pol Saroeun declared that RCAF’s “first and foremost duty” is to use its full strength 
to carry out whatever actions are necessary to prevent CNRP and other “extremists” from 
carrying out their purported plots to stage a color revolution.288 On December 6, 2017, he 
condemned the exiled Sam Rainsy as a traitor and again declared RCAF would absolutely 
never allow any color revolution in Cambodia.289 
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II. Gen. Kun Kim, RCAF Deputy Supreme Commander, Chief 

of RCAF Mixed General Staff 

 

Kun Kim in the Khmer Rouge, 1970-78 
Kun Kim is a native of Chan Toung village, Sralap commune, in Tbaung Khmum district in 
what is now the province of the same name, which was previously part of Kampong Cham 
province.290 His official birthdate is January 1, 1954.291 Before 1975, he was a Khmer Rouge 
militiaman in its East Zone Sector 21 and then a bodyguard for the Secretary of Tbaung 
Khmum District in East Zone Sector 21.292 
 
After the CPK seized power in April 1975, he became Chairman of the Tbaung Khmum 
District Security Office.293 In this role he allegedly oversaw the arrest, torture and execution 
of alleged enemies of the revolution in the district, including members of the Islamic Cham 
minority, abuses of a kind that the UN-assisted Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of 
Cambodia have contended were crimes against humanity and genocide.294    
 

Kun Kim in the PRK and SOC, 1979-1991 
Kun Kim escaped the general purge of the East Zone launched by Pol Pot in May 1978, 
joining other East Zone Khmer Rouge who attempted to muster resistance to the purge.295   
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Like many other former Khmer Rouge members, Kun Kim benefited from Vietnam’s policy of 
employing former Khmer Rouge regardless of their past, as long as they proved their 
political loyalty to the PRK and especially if they enjoyed the patronage of former East Zone 
superiors who held high PRK positions.296 Also in line with PRK policy, Kun Kim did not 
resume a post in Tbaung Khmum, where the population had demanded he be punished for 
his conduct as a security office chairman.297 
 
Instead, he was transferred to Kandal province, a place where he was not known, soon 
becoming an important cadre there with responsibilities over political arrests and the 
operations of the provincial prison and elsewhere.298 As of the mid-1980s, the Kandal 
province prison in Ta Khmao held a couple of hundred people without charge or trial for 
purported political and criminal offenses.299 Interrogation through torture was routine; 
some were fatally beaten. Others committed suicide or died from a combination of 
malnutrition and illness.300 Those detained included the PRK’s own officials, accused of 
contact with the non-Communist insurgent opposition to the PRK.301 
 
By the time of the 1991 Paris Agreements, Kun Kim was Kandal’s First Vice-Governor and a 
leading member of the provincial committee of the CPP.302 He played a key role in CPP 
political violence and other intimidation in the province aimed at securing an electoral 
victory over FUNCINPEC and other opposition parties in the UN-organized elections of May 
1993.303 According to UNTAC documents, such CPP tactics began early in the electoral 
period in Kandal with CPP physical assaults, surveillance of opposition parties by the CPP 
police and administration and, initially, outright refusal of the CPP to recognize the right of 
the opposition to set up offices, accompanied by CPP allegations that opposition political 
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parties were “disturbing the social order.”304 As time went on, there were increasingly 
frequent reports of harassment and intimidation, followed by shooting incidents and 
murder in which CPP local authorities, police, and military personnel were implicated.305  
UNTAC also reported that Kun Kim was involved in forced evictions carried out by 
demolition of people’s homes, allegedly even attempting falsely to convince the victims 
that UNTAC was behind their removal, while asking UNTAC’s Civilian Police component to 
intervene on his side against popular protests.306 Confrontations between provincial 
authorities and the population arising from land disputes, a topic much discussed 
between UNTAC and Kun Kim, were particularly severe and often involved refusal by 
provincial officials to recognize land documents of people complaining about being forced 
off their land.307 
 

Kun Kim and the Post-1993 Election Coalition Government 
As part of the FUNCINPEC-CPP coalition that followed the elections, deputy governor Kun 
Kim was formally subordinated to a new Kandal governor who came from FUNCINPEC. At 
the same time, he was made a ranking officer of the provincial police.308 In these posts, he 
openly threatened FUNCINPEC officials during meetings, while secretly mobilizing CPP 
operatives in the province to maintain surveillance over FUNCINPEC figures and activists 
from smaller opposition parties.309 
 
In 1994-95, he was instrumental in helping Hun Sen begin establishing a new 
headquarters for his political and military activities in the Tuol Krasang area of Kandal, 
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allegedly in part by channeling funds derived from local extortion and bribery.310 
Thereafter, Hun Sen was effectively based out of an increasingly fortified compound at Tuol 
Krasang, from which he directed factions of the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces and other 
security forces under his personal control.311 Kandal also came to serve as a reservoir for 
the recruitment of such forces.312 
 
In 1995, Kun Kim orchestrated supposedly mass messages of public support for Hun Sen 
after the detention of the FUNCINPEC-appointed Foreign Minister Norodom Sirivuth, one of 
the second prime minister’s most vociferous critics.313 He also hosted Hun Sen during a 
speech in Kandal at which Hun Sen ordered CPP elements of RCAF Brigade 70, intelligence 
units of the armed forces supreme command, the armed forces general staff, the 
intelligence and anti-terrorist sections of the national police and the GRK to “take pre-
emptive measures” to “completely eliminate” what he called “terrorists” opposed to him, 
destroying their “terrorist dens” and killing them if necessary, because if they were 
allowed to live they would “be like worms destroying the society and nation.”314 This was 
one of several developments seen by observers as part of Hun Sen’s launching of “an 
extended, piecemeal coup against the royal government of which he is a part,” aimed at 
“destroying all opposition before the next elections,” scheduled for 1998.315 
 
According to UN records, at a secret meeting of CPP leaders in April 1996, Kun Kim backed 
a suggestion by Hun Sen to use armed forces under the party’s control to settle disputes 
with FUNCINPEC.316 After Hun Sen told CPP activists in Kandal in May that he was getting 
ready to come out of his headquarters in the province to use an “iron fist” against 
FUNCINPEC and a new opposition political party headed by Sam Rainsy, police answering 
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to Kun Kim fired in the air to prevent Sam Rainsy’s party from carrying out activities in the 
province.317 As UN reporting thereafter put it, Kun Kim was emerging as a chief “hatchet 
man” for Hun Sen, who officially designated Kun Kim as his “special envoy.”318    
 
After the March 30, 1997 grenade attack on a demonstration led by Sam Rainsy, in which at 
least 16 people were killed and more than 150 were injured, US Federal Bureau of 
Investigation officials who came to Cambodia to investigate the incident heard allegations 
that Kun Kim was involved in the operation, such as by helping to ensure those who 
carried out the attack were not caught.319 The attack was also followed by arrests of Sam 
Rainsy party members in Kandal.320 
 

Kun Kim, the July 1997 Coup and the 1998 Elections 
In the days before the coup, forces loyal to Hun Sen disarmed large numbers of 
Ranariddh’s bodyguards and threatened his remaining forces with arrest if they did not 
surrender. The Chea Sim and Sar Kheng faction and their allies in the CPP, including then 
RCAF General Staff Chairman Ke Kimyan, opposed the putsch. But Hun Sen relied on 
security forces personally loyal to him, including his bodyguard unit, other army factions, 
and elements of the GRK and police to carry out the action.321    
 
Hun Sen commanded the July 5-6, 1997 coup against FUNCINPEC, which also targeted Sam 
Rainsy’s party, from his Tuol Krasang base in Kandal. Kun Kim was at his side, acting as his 
chief lieutenant and tactical commander in operations against what Hun Sen condemned 
as “anarchy forces,” his word for those opposed to him.322 Kun Kim gave orders to Hun 
Sen-loyalist CPP units carrying out attacks, including those under Kun Kim’s personal 
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control.323 Among these were troops of the Kandal province military operations sub-sector  
provincial police.324 Hun Sen’s orders specified that they must “sweep all the anarchy 
forces cleanly away and dispose of them, all of them,” using a common Khmer Rouge 
euphemism for execution.325    
 
Hun Sen’s successful coup was followed by a wave of extrajudicial killings, cremations of 
unidentified bodies under suspicious circumstances, torture, and arbitrary detentions. 
Most victims were members of FUNCINPEC security forces.326 Kun Kim oversaw efforts to 
track down opposition activists in Kandal.327 Some of the bodies were found not far from 
Tuol Krasang.328 Others were discovered in different locations in Kandal, among them 
places where forces personally loyal to Kun Kim were deployed.329   
 
Immediately following the coup, Kun Kim, while remaining deputy governor of Kandal, was 
in de facto control of RCAF.330 In August, Hun Sen rewarded him with the status of a 
government minister.331 He was also given the title of Hun Sen’s “advisor for general 
affairs.”332 Kun Kim increasingly took advantage of his rise in political and military 
hierarchies to make money from legal and illegal logging using forces of Army Military 
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Regions 2 and 4, in collaboration with Kampong Cham Governor Hun Neng, Hun Sen’s 
brother, and other Hun Sen relatives.333  
 
This helped Kun Kim build up a war chest for CPP campaigning for the July 26, 1998 
national elections, which pitted the CPP against remnant FUNCINPEC political leaders and 
the fledgling Sam Rainsy Party (SRP). Despite being a senior military official, Kun Kim 
electioneered vigorously for the CPP in Kandal.334 When FUNCINPEC and SRP campaigning 
brought out huge crowds, some in the CPP were shocked and worried by the extent of 
opposition to the CPP and began “preparing for worst-case scenarios.”335 By mid-July, pro-
CPP troop movements began, reflecting mobilization by Kun Kim of pro-Hun Sen army 
elements in RCAF Brigade 70, Brigade 911, the Special Military Region (which included 
Kandal province) and Military Region 2, testing their readiness in case Hun Sen found 
himself in political trouble.336 On the eve of the vote, Hun Sen ordered preparations for 
counter-attacks from Kandal and elsewhere should the opposition win the elections.337    
 
In the event, the National Election Committee, which the CPP controlled, reported that the 
CPP won 41 percent of the popular vote, which it said translated into 64 of the 122 seats in 
the national assembly. The CPP lost badly in Kandal, reflecting the lack of popularity there of 
both Kun Kim and Hun Sen. FUNCINPEC and SRP credibly challenged both the vote count and 
the seat allocation formula applied, alleging widespread fraud and illegal misinterpretation 
of the formula.338 In response, CPP local authorities launched a campaign of harassment and 
threats against FUNCINPEC and SRP activists, prompting hundreds to take refuge in 
provincial and municipal party offices.339 In Kandal province, this operation was orchestrated 
by Kun Kim, with the help of contingents of the police and GRK.340 
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On August 18-19, 1998, FUNCINPEC and SRP lodged a request with Phnom Penh authorities 
to “hold a peaceful and non-violent demonstration” on August 23 to demand that the 
National Election Committee resolve election complaints.341 In response, a CPP Phnom 
Penh “Command Committee” including Phnom Penh police commissioner Neth Savoeun 
began holding regular meetings to plan how to prevent and suppress gatherings, acting on 
orders from Hun Sen himself, Kun Kim, National Police Chief Hok Longdy, and Deputy 
National Gendarmerie Commander Sao Sokha.342 Despite provincial security force efforts, 
especially by Kandal provincial police and gendarmes, to block entry by FUNCINPEC and 
SRP supporters into Phnom Penh, a crowd of 10,000 people from the capital and 
countryside attended the August 23 protest.343 On August 24, opposition supporters 
started a sit-in at the park across from the national assembly building, which was dubbed 
“Democracy Square.”344 On August 26, pro-CPP media reported that 40,000 of its 
supporters were ready to counter-demonstrate, and CPP in Kandal promised it would 
organize a force of that size.345   
 
Ignoring this and other threats, opposition supporters began a series of marches and mass 
demonstrations in Phnom Penh, while more and more gathered at Democracy Square 
amidst boisterous calls for Hun Sen to step down.346 On September 7, 1998, three 
grenades were thrown at Hun Sen’s unoccupied former residence in central Phnom Penh. 
The UN concluded that the attack was likely orchestrated by Hok Longdy in order to create 
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a pretext for suppressing opposition protest activities.347 Hun Sen proclaimed that the 
event was proof that FUNCINPEC and SRP were attempting a “real revolution, like a real 
coup d’état.”348 He declared that people must leave Democracy Square and other 
demonstrations must end by midnight, and that “it was time to arrest the organizers of the 
demonstrations.”349 A mixed force of police, gendarmes and army troops then attacked 
Democracy Square and other protest gatherings, but were unable to suppress 
demonstrations. Social unrest continued and even grew over the next several days and 
nights, despite new and violent mixed force operations.350 
 
With several senior CPP leaders and security force commanders unwilling to countenance 
even more violent actions, Hun Sen and Kun Kim started on September 11 to bring 10,000 
pro-CPP civilian counter-demonstrators into Phnom Penh from Kandal. Armed with clubs, 
bamboo staves, and pistols, they attacked opposition supporters and bystanders, killing 
some and wounding some, while police and gendarmes took dozens into custody, holding 
some incommunicado.351 Demonstrations punctuated by back and forth street battles 
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continued until September 15, when Hun Sen’s forces regained full control of the streets.352  
By this time, at least 21 people had been killed, including two wearing the robes of 
Buddhist monks, and at least 60 others injured seriously enough to have sought hospital 
treatment, including 16 with gunshot wounds.353 
 

Kun Kim, 1999-2012 
With the CPP’s claim of winning the 1998 elections secured, Hun Sen appointed Kun Kim a 
deputy supreme commander of the RCAF in November 1999.354 Kun Kim was a notorious 
human rights abuser, but Hun Sen explained that there was no reason why he should take 
Kun Kim’s human rights record into account.355    
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In the run-up to the next national assembly elections, held on July 27, 2003, Kun Kim 
played a key role in Hun Sen’s contingency planning for dealing militarily or otherwise with 
any political threat to Hun Sen’s power via the ballot box or mass protests during or after 
the vote. From his growing business interests, Kun Kim again contributed heavily to the 
CPP campaign, part of a pattern by which he gained power within the CPP relative to 
previously more important party veterans.356 
 
In 2009, Kun Kim was promoted to the post of chief of the RCAF Mixed General Staff, and 
since then has been in charge of the army, navy and air force.357 Also in 2009, he became a 
member of the Permanent Committee of the CPP Central Committee, formally the party’s 
highest policy-making body.358 These moves reflected the prime minister’s fear that 
without men like Kun Kim in such high positions, he could lose power.359 As Hun Sen 
stressed in a speech to security forces in February 2011, the CPP’s operational assumption 
had to be “that peace, security, social order and stability are fragile, and can become 
chaotic at any time without an advanced prediction.” Pre-emptive measures must be taken 
to preclude this, he warned.360   
 

In the 2013 Elections and Since  
An upsurge in violence by RCAF and other security forces in 2012 seemed designed to ensure 
a large victory for the CPP in national assembly elections scheduled for July 28, 2013, in 
which the newly formed Cambodian National Rescue Party led by its then President Sam 
Rainsy and Vice President Kem Sokha appeared likely to pose a major challenge.361   
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Kun Kim was very prominent in carrying out politically partisan actions during the 2013 
election campaign. He was Chairman of the CPP Center-Level Working Group for Going 
Down to Help Oddar Meanchey province, where he stood as a CPP candidate and 
campaigned intensively for himself and the party.362   
 
Cambodia was thrown into an intensified human rights crisis by the neither free nor fair 
2013 elections, in which the CPP-controlled National Election Committee claimed CPP won 
68 seats to the CNRP’s 55 seats. The CNRP immediately vowed to contest the results, 
raising the prospect of mass anti-CPP demonstrations like those of 1998. Recalling them, 
Hun Sen repeatedly warned, starting from his first post-election appearance on July 31, 
2013, that these could be countered and defeated by mass action of the sort that Kun Kim 

                                                           
and the Human Rights Party (HRP),” July 17, 2012, http://www.nationalrescueparty.org/en/our_party/ (accessed August 22, 
2012); “Cambodia Democratic Movement of National Rescue,” http://www.nationalrescueparty.org/our_party/cdmn/ 
(accessed August 22, 2012); “Cambodia: Escalating Violence, Misuse of Courts, Repression Undermines 2013 National 
Election Credibility,” Human Rights Watch news release, February 1, 2013, http://www.hrw.org/news/2013/02/01/cambodia-
escalating-violence-misuse-courts; “Cambodia's two main opposition parties have joined forces to challenge Prime Minister 
Hun Sen's 27-year grip on power at a general election next July, a spokesman for the new group said Wednesday,” October 2, 
2012, http://live.channelnewsasia.com/news/asiapacific/afp_asiapacific/cambodia-s-two-main-opposition-parties-team-
up-to-fight-pm-hun-sen/333298.html (acccssed October 10, 2012); “Opposition Merger Means ‘a Chance To Win,’ Analyst 
Says,” VOA, June 28, 2012, http://www.voacambodia.com/content/opposition-merger-means-a-chance-to-win-analyst-says-
160700365/1405480.html (accessed June 28, 2012). 
362 “H.E. Kun Kim and His Wife Keung Chandy Kun Kim Meet and Chat with Citizens and the Women’s Association in Samrong 
City, Oddar Meanchey Province” (      

 ), June 19, 2013, 
http://kpt-news.com/local-news/29563-2013-06-19-08-09-08.html (accessed June 20, 2013); “NEC Issues the Official List of 
Names of CPP Candidates Standing for Election as Members of the National Assembly in 2013” ( . .    

     ), May 4, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-
39-55/63399-2013-05-04-08-32-18.html (accessed May 4, 2013); “H.E. Kun Kim and His Wife Keung Chandy Kun Kim Meet 
and Chat with Citizens and the Women’s Association in Samrong City, Oddar Meanchey Province” (    

   ), 
June 19, 2013, http://kpt-news.com/local-news/29563-2013-06-19-08-09-08.html (accessed June 20, 2013); “Unified 
Command Committee of the Frontline Battlefield Sums Up the Work of Six Months of 2013 and Gives Decorations to Frontline 
Troop Commanders” (  

), June 19, 2016. http://kpt-news.com/local-news/29529-2013-06-19-03-01-02.html (accessed June 19, 2016); 
“Mr.Kun Kim Goes Down to Strengthen the Party in Oddar Meanchey” (     ), May 
3, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/63355-2013-05-03-08-51-01.html (accessed May 3, 2013); “Mr. Kun 
Kim Goes Down to Chat with Party Members” (      ), January 16, 2013, 
http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/56103-2013-01-16-08-29-52.html (accessed January 21, 2013); “Mr. Kun 
Kim Meets and Chats with Party Members in 3 Communes of Anlung Veng District” (      

   ), May 2, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/63286-2013-05-02-
08-36-47.html (accessed May 3, 2013). 

 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 82 

had orchestrated 15 years earlier.363 RCAF-backed operations as suggested by Hun Sen 
stymied CNRP attempts to organize gatherings in the provinces of Kampong Cham and 
Oddar Meanchey. In Oddar Meanchey, a province dominated politically by Kun Kim, 
civilians and troops in mufti answering to him staged demonstrations that prevented CNRP 
leader Sam Rainsy from holding a political gathering in Anlung Veng district.364 
 
In Phnom Penh, the government deployed large numbers of armed police, gendarmes and 
sometimes army troops to deter and suppress CNRP-organized peaceful demonstrations and 
union-led non-violent strikes by workers demanding increased wages and improved working 
conditions. At least six deaths resulted from unnecessary use of lethal force by the 
gendarmes and police, including incidents in which they shot into crowds with live 
ammunition.365 Although no post-election deaths were attributed to army units, two based in 
Phnom Penh and thus very directly under the RCAF Mixed General Staff – Brigade 911 and 
Brigade 70 – were involved in operations to break up or prevent strikes and social unrest.  
 
Meanwhile, in a series of public statements in 2014, Kun Kim continued his pre-election 
partisanship in favor of the CPP, backing the official election results, extolling Hun Sen’s 
political leadership, endorsing army and other security force suppressive operations, and 
threatening legal action against Sam Rainsy for supposedly fomenting “social instability” 
in Cambodia.366 

                                                           
363 “Samdech Techo: No One Has the Right to Force Hun Sen to Step Down from Power” (   

  ), July 31, 2013; http://kpt-
news.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=31558:2013-07-31-13-14-25&catid=1:latest&Itemid=65 
(accessed July 31, 2013); “We can protest, too: PM,” Phnom Penh Post, February 26, 2014, 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/we-can-protest-too-pm (accessed February 29, 2014). 
364 “CNRP forum disrupted in Kampong Cham province,” LICADHO, Flash News, January 26, 2014, http://www.licadho-
cambodia.org/flashnews.php?perm=32 (accessed January 30, 2014); “Opposition Party: The Civilians Obstructing National 
Rescue Party on the Road in Oddar Meanchey Were Undercover Military” (  

 ), June 9, 2014, 
http://vodhotnews.com/22025 (accessed June 10, 2014); videos of the events in Human Rights Watch possession 
365 Human Rights Watch, “Human Rights Watch Submission for the Review of Cambodia by the Human Rights Committee in 
Advance of the Adoption of the List of Issues,” June 6, 2014, http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/06/06/human-rights-watch-
submission-review-cambodia-human-rights-committee. 
366 RCAF High Command, “Organization of the RCAF High Command,” 2006; Brad Adams, “Brigade 911 Had Brutal History 
Before Garment Factory Strike,” Cambodia Daily, January 9, 2014, http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/01/09/brigade-911-had-
brutal-history-garment-factory-strike (accessed January 22, 2014); “As Garment Sector Strikes Loom, Soldiers Watch Over 
Factories,” Cambodia Daily, February 27, 2014, http://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/as-garment-sector-strikes-loom-
soldiers-watch-over-factories-53275/ (accessed March 3,2014); “General Kun Kim and General Chea Tara Have a 

 



 

 83 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2018 

He continued to make such statements in 2015 and 2016, delivering the same message to 
military personnel and civilian audiences alike, appearing alternatively in RCAF uniform 
and CPP clothing, the latter including while presiding over CPP grassroots-strengthening 
work in Oddar Meanchey province, while beginning the campaign there to have the 
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population vote for CPP in upcoming elections.367 He has also presided over ceremonies 
welcoming into the CPP people said to have defected from the opposition.368 
 
The brutal October 26, 2015 assault on two opposition members of the National Assembly, 
Kong Sophea and Nhay Chamraoen of the CNRP, was carried out by three intelligence 
officers from a base of Hun Sen’s Bodyguard Headquarters (BHQ) commanded by Lt. Gen. 
Dieng Sarun, a long-time and close protégé of Kun Kim. The assault took place in 
connection with a CPP-organized demonstration demanding CNRP Vice-Chairperson be 
removed as Vice-Chairperson of the National Assembly, an operation in which BHQ and 
CPP youth organizations played the main role.369 Kun Kim himself, exercising his authority 
as Chief of the RCAF Mixed General Staff, as a CPP Standing Committee Member in direct 
political charge of party affairs and civilian administration in parts of Military Region 4, and 
as Vice Chairperson of the RCAF Unified Command Committee for the Cambodia-Thailand 
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Border Battlefield where a BHQ contingent is based, issued a petition from Preah Vihear 
Temple in the name of its officers and men backing the demand that Kem Sokha be 
removed as assembly vice chairperson.370  
 
Anti-Kem Sokha gatherings ensued in his area of military and political authority, such as in 
Kok Man commune of Banteay Ampil district in Oddar Meanchey province on the afternoon 
of October 26. Both heavily armed members of the military in uniform, including from RCAF 
Intervention Division 2, and people dressed in civilian clothes demonstrated against Kem 
Sokha. Some protesters also called for the expulsion of then CNRP President Sam Rainsy 
from the National Assembly.371 
 
In 2016, Kun Kim continued to combine his role as Chief of the RCAF Mixed General Staff 
and member of the CPP top leadership to give politically motivated orders to units directly 
under his authority, such as when he instructed Intervention Brigade 1 in May that it must 
cooperate with local authorities to “absolutely oppose any and all persons possessed of 
tricks and creating turmoil” deemed to be detrimental to the government.372 Similarly, he 
instructed Military Region 1 troops “not to allow a color revolution by a small handful of 
evil persons coming to conduct incitement, to break things up, create turmoil, or make 
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instability.”373 On July 8, 2016, he instructed Intervention Division 3 to carry out Pol 
Sareoun’s July 5 Supreme Commander order to “eliminate and dispose” those with an 
opposition mentality.374 That same day, he was invited to participate by video link in Hun 
Sen’s weekly meeting of the Council of Ministers, an unprecedented move that further 
elevated his political profile.375 
 
Also in 2016, in his capacity as Secretary-General of the Veterans Association of Cambodia 
with nationwide authority, Kun Kim toured the country giving its members orders “to 
absolutely oppose those doings” that the government deems politically “evil incitement or 
provocation leading to the breakup of national society,” saying it is the duty of association 
members to obey so as to “preserve the peace” in Cambodia and to “not allow a small 
handful of ill-intentioned persons to destroy it.”376  
 
In late 2016, Kun Kim reiterated the role of the military as a bulwark for the maintenance of 
what he characterized as “the security and the good order of the national society.” He 
emphasized his function as the delegate of Hun Sen in ensuring the military fulfills this 
role and promising that RCAF would “firmly oppose all deeds of dishonest and unethical 
persons who are constantly engaged in fabrication, distortion and demagoguery with the 

                                                           
373 “General Kun Kim Takes Raincoats to Present to the Troops Defending the Border Line in Steung Treng Province” 
(     ), May 17, 2016, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/24302-2016-05-16-11-59-10.html (accessed May 18, 2016). 
374 “General Kun Kim Bestows Ranks on Officers at the Cambodia-Thailand Border Front” (   

- ), July 8, 2016, http://beta.nokorwatnews.com/?p=108418 (accessed 
July 9, 2016). 
375 “General Kun Kim, Deputy Supreme Commander and Chief of the Mixed General Staff Participates in the Council of 
Ministers Plenary via Video Conference” (       

  video conference), July 8, 2016, http://beta.nokorwatnews.com/?p=108289 (accessed July 9, 
2016). 
376 “General Kun Kim Appeals to Veterans to Continue to Unite Monolithically” (    

  ), August 1, 2016, http://dap-
news.com/kh/%E1%9E%96%E1%9F%90%E1%9E%8F%E1%9F%8C%E1%9E%98%E1%9E%B6%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%80%E
1%9F%92%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%BB%E1%9E%84%E1%9E%94%E1%9F%92%E1%9E%9A%E1%9E%91%E1%9F%81%E1%9E
%9F/12191.html (accessed August 1, 2016); “Mr. Kun Kim Meets More Than 200 Members of the Veterans Association and 
Retirees in Srei Santhor District” (   

), http://whttp://www.dap-
news.com/kh/%E1%9E%96%E1%9F%90%E1%9E%8F%E1%9F%8C%E1%9E%98%E1%9E%B6%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%80%E
1%9F%92%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%BB%E1%9E%84%E1%9E%94%E1%9F%92%E1%9E%9A%E1%9E%91%E1%9F%81%E1%9E
%9F/6956.html (accessed June 2, 2016). 

 



 

 87 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2018 

evil intent to overthrow the Royal Government,” the toppling of which “via any format 
whatsoever” must be opposed.377 In April 2017, he specified to the RCAF Navy that this is 
also its job.378  
 
Kun Kim has persisted in describing the role of the Veterans’ Association similarly, calling 
on all its members to join together to maintain peace and “tranquility” and to “do 
whatever is to be done” to prevent a reversal of Hun Sen’s policy successes.379 He has 
explained that this includes acting as the “agents, eyes, and ears” of the security forces at 
the local level in the provinces and liaising with them in Phnom Penh.380 He instructed 
                                                           
377 “Gen. Kun Kim Takes Raincoats to Present to the Armed Forces in Kampong Chhnang Province” (   

 ), November 4, 2016, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/38620-2016-11-04-08-42-42.html (accessed November 4, 2016); 
“Gen. Kun Kim Reminds the Navy to Go All Out to Defend Territorial Integrity (    

 ), March 26, 2017, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/50752-2017-03-26-06-18-52.html (accessed March 26, 2017). 
378 “Navy told ‘defend national unity,’” Phnom Penh Post, April 5, 2017, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/navy-
told-defend-national-unity (accessed April 6, 2017). 
379 “Gen. Kun Kim Meets, Chats with, and Asks About the Weal and Woe of 535 Cambodian Veterans in Posat City” 
(       ), November 4, 
2016, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/38622-2016-11-04-08-38-08.html (accessed November 4, 
2016); “Gen. Kun Kim Distributes More Than 4,000 Raincoats as Gifts From Samdech Techo Hun Sen and Samdech 
Kittipreuttibandit to the Force Units Defending the Border” (      

    ), November 6, 2016, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/38746-2016-11-06-13-33-34.html (accessed November 6, 2016); “Gen. Kun 
Kim: Samdech Techo’s Win-Win Policy Has Brought Cambodia an End to War and Familiarity with Calm and Peace” 
(       ), 
November 8, 2016, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/38736-2016-11-06-08-18-30.html (accessed 
November 8, 2016); “Gen. Kun Kim: ‘Veterans Are Our True Heroes; Authorities at Every Level Must Pay Attention to Them” 
(    «  

»), November 20, 2016, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/39716-2016-11-20-02-26-56.html (accessed November 20, 2016). 
380 “Gen. Kun Kim Chats with and Proclaims Provision of 4 Residences to Veterans in Siem Reap Province” 
(      ), December 11, 
2016, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/41481-2016-12-11-16-55-28.html (accessed December 11, 
2016); “Gen. Kun Kim Meets and Chats with Veterans in Preah Sihanouk Province and Decides to Construct 4 Houses for 
Impoverished Veterans in Difficulty” (     

 ), March 25, 2017, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/50693-2017-03-25-07-27-00.html (accessed March 25, 2017); 
“Messrs Kep Chutima, Mam Bunheng, and Pa Socheatevong Provide a 73 Million Riel Budget to Resolve Veterans’ Problems” 
(   ,         ), 
December 22, 2016, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/42370-2016-12-22-00-31-18.html (accessed 
December 22, 2016;” (       ), 
January 30, 2017, http://dap-
news.com/kh/%E1%9E%96%E1%9F%90%E1%9E%8F%E1%9F%8C%E1%9E%98%E1%9E%B6%E1%9E%93%E1%9E%80%E

 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 88 

veterans to see Hun Sen as a “leader endowed with all the essential attributes of a noble 
nature and overflowing with the virtue of kindness.”381  
 
Since at least late 2016, Kun Kim’s deputy as Secretary-General of the Veterans’ 
Association has been Hun Sen’s eldest son, Lt. Gen. Hun Manet.382 Kun Kim has meanwhile 
also continued openly to function simultaneously as a member of the CPP Central 
Committee Standing Committee and “a high-ranking military official” in overseeing CPP 
work in Oddar Meanchey, the province where he is directly responsible for party work, 
including preparations for elections in 2017 and 2018.383 
 
Most recently, Kun Kim has repeatedly declared his backing for the all-out destruction of 
the CNRP and its alleged color revolution plots that began with the arrest of Kem Sokha. 
Speaking in his capacity as Secretary General of the Veterans Association, he said he was 
speaking on behalf of its entire membership to express “great fury” and “utter 
condemnation” of Kem Sokha’s “traitorous conduct” and total support for the measures 
taken against him “and his confederates” for their “unforgivable” crimes.384 On October 13, 
2017, he addressed a Brigade 911 training session with instructions that it must 
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“absolutely oppose every evil ambition of wanting to make a color revolution.”385 He 
repeated this message in an October 17, 2017 speech to RCAF Intervention Brigade 1 in 
Kampong Chhnang.386 On October 24, 2017, he ordered RCAF Division 11 in Takeo province 
to “unite in the fight to absolutely oppose things intended to generate instability and to 
make a color revolution, as have been arranged by the leaders of the opposition party, 
Kem Sokha and Sam Rainsy.”387 Speaking in his dual capacities as Chief of the RCAF Mixed 
General Staff and Secretary General of the Veterans’ Association and in the names of all 
active-duty and retired military personnel, Kun Kim on November 16, 2017 declared full 
support for the Supreme Court judgment dissolving the CNRP on account of its 
unforgivable involvement in “treason” and for Hun Sen’s call for further pre-emptive 
measures against color revolution plots and politicians “serving foreign interests.”388  
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III. Gen. Sao Sokha, Commander of National Gendarmerie; 

RCAF Deputy Supreme Commander 

 

Sao Sokha in 1977-1978 
Sao Sokha’s official birthdate is November 1, 1961 and place of birth is in Svay Rieng 
province.389 In a 2000 interview, he said that his parents were farmers. He studied up to 
grade 5. He had five siblings, but all were killed during the Khmer Rouge period.390 He went 
to Vietnam in late 1977 during a Vietnamese army incursion against the Khmer Rouge into 
Svay Rieng.391 In 1978, the Vietnamese assigned Sao Sokha to work for Hun Sen, for whom 
he became a bodyguard.392 He also acted as Hun Sen’s courier in a “mobile unit” and was 
placed in one of the fledgling anti-Pol Pot Khmer Rouge battalions Hun Sen was setting up 
in Vietnam.393  
 

Sao Sokha and the PRK/SOC, 1979-1991 
After the creation of the PRK in January 1979, Sao Sokha was assigned to its army Division 
1, tasked to defend Phnom Penh.394 It comprised four battalions, including Battalion 246, 
its main unit and one of those set up by Hun Sen in Vietnam.395 Division 1 was the core for 
the organization and recruitment of the PRK’s re-established Communist Party youth 
league in the RPAFK, which was directed by the Supreme Political Commissariat of the 
Ministry of National Defense.396 Sao Sokha played a role in these political strengthening 
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activities among military youth.397 Division 1 also conducted military and political training 
of new recruits for other PRK military units throughout the country.398  
 
In addition, Division 1 was active in operations in and around Phnom Penh to “strengthen 
the revolutionary power” of the PRK administration by suppressing alleged enemies 
“disguised among the people” and “crushing” persons the then-ruling RPPK deemed 
“reactionaries,” claiming as of June 1980 to have arrested 155 political enemies.399 Under 
the PRK, these included not only insurgent remnants of the Pol Pot-led Khmer Rouge but 
many other anti-PRK groups, armed and unarmed.400 During the remainder of 1980, 
Division 1 was increasingly split into contingents deployed to fight in the countryside. In 
1981 it was decommissioned and provided forces for other units of the RPAFK, including 
the Phnom Penh-based Regiment 70, to which Battalion 246 was transferred.401   
 
Sao Sokha was then sent to Vietnam for advanced education. 402 He returned to Cambodia 
in 1983 and rejoined the Ministry of National Defense Supreme Political Commissariat, 
where he lectured military personnel to ensure their political loyalty to the RPPK and 
helped expand party membership.403 This ideological work included teaching that action 
by the army to root out the enemy’s “clandestine forces” among the people was at least as 
important as conventional military operations.404 Trainees were also told that the military 
was responsible for maintaining social order.405 Pursuant to such political education, 
RPAFK units arrested many alleged “enemy spies” in the 1980s and early 1990s.406  
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By the late 1980s, Sao Sokha also became involved in Ministry of National Defense 
intelligence operations, which were the purview of the “Research Commissariat” under the 
ministry’s Supreme General Staff.407 It had the authority to arrest people throughout 
Cambodia, including those who were suspected of enemy activities in the armed forces 
and the Ministry of National Defense, as well as other persons whose activities affected 
the military.408 In 1990, Sao Sokha was deployed on temporary duty with RPAFK Division 
196, then fighting in Battambang province of western Cambodia.409 Like other RPAFK units, 
Division 196 conducted political arrests.410 
 
From 1979 to 1991, Sao Sokha was thus much involved with PRK entities that were integral 
to campaigns of arrest and detention on political grounds, which were almost universally 
without charge or trial and were characterized by the use of torture.411 The PRK’s prisons 
included military-run facilities at the national, regional, provincial and unit levels. 
Suspected enemy “links” and scouts arrested by commune and village militias were also 
handed over to higher level military officials. At the national level, the Research 
Commissariat sometimes placed prisoners in the PRK military stockade set up in the Tuol 
Sleng quarter of Phnom Penh, but it also had a special detention center in Tuol Kork 
district and a number of small secret detention centers. Some of the people the Research 
Commissariat interrogated were eventually transferred to the infamous Ministry of 
Interior/Phnom Penh Municipality prison known as T3.412 
 

Sao Sokha in the UNTAC and Post-UNTAC Period, 1991-1996 
During UNTAC, Sao Sokha was tasked to liaise with the UN armed forces in Kampong Thom 
province, a key battleground with the Khmer Rouge. After the elections in May 1993, he 
was assigned to the newly formed Royal Khmer Gendarmerie (GRK).413 He was among the 
first officers from the CPP to join the GRK and became deputy commander of its national 
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forces upon its formal inauguration in November 1993.414 He was also chairman of its 
General Staff, with direct command over the national mobile intervention gendarmes, 
which included infantry, armor and motorcycle squadrons.415   
 
Sao Sokha and the GRK rose in Hun Sen’s estimation after Sao Sokha personally arrested 
other key CPP security force officers who attempted to overthrow Hun Sen and Prince 
Ranariddh on July 2, 1994. Sao Sokha was acting on a telephone call from Hun Sen, who 
had been informed of the attempted putsch by then-Phnom Penh Police Commissioner 
Neth Savoeun.416  
 
As the GRK expanded in 1994-96, UN human rights monitors recorded its involvement in 
predatory crimes ranging from roadside extortion to trafficking in narcotics. By 1996, the 
monitors were documenting multiple serious GRK human rights violations, including 
murders, torture and other ill-treatment.417 The GRK was also linked to illegal business 
activities, sometimes leading to violent confrontations with the police.418  
 

Sao Sokha and the Hun Sen Coup of 1997 
The GRK and Sao Sokha played crucial roles in Hun Sen’s July 5-6, 1997 coup against 
FUNCINPEC and the run-up to it. A main target of Hun Sen’s operations was leading 
FUNCINPEC general Nhek Bunchhay. Pre-coup CPP military moves on FUNCINPEC included 
a gendarme attack on a FUNCINPEC base in Prek Ta Ten north of Phnom Penh.419   
 
On July 5-6, Hun Sen’s coup command center for Phnom Penh proper was headed by 
National Police Supreme Commissioner Hok Longdy, to whom GRK national commander 
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Kieng Savut and his deputy Sao Sokha were subordinated, along with Neth Savoeun.420 
This was not the established RCAF hierarchy, upon which Hun Sen could not rely. Instead, 
it was a political structure created for the purpose of the coup fighting in which the 
effectiveness of the relatively well-trained gendarmerie was a decisive element and during 
which Sao Sokha was at times in direct contact with Hun Sen on tactical matters.421 From 
Hun Sen’s perspective, the titular head of the GRK, Kieng Savut, did not perform well in the 
fighting. Instead, Sao Sokha emerged to save the day, personally leading troops to defeat 
FUNCINPEC in western Phnom Penh.422  
 
Sao Sokha also led follow-up attacks that bottled up FUNCINPEC positions elsewhere in 
the capital, compelling FUNCINPEC officers to flee in disarray.423 Sao Sokha’s troops 
pursued these424 “anarchy forces,” and whom he ordered coup forces to “sweep … cleanly 
away and dispose of,” using a common Khmer Rouge euphemism for execution.425 Hun 
Sen’s victory was thus immediately followed by a wave of extrajudicial killings, cremations 
of unidentified bodies under suspicious circumstances, torture, and arbitrary detentions, 
most of the victims being members of FUNCINPEC security forces.426 The then-Special 
Representative of the UN Secretary-General for Human Rights in Cambodia, Thomas 
Hammarberg, reported that the GRK headquarters in Tuol Kork had been used to detain, 
torture and execute individuals.427 UN human rights investigators also found that at least 
30 captured FUNCINPEC soldiers were detained by the GRK for interrogation at its Kambaul 
gendarmerie school, where they were tortured. They were then transferred to a holding 
center near Pochentong airport for "re-education.”428 In addition, Sao Sokha aided and 
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abetted attempts by other RCAF units to cover up their responsibility for extrajudicial 
executions of senior FUNCINPEC officers they had captured outside of Phnom Penh.429   
 
GRK headquarters was also implicated in abusing a detainee in order to compel him to 
falsely testify against deposed FUNCINPEC commander Nhek Bunchhay, who had evaded 
arrest by Hun Sen’s forces. The detainee was a subordinate FUNCINPEC officer arrested by 
gendarmes in Phnom Penh and taken to Tuol Kork, where he was allegedly first tortured 
and threatened with death to compel him to write a “confession” implicating Nhek 
Bunchhay in illegal acts.430 
 
According to Sao Sokha, “During the fighting the orders were given by political leaders.  
The normal military hierarchy didn’t work. If a soldier likes a politician he has to follow 
him. There was no hierarchy at all during this. I knew who I had to listen to. In a situation 
like this we have to know what side we are on.”431 
 
As acknowledgment of his political loyalty during the coup, on July 24, 1997, Sao Sokha was 
designated an advisor to Hun Sen with the rank of a government under-secretary of state.432 
 
The abuses in which the GRK was implicated prompted the UN secretary-general’s special 
representative for human rights in Cambodia to call for the GRK to be dismantled.433 

 
Sao Sokha and the 1998 Elections 
The GRK was also involved in the suppression of opposition party and popular protests 
alleging CPP-orchestrated fraud and irregularities in the July 1998 elections.434 
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Gendarmes were among the forces the CPP Phnom Penh Command Committee deployed 
against the protests.435 During the operations, security forces killed at least 21 people: 
some died as a result of excessive and unnecessary lethal force and others were 
extrajudicially executed in security unit custody. At least 60 others were injured.436 Among 
those killed were two people whose bodies were buried in shallow graves and had been 
tortured before being shot multiple times, execution-style.437 UN investigators found the 
two had been handed over by plainclothes police officers to a Phnom Penh Thmey district 
gendarme unit that killed them in custody on September 9.438  
 

Sao Sokha, 1999-2008 
In May 1999, Sao Sokha was appointed National Gendarmerie commander. He has 
remained in this post ever since.439 The 1999 promotion appeared to be another reward for 
Sao Sokha’s political services to Hun Sen, the prime minister apparently having concluded 
he was much better at his job than Kieng Savut, who was moved to a non-command post at 
the Ministry of National Defense.440 This promotion was coupled with the naming of Sao 
Sokha as a member of a Hun Sen-created Committee for the Resolution of Strike and 
Demonstration Problems on All Fronts, which was tasked to “prevent and take effective 
measures to resolve all strike and demonstration problems” wherever they might occur.441 

                                                           
435 Interview with senior CPP official, September 18, 2004.; RGC, “Four Gold Star General Sao Sokha;” “Flying Tigers’ Pay 
Doubled,” Cambodia Daily, April 2, 1998; “Monk Shot Dead as Police Clash with Protesters in Cambodian Capital,” AFP, 
Phnom Penh, September 9, 1998; “Crowds Gather Again, Offerings Burned Where Monks Shot,” AP, Phnom Penh, September 
9, 1998; “Monks Missing, Feared Dead,” VOA, Phnom Penh, September 9, 1998; “Chance for Cambodia Deal Bleak, But Still 
Hope,” Reuters, Phnom Penh, September 9, 1998; “’Buddhist Monk Dead’ in Cambodia Clashes,” BBC, Phnom Penh, 
September 9, 1998; “Cambodian Monks Beaten, Fearful, Stay Off,” Reuters, Phnom Penh, September 15, 1998. 
436 “Statement by Ambassador Thomas Hammarberg, Special Representative of the UN Secretary General for Human Rights 
in Cambodia,” New York, September 16, 1998; “UN Gravely Concerned by Cambodia Deaths, Missing,” Reuters, Phnom Penh, 
September 16, 1998; “Death Toll Rises,” VOA, Phnom Penh, September 18, 1998; Amnesty International, “Kingdom of 
Cambodia: Demonstrations Crushed with Excessive Use of Force” (ASA 23/26/98), September 22, 1998. 
437 “UN Dig Up Two Bodies from Shallow Graves Near Phnom Penh,” AFP, Phnom Penh, September 10, 1998. 
438 “Statement by Ambassador Thomas Hammarberg, Special Representative of the UN Secretary General for Human Rights 
in Cambodia,” New York, September 16, 1998; “UN Gravely Concerned by Cambodia Deaths, Missing,” Reuters, Phnom Penh, 
September 16, 1998. 
439 RGC, “Four Gold Star General Sao Sokha.”  
440 Interview with security force officer, August 30, 2013; ECCC, “Note from General Em Saman, 11 September 2006.” 
441 RGC, Decision Number 07 SSR, January 29, 1999. 

 



 

 97 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2018 

This was aimed at the political opposition and the growing labor movement, which was 
largely made up of female garment workers.  
 
Amidst ongoing and sometime serious tension with elements of the National Police, the 
GRK increasingly outclassed it in terms of operational effectiveness.442 According to a 
Cambodian human rights monitor, this included involvement in a steadily increasing 
number of human rights violations over the next decade.443 
 
Sao Sokha continued to take orders only from Hun Sen, including during the belated 
suppression of anti-Thai riots in January 2003, which resulted in the sacking and burning of 
the Thai embassy and many Thai-owned businesses. Gendarmes were only deployed once 
Hun Sen himself gave the word.444 Thereafter, with the next round of national assembly 
elections scheduled for July 2003, security forces were instructed to begin preparing to 
prevent or suppress any post-ballot demonstrations or other unrest. In late February 2003, 
some 500-700 police and gendarmes conducted anti-demonstration exercises as part of a 
cooperative effort to this end.445 This was coupled with a de facto ban throughout 2003 and 
beyond on most forms of peaceful assembly, such as strikes and protests about state-
sponsored land-grabbing. This ban relied on a wilful misinterpretation of a 1991 law, wrongly 
maintaining that it allowed the authorities to ban demonstrations at will.446 
 
After the 2003 elections, mixed gendarme and police forces more and more often violently 
broke up gatherings and marches in Phnom Penh and the provinces attempting to ignore 
or defy the ban. They regularly applied excessive force in these operations, needlessly 
injuring students, workers and others, sometimes seriously. These operations also grew in 
size as they attempted to make the suppression more comprehensive. For example, on 
International Labor Day on May 1, 2006, gendarmes and police armed with assault rifles, 
batons, electric batons, pistols, tear gas, riot shields and fire trucks with water cannon 
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barricaded all major roads into Phnom Penh in an attempt to prevent workers and others 
from rallying.447 From at least 2006, gendarmes began using live fire to disperse 
demonstrations.448 
 
In Phnom Penh and elsewhere, gendarmes also repeatedly participated in violent and 
illegal evictions of residents of land to which they either had rights or a claim to rights that 
had not been fairly adjudicated by the courts. 449 They attempted to prevent human rights 
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monitors and journalists from observing such evictions and blocked villagers from 
gathering to protest such unfair trials.450 In March 2005, gendarmes were among security 
forces that opened fire during an eviction in Banteay Meanchey province, killing five 
people and wounding 40 others.451 In November 2007, they participated in a mixed 
eviction operation with police and army in Preah Vihear province during which a woman 
was shot to death while standing with her children, and a second person was also killed by 
gunfire.452 In March 2008, a gendarme contingent shot and wounded a protesting villager 
in Preah Sihanouk province.453 
 
By this time, senior gendarmes were allegedly heavily involved with illegal logging.454 
Efforts by the chairman of the opposition Sam Rainsy Party’s committee on defense affairs, 
Cheam Channy, to look into such matters and other allegations of misconduct resulted in 
his arrest in February 2005 by the gendarmes on what became trumped-up charges that he 
was the leader of a conspiracy to form an “illegal army” to violently overthrow the 
government. 455 He was convicted and sentenced to seven years in prison in sham trial by 
military court, although he received a Royal Pardon in 2006.456 
 

                                                           
(Phnom Penh, May 2009), p.24; “Eviction and Land Grabbing Surges Across Cambodia,” LICADHO, news release, April 2, 
2010; LICADHO, Attacks & Threats Against Human Rights Defenders in Cambodia 2008-2009 (Phnom Penh, September 
2010), p.33. 
450 “Open Letter by International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), the Centre on Housing 
Rights and Evictions, Human Rights Watch, and Amnesty International Regarding the Forced Eviction of Residents of Boeung 
Kak Lake in the Phnom Penh Municipality,” FIDH, news release, December 4, 2008; “Cambodian Villagers Sentenced to a 
Year in Prison in Long-Standing Land Dispute,” LICADHO, news release, November 27, 2009. 
451 CHRAC, High Price of Land: The Deadly Eviction of Kbal Spean (Phnom Penh: August 2005); “Charges Dropped against the 
Accused of a Killing Case in Kbalspean Village,” CHRAC, news release, August 16, 2005; LICADHO, Human Rights in 
Cambodia: The Façade Of Stability (Phnom Penh: May 2006), p.5. 
452 “Investigation Needed into Preah Vihear Shootings,” LICADHO, news release, November 16, 2007; “Preah Vihear Eviction 
- Action Needed Over Killings and Looting,” LICADHO, news release, November 22, 2007. 
453 LICADHO, Attacks &Threats Against Human Rights Defenders in Cambodia, 2008-2009 (Phnom Penh: September 2010), 
p.37. 
454 Global Witness, Taking a Cut: Institutionalised Corruption and Illegal Logging in Cambodia’s Aural Wildlife Sanctuary – a 
Case Study (London: November 2004), pp.6-7, 27-28, 31-32, 35, 38-40, 47. 
455 Interview with Cheam Channy, January 15, 2004. 
456 “Cambodia: Opposition MP Jailed After Sham Trial,,” Human Rights Watch, news release, August 10, 2005, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2005/08/08/cambodia-opposition-mp-jailed-after-sham-trial. 

 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 100 

In the run-up to the next election in July 2008, gendarmes blocked opposition party 
marching, shut down a provincial radio station that broadcast SRP and other opposition 
party programming, participated in hindering independent election monitoring, and 
arrested the editor of the SRP-affiliated Moneakseka Khmer newspaper, Dam Sith, after he 
published allegations relating to the activities of the government’s foreign minister while 
Cambodia was ruled by the Khmer Rouge.457  
 

Sao Sokha Further Promoted, 2009-2012 
After the 2008 elections, Hun Sen strengthened the GRK commander’s place within the 
security forces.458 Already an advisor to the prime minister and a member of the CPP Central 
Committee, Sao Sokha was elevated to the rank of a government minister.459 In January 
2009, as part of a revamping of the RCAF leadership to bring the armed forces even more 
fully under Hun Sen’s control, Sao Sokha became an RCAF deputy supreme commander.460   
 
Meanwhile, the reported instances of GRK involvement in human rights violations 
escalated, including new cases of participation alongside police and army units in forced 
evictions and excessive use of force in break-ups of rural and urban protests against land-
grabbing.461 In one incident in Kandal province in January 2009, gendarme gunfire 
wounded two men.462 In another in Siem Reap province in March 2009, gendarmes 
wounded four unarmed villagers with live fire.463 
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In October 2009, the CPP-dominated National Assembly voted in a new law on 
demonstrations with provisions the authorities have since misinterpreted to mean they have 
discretionary power to disallow any gatherings they deem potentially disruptive of public 
order. The CPP thus signalled to the GRK and other security forces that they continued 
effectively to enjoy license to repress exercise of the right to freedom of peaceful assembly at 
will, in particular if any attempt was made to exercise it outside of small “Democracy Plazas” 
(or Freedom Parks), the creation of which the law provided for.464   
 
With this came a further series of gendarme eviction and break-up operations, the latter 
still aimed primarily at land protesters and striking workers. Most of these were mixed 
force actions with the police and/or the army and sometimes involved shootings, beatings 
and arrests.465 On occasion, gendarmes and other security forces attempted to completely 
barricade off Phnom Penh to prevent protesters from entering the capital.466 
 
GRK abuses were accompanied by persistent gendarme efforts to use death threats and 
other intimidation to prevent investigations by journalists and civil society activists of 
allegations of illegal GRK business activities, amidst intensifying adverse public comment 
about gendarme participation in illegal logging and trafficking in precious wood.467 The 
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gendarmes also shut down attempts by NGOs to conduct human rights and other lawful 
training seminars, which were arbitrarily deemed unlawful gatherings.468 
 
Two particularly notorious incidents during 2012 involved the GRK. The first, on April 26, 
2012, was the killing of Cambodian environmental activist Chhut Wutthy, which appears to 
have been directly connected to the GRK’s illegal business activities. He was shot dead 
after gendarmes and security guards from a company engaged in illegal logging stopped 
him from documenting such activities. Although the exact circumstances of his death 
remain unclear, a trial in the case appeared designed to shield those responsible for his 
death and further conceal their unlawful businesses.469 The trial judgments were based in 
part on the results of an investigation conducted by a committee established at the behest 
of Hun Sen, one member of which was Sao Sokha.470 
 
In the second incident, in May 2012 gendarmes were among the mixed security forces that 
conducted a large-scale operation to suppress a supposed secessionist movement based 
in Prama village in Kratie province, where people were protesting alleged land-grabbing by 
a rubber company. 471 The attack force shot dead a 14-year-old girl, Heng Chantha. While 
expressing his condolences for the girl’s death, Hun Sen justified the operation by 
baselessly claiming it had been necessary to suppress the supposed secessionism. He 
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also complained that concern about the girl’s death should instead be directed against US 
atrocities in Afghanistan.472  
 

Sao Sokha, the 2013 Elections, Their Aftermath, and Since 
With the July 2013 elections approaching, the GRK was greatly upgrading its anti-
demonstration capacity in “public order preservation training.” Carrying out Sao Sokha’s 
orders, this focused on how to concentrate large numbers of gendarmes to deal with urban 
protest and unrest scenarios, employing military assault rifles and armored vehicles 
together with tear gas and water cannon to confront demonstrators and arrest them at 
gunpoint, even when unarmed, as depicted in GRK publications. The training also stressed 
use of aggressive crowd control tactics, such as “push-back,” “attack and invade,” 
“block/block and stop” and “kettling.”473  
 
Even as new reports of GRK involvement in human rights violations surfaced, Sao Sokha 
openly stumped for the CPP and the continuation of Hun Sen as prime minister during the 
2013 election campaign. 474 He did so in his native Svay Rieng province as chairman of a 
CPP district working group assigned to the province.475 
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Credible allegations that irregularities affected the final outcome of the election 
precipitated CNRP-led demonstrations in August 2013. The CNRP called for investigations, 
electoral reform, new elections, and for Hun Sen to step down. To deter and suppress the 
peaceful protests, the government began deploying large numbers of armed police, 
gendarmes and sometimes army troops in Phnom Penh and other towns. These 
deployments also aimed to prevent and break up strikes by workers demanding increased 
wages and improved working conditions.476 
 
On September 15, 2013, the government deployed great numbers of police, gendarmes, 
and other security forces to stymie announced CNRP plans to begin a series of huge 
gatherings at Phnom Penh’s Democracy Plaza. Acting under orders from Hun Sen and Sao 
Sokha, among others, these security forces attempted to seal off the capital to prevent 
CNRP supporters from entering the city. Police and national and municipal gendarmes were 
reinforced by provincial gendarmes brought in from all over Cambodia on Sao Sokha’s 
instructions, so that gendarme contingents could concentrate at key points around Phnom 
Penh. However, by dawn the security forces were overwhelmed by the numbers of people 
appearing to attend the CNRP rally.477 
 
The rally went ahead and went off peacefully, but the security forces remained in their 
positions and blocked CNRP supporters and tens of thousands of other Phnom Penh 
residents from going home afterwards. Gendarme and police reserves and other 
reinforcements armed with assault rifles and pistols deployed in the neighborhood of the 
Kbal Thnal and Monivong bridges, in southeast Phnom Penh, provoking social unrest. 
Various security force units and personnel opened fire with tear gas and eventually live 
rounds. One bystander was killed, probably by a police bullet. Gendarmes also fired live 
assault rifle rounds to disperse a crowd advancing on them from the location where the 
bystander had been killed, although no one was hit by this shooting.478 
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Gendarmes were also among the mixed forces who appeared at the scene of a fatal 
shooting by the police during efforts to break a strike by workers on November 12, 2013. 
After the victim, again a bystander, was killed by indiscriminate fire, municipal gendarme 
reinforcements then arrived to help the police secure the area. While so doing, the police 
and gendarme randomly beat many more young men in the area with truncheons. The 
beatings resulted in injuries to at least 26 people.479 
 
Municipal gendarmes played the key role in the most serious round of post-election 
killings, again involving workers. Overnight on January 2-3, a special Phnom Penh Unified 
Command Committee headed by Justice (Judicial Police) Central Directorate Chairman Mok 
Chito deployed hundreds of municipal and district police and gendarmes to clear workers 
blocking roads in an industrial suburb of Phnom Penh. Violent clashes broke out, with 
some workers throwing rocks, sticks and petrol bombs and attacking property, while 
security forces, some of whom were injured, fired tear gas, smoke grenades, and, 
occasionally, live ammunition.480 On the morning of January 3, the Unified Command 
Committee authorities sent an even larger force of gendarmes to seize control of the area, 
some of whom fired their assault rifles indiscriminately, killing five people and arresting 10 
others. The area was then occupied by troops of army Brigade 70. The 10 arrested were 
later tried, again despite no evidence against them, and sentenced to suspended prison 
terms. One of the other victims of the gendarme beatings later died of his injuries.481 
 
On January 4, 2014, the government announced a complete closure of the Phnom Penh 
Democracy Plaza, using gendarmes and other forces to carrying out a clearing operation 
and then impose an arbitrary ban on freedom of peaceful assembly that remained in force 
until August 2014. From January until August, the park was barricaded by mixed security 
forces, including gendarmes.482 
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In a series of public statements in 2013 and 2014, Sao Sokha continued to make his pro-CPP 
position on the elections and their aftermath entirely clear. Just after the elections, on 
August 2, 2013 he convened a meeting of more than 500 gendarme officers from throughout 
Cambodia at which he declared the elections had been “free, fair and transparent,” thus 
supporting the official results and dismissing concerns about fraud and irregularities. 483 In 
October, he again endorsed the official results and ordered all gendarmes to do so.484 During 
a gendarmerie weapons exercise on October 16, 2013, Sao Sokha said that “those who love 
the nation” were ready “to fight against any turmoil,” while also explaining that the “strong 
military presence” in Phnom Penh was there to “organize the security” of the capital. At the 
same time, he proclaimed that the deployment had made then CNRP President Sam Rainsy 
“afraid,” condemning him as a “slave” of foreign interests for at times having urged foreign 
governments to cut aid to Cambodia.485 
 
A little more than two weeks after the January 3, 2014 killing of workers by gendarmes, Sao 
Sokha spoke at the GRK annual conference. Referring to demonstrations and calls for Hun 
Sen to step down, he defended Hun Sen as the legal chief of government and blamed the 
violence and deaths on “third persons” and “extremist groups” whose members had 
“organized incitement out of a desire to overthrow the Royal Government.”486 In a speech 
at national gendarme headquarters in Phnom Penh on April 1, 2014, Sao Sokha issued a 
new order to all gendarme commanders to counter CNRP’s ongoing post-election demands 
by increasing gendarme action to defend public order. He suggested the CNRP might be 
pursuing a policy of using terrorism to back its demands and asserted that, in any case, 
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assenting to a change in Cambodia’s leader as demanded in demonstrations could only 
have negative results for the country.487 
 
On July, 21, 2014, Sao Sokha returned to Svay Rieng in his capacity as chairman of the 
district CPP working group, accompanied by gendarme subordinates also making the trip 
as CPP organizers, and called on the provincial gendarmerie to implement CPP policies.488 
At a national GRK meeting on December 30, 2014, he called on gendarmes throughout the 
country to take timely action against what he condemned as “movements that bring about 
an adverse effect upon social stability and proper social order.”489 
 
At the GRK annual conference on January 15, 2015, Sao Sokha justified gendarme actions 
during January 2014 as necessary in order to deal with demonstrations by the opposition.  
He described these gatherings as a “trick of the destroyers” intended to “push Cambodia 
into turmoil” and bring about political change, including the fall of the government of Hun 
Sen. Speaking of his counter-actions, Sao Sokha said that his tactics reflected negative 
lessons learned from the military conduct of Adolf Hitler and Vietnamese Communist 
guerrillas, declaring, “[S]peaking frankly, I learned from Hitler” and explaining that the 
best approach in dealing with adversaries was to use large forces to definitively defeat 
smaller ones, thereby reversing the war doctrine CPP armed forces had previously learned 
from Vietnamese mentors.490 Sao Sokha’s remarks reflected RCAF strategic doctrine 
according to which Hitler had brought about his own destruction by simultaneously 
fighting too many enemies during World War II.491 
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Meanwhile gendarmes in Phnom Penh and the provinces have continued to break up or 
block peaceful gatherings, marches, protests and strikes, including CNRP events, 
sometimes using excessive force; participated in often violent evictions; and threatened 
those attempting to expose their allegedly illegal business activities.492 
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In 2015 and 2016, Sao Sokha continued to be involved in so-called CPP grassroots 
strengthening and otherwise openly to function as a promoter of CPP and Hun Sen’s rule, 
presenting the prime minister as Cambodia’s greatest leader since the kingdom’s glorious 
Angkor era and suggesting his replacement would result in a repeat of Pol Pot’s 
genocide.493 This reflected not only his CPP Central Committee membership, but also his 
September 2015 appointment to the party’s newly reestablished central Propaganda and 
Education Committee, a body specifically tasked with helping to ensure a CPP victory over 
the CNRP in upcoming elections.494   
 
In late 2016, Sao Sokha ordered a new round of training of national and other gendarmes, 
including those of Phnom Penh, in how to deal with groups deemed to threaten “security 
and public order.” This included practice in training firearms on protesters and using fire 
cannon against them.495 The GRK by this time had also acquired armored personnel 
carriers that Sao Sokha’s spokesperson confirmed could be used in operations “for public 
order and to protect security” and for which they appeared to be specifically outfitted.496 
In this period, Sao Sokha called on gendarmes to vote “correctly” in upcoming elections, 
an admonishment that his spokesperson confirmed referred “to the prime minister who 
has led us well – Prime Minister Hun Sen, who had led the country to have development 
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today.”497 Sao Sokha meanwhile oversaw CPP organizing and proselytizing activities in 
parts of his native Svay Rieng province.498 
 
Sao Sokha has unreservedly endorsed the complete destruction of the CNRP that began 
with the arrest of its leader, Kem Sokha, on September 3, 2017, and continues to the 
present on the false pretext that the party was attempting to carry out a treasonous color 
revolution. He immediately declared support for the detention of Kem Sokha.499 At a 
training session for gendarme officers on October 5, 2017, he said they must follow orders 
“in particular absolutely not to allow a color revolution” and instead defend the 
government led by Hun Sen.500 On November 16, 2017, shortly after presiding over a 
meeting of CPP members in Svay Rieng province, he declared his full support and that of 
all gendarmes for the Supreme Court judgment dissolving the “traitorous” CNRP and for 
Hun Sen’s call for further pre-emptive measures against color revolution plots and 
politicians “serving foreign interests.”501 On December 6, 2017, he denounced the exiled 
Sam Rainsy as a traitor and declared that the GRK was “absolutely loyal” to Hun Sen.502 
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IV. Gen. Neth Savoeun, Supreme Commissioner of 

National Police 

 

Neth Savoeun in the PRK and SOC, 1979-1991 
Neth Savoeun’s official birthdate is February 18, 1960.503 He was one of the earliest members 
of the PRK People’s Police and became a senior interrogator with the Phnom Penh Municipal 
Police.504 He quickly rose higher in the police ranks to become chairman of the municipal 
police’s administrative office, then head of its Criminal Bureau.505 By 1983, he was first vice 
chairperson of the capital’s police.506 In this period, the municipal police were engaging in 
arbitrary arrests of large numbers of people for political and other reasons.507 
 
In 1984, one former police colleague explained his promotion to this post this way: “Neth 
Savoeun of the Phnom Penh Municipal Police became a big shot because he was so 
awfully brutal at interrogation. He even shot people during interrogation. Previously, he 
was head only of the criminal section, but because he was so bloodthirsty, he has gotten 
constantly promoted in status and is now first deputy director. He now carries out 
interrogation of the most important cases, not only criminal but also political. Sometimes, 
when he is bored, he will call someone in for a beating just for fun. Nobody dares protest 
his actions because everyone’s scared of him and his power.”508 
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International, notes entitled “Compilation of Data on Prison/Camp Personnel and Units or Organization with Authority to 
Carry Out Arrests and Interrogations,” June 1986, prepared for Amnesty International, Political Imprisonment. 
505 Interview with former police officer, Paris, May 15, 2004; LCIHR, notes entitled “PRK Extracts,” November 1984, prepared 
for LCIHR, After the Worst. 
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While still in charge of the Phnom Penh Police Criminal Bureau, Neth Savoeun generally 
oversaw the torture of arbitrarily arrested detainees held without trial in the municipal 
“P.J.” (for “police judiciaire,” after its original, pre-1975 function) jail. Some of these 
detainees were sent for summary execution in the initial period of the regime because they 
were deemed to be resisting interrogation.509 Some prisoners died in detention and were 
buried behind the P.J. compound.510 Neth Savoeun also allegedly presided over systematic 
police extortion, kidnapping for ransom and bribe-taking in the capital.511 
 
Discussing municipal police use of torture, a former officer commented that although it 
was formally forbidden, in practice it was condoned and even encouraged by senior PRK 
and Vietnamese security force personnel advisors, who sometimes mocked proscriptive 
regulations and lessons as useful fictions that in fact made it easier to torture, while 
claiming it was not happening.512 The torture techniques applied to both alleged common 
criminal and political detainees included electric shock and plastic bag suffocation.  
Forced “confessions” were used as a basis for further arrests. 513   
 
In addition to the P.J. jail, suspects were held without trial and often tortured in other 
detention centers over which the municipal police exercised control. These included the 
Phnom Penh section of the national prison in the capital known as T3, a re-education camp 
at Prey Sar on the outskirts of town, and various temporary detention facilities at the 
district and commune levels. 514  
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Neth Savoeun and UNTAC, 1991-1993 
By the time of the October 1991 Paris Agreements, Neth Savoeun had been promoted to 
the top of the Phnom Penh police force, being styled as Police Commissioner.515 He had 
also married Hun Kimleng, a daughter of Hun Neng, the older brother of Hun Sen and the 
governor of Kampong Cham province.516 In the capital, Neth Savoeun worked as part of the 
CPP municipal committee, including Phnom Penh’s then First Deputy Governor, Hok 
Longdy, to whom he was said to be particularly close. Neth Savoeun worked with Hok 
Longdy in carrying out operations to threaten and intimidate political parties competing 
with CPP to win the UNTAC elections.517  
 

Neth Savoeun in 1993-1997 
According to senior FUNCINPEC officials, Neth Savoeun was so deeply implicated in violence 
against its party members during the UNTAC period that FUNCINPEC told the CPP that it 
would not agree to any formal role for him in the post-UNTAC coalition government.518 
 
In July 1994, Neth Savoeun played a key role in foiling an attempted coup against Hun 
Sen by CPP elements dissatisfied with his domination of the party.519 Following the arrest 
and removal of key coup organizers, Neth Savoeun became instrumental in Hun Sen’s 
subsequent long-term attempts to bring all security forces, including the police, under 
his control.520   
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Through Neth Savoeun and Hok Longdy, who was appointed National Police Supreme 
Director in August 1994, Hun Sen subverted the formal National Police chain of command, 
almost totally bypassing FUNCINPEC police officers and also marginalizing CPP Minister of 
Interior Sar Kheng, his party rival who had been implicated in the failed coup.521 Both were 
allegedly among the orchestrators of a series of political assassinations and attempted 
assassinations, kidnappings and other acts of political violence targeting media, union 
and other critics of Hun Sen.522 Neth Savoeun was suspected of being involved in the 
March 30, 1997 grenade attack on Sam Rainsy.523 
 

Neth Savoeun, Hun Sen’s 1997 Coup and the 1998 Elections 
During Hun Sen’s July 1997 coup, Neth Savoeun was reportedly a field commander for 
armed forces that attacked the opposition in downtown Phnom Penh, operating alongside 
Hok Longdy, who oversaw an ad hoc command structure in that part of the capital that also 
included National Gendarmerie Deputy Commander Sao Sokha.524 Neth Savoeun was 
allegedly also among the organizers of the post-coup assassination of remnant FUNCINPEC 
stalwarts within the government carried out by police death squads in the run-up to the 
next national assembly elections, which were held in July 1998.525 
 
Neth Savoeun was then a member of the ad hoc “command committee” headed by CPP 
Phnom Penh Deputy Governor Chea Sophara that oversaw the violent suppression of 
demonstrations protesting fraud in the July 1998 national assembly elections. Acting under 
orders from Hun Sen himself, his special envoy Kun Kim, Hok Longdy and Sao Sokha, the 
committee deployed security forces, including Phnom Penh police forces, against these 
August-September 1998 protests, some of which were organized by FUNCINPEC and the 
SRP, some of which were without such direction. Security forces killed at least 21 people, 
including some who died as a result of excessive use of lethal force and others extra-
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523 COHCHR, biographical compilation, 2003; Human Rights Watch, “Tell Them I Want to Kill Them,” pp.35-38. 
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525 Brad Adams interviews with confessed participant and other CPP police officers and officials, [n.d.]. 
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judicially executed in security unit custody. 526 At least 60 other people were injured during 
their suppression operations.527 
 

Neth Savoeun, 1999-2008 
By 2000, Neth Savoeun had left the post of Commissioner of Phnom Penh Police to 
become Director of the Justice Central Directorate, responsible to Hok Longdy for the 
national-level judicial police investigating general and economic crimes.528 He continued 
to be involved in politically motivated repression of political opposition to CPP, such as the 
arbitrary detention of what CPP deemed a politically disloyal ministry of interior official, 
who was removed from his post after release.529  
 
In February 2003, in the wake of violent anti-Thai riots in Phnom Penh that included the 
sacking of the Thai embassy, located across the street from the Ministry of Interior, Neth 
Savoeun was named one of several deputy heads of what by this time had been rechristened 
as the Supreme Commissariat of National Police.530 Neth Savoeun was also moved from the 
Justice Central Directorate to the Security Central Directorate, working at this key unit to 
maintain Hun Sen’s power until it was taken over by Sok Phal in July 2003.531  
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September 16, 1998; “Death Toll Rises,” VOA, Phnom Penh, September 18, 1998; Amnesty International, “Kingdom of 
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528 RGC, Decision 64 SSR November 28, 2000. 
529 COHCHR, biographical compilation, 2003. 
530 Chakraval, February 1, 2003; “Police Reshuffle Reflects Riots, Old Alliances,” Cambodia Daily, February 7, 2003; Note to 
the ECCC from General Em Saman, September 11, 2006; RGC, Sub-Decree 28 ANKr, 18 January 2002. 
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Neth Savoeun as National Police Supreme Commissioner, 2008-present 
Neth Savoeun’s installation as Hok Longdy’s deputy was widely seen as positioning him 
possibly to one day advance to the top post. He replaced Hok Longdy after Hok Longdy 
died in a helicopter crash in November 2008, at which time he was promoted to full 
general.532 The official police chain of operational command over municipal, provincial and 
other local police formations had meanwhile been rejigged in a June 2006 ministerial 
decision to bypass Hun Sen’s CPP rival, Minister of Interior Sar Kheng, instead going from 
Hun Sen as prime minister to these forces via a designated secretary of state at the 
ministry. This same decision took away the Supreme Commissioner’s legal control over the 
national police Security Central Directorate.533 However, it left him with direct authority 
over the center-level judicial police of the Justice Central Directorate; the Public Order 
Central Directorate (including the center-level administrative, public order and security of 
society police); a center-level intervention police department, including anti-
demonstration forces; and a Command Constabulary.534 
 
Since Neth Savoeun’s ascension to the top of the National Police Supreme Commissariat, 
police officers attached to it have been involved, alongside Security Central Directorate 
police and sub-national police forces, in the investigation or arrest and subsequent 
imprisonment after politically motivated trials of people falsely charged with involvement 
in insurrectionary plots.535 These have included human rights activists targeted in order to 
punish them for their human rights defense work, such as Leang Sokchoeun, sentenced to 
two years in prison in August 2010.536 They also included 13 people sentenced to prison 
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533 RGC, Decision 494 SSR, June 26, 2006. 
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terms in April 2014 in connection with alleged but unproven activities on behalf of the 
Khmer National Liberation Front movement.537 
 
Neth Savoeun’s center-level judicial police have also been involved in the arbitrary arrest of 
people protesting land-grabbing by businesses closely linked to high-ranking government 
officials, such as the KDC company owned by the wife of Suy Sem, currently Minister of 
Mines and Energy.538 Center-level intervention police contingents have participated in the 
forceful break-up of industrial action by factory employees, seriously injuring workers, and in 
the forceful eviction of urban poor from their residences after they were denied adequate 
compensation for relocation, as in the ongoing case of residents of the Borei Keila area of 
Phnom Penh.539 In addition, they have been implicated in attempts to cover up arbitrary 
detention and ill-treatment of Cambodians recruited by politically connected firms to go 
abroad as migrant laborers, as in a 2011 case involving the T&P Company.540 
 

Neth Savoeun, the Elections of 2013, and Since 
Before, during and after the July 2013 national assembly elections, Neth Savoeun 
consistently displayed pro-CPP partisanship. During the campaign, he oversaw the party 
activities of a CPP work team assigned to three districts of Prey Veng province, explaining 
at a meeting there that it was the duty of all CPP higher-ups such as himself to engage in 
such grassroots work. The leader of the Works Team explained that such units provided 
reports on the local situation to superiors like Neth Savoeun.541 At a police gathering in 
early March 2013, Neth Savoeun said that there would likely be many problems in 
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connection with the elections, because “foreigners are aiming and amassing in order to 
strengthen the contrary or opposition parties vis-à-vis the power-holding party.”542 
 
Starting in August 2013, the government deployed large numbers of armed police, 
gendarmes and sometimes army troops in Phnom Penh to deter and suppress CNRP 
demonstrations and other gatherings, such as strikes by workers demanding increased 
wages and improved working conditions. In September and November 2013 and again in 
early January 2014, center-level and other police forces, including Command Constabulary 
contingents, answering to Neth Savoeun, operating alongside gendarmes and sometimes 
backed by army units, engaged in attacks on protesters, strikers and rioters, killing several 
and injuring and arresting many, justifying their actions in the name of maintaining social 
order and public security and punishing lawbreakers.543 At least seven deaths resulted 
from excessive or unnecessary lethal force by the gendarmes and police, including by 
shooting into crowds using live ammunition.544 
 
Neth Savoeun has publicly proclaimed his support for these security force actions, while 
continuing to display his loyalty to the CPP and condemn the opposition. On March 14, 
2014, he praised the police for their many feats during various “confrontations” arising 
from the “abnormal” CNRP demonstrations, which he said constituted “incitement” aimed 
at overthrowing the government.545 On April 6, 2014, declaring he was speaking on behalf 
of the whole of Cambodia’s police forces, he condemned CNRP President Sam Rainsy, 
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baselessly accusing him of having committed illegal acts.546 Conversely, in birthday wishes 
dedicated to Hun Sen on April 2, 2014, Neth Savoeun described him as the “supreme 
genius in the leadership of Cambodia,” including with regard to the maintenance of social 
order in the country.547 
 
In a speech on May 13, 2014, Neth Savoeun lamented that the security situation in the 
country had deteriorated in 2014 as a result of demonstrations about land and housing 
disputes, human rights issues, and labor legislation. He said these problems had arisen 
because of infiltration of these events by politicians, civil society and a number of unions, 
which he spuriously declared had intentionally fomented violence. He praised the police 
for having dealt with these “poisonous manoeuvers” by restoring public order, stressing 
the police had done so in cooperation with the municipal authorities and the GRK. He 
specified that 23 “anarchists” who had instigated, incited, or directly perpetrated violence 
had been arrested during the course of these security force operations. In fact, there was 
no evidence that any of the 23, who included well-known human rights defenders, had 
committed any recognizably criminal offense, but they were nevertheless convicted to 
prison terms, although their sentences were suspended.548 
 
As part of an escalation of government suppression of the opposition during the second 
half of 2015, an arrest warrant was issued on November 13, 2015 for CNRP President Sam 
Rainsy. The warrant authorized enforcement of a prison sentence originally pronounced 
against Rainsy on April 25, 2011, when he was convicted on a politically motivated, 
trumped-up indictment for incitement to discrimination in connection with remarks he had 
made regarding a senior government official’s role under the Khmer Rouge regime.549 His 
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remarks had also been the subject of complaint by this official to a French court, but the 
French court of cassation had ruled on April 27, 2011 that they “did not go beyond the 
admissible limits to freedom of expression in criticizing a politician.”550 Sam Rainsy was 
outside Cambodia at the time of the warrant and opted not to return to the country. On 
November 15, 2015, Neth Savoeun was named to a committee chaired by Ministry of 
Interior Secretary of State in Charge of National Police and Central Directorate for Security 
Gen. Em Sam-an; the committee was tasked with arresting Sam Rainsy whenever it 
becomes possible to do so.551   
 
During 2016, Neth Savoeun continued to operate publicly as a CPP official, disseminating 
party policies, carrying out activities in support of CPP efforts to win upcoming elections, 
and voicing his support for Hun Sen’s continuation as Cambodia’s leader.552 The prime 
minister, for his part, has warned that if the CNRP ever tries to remove Neth Savoeun, the 
Supreme Commissioner would mobilize his police to prevent it.553 In June 2016, police from 
all over the country began gathering at a National Police school in Kampong Speu province 
for further “anti-demonstration” training sessions under Supreme Commissariat auspices 
and scheduled to last through September.554   
 
Soon after the CPP Central Committee conference of December 2016, Neth Savoeun 
dispatched a subordinate to do CPP grassroots strengthening work on his behalf.555 From 
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mid-October to the end of November 2016, his National Police forces underwent a 45-day 
training course on riot control aimed at preventing and suppressing what it characterized 
as “incitement” to foment a “color revolution.”556 In this period, Neth Savoeun reiterated 
that a primary function of the police is to preserve “the security and good order of society,” 
reaffirming that in practice its usual operational partner in conducting such police actions 
was the gendarmerie under the command of Sao Sokha nationally and their respective 
subordinates locally, in line with the mixed force doctrine.557  
 
A February 2017 Ministry of Interior report reviewing the 2016 accomplishments of the 
National Police praised them for having successfully dealt with what it called “extremist 
groups that are continuing to nurture an ambition to conduct incitement with the intention 
of creating turmoil, disorder, and instability,” which it said were behind many 
demonstrations, including those using the pretext of raising “human rights issues.”558 For 
his part, Neth Savoeun, presiding at a Phnom Penh gathering the same month summing up 
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the 2016 activities of his deputy Chuon Sovan’s Phnom Penh police, congratulated them 
on their work in 2016 in this regard.559 
 
Neth Savoeun meanwhile personally carried out election-preparation activities as 
chairperson of a work team for Svay Antor and Kanhchriech districts of Prey Veng province, 
while again dispatching police subordinates to perform such work on his behalf.560 
 
Neth Savoeun and forces under his command have played direct roles in the measures 
taken to destroy the CNRP. At the end of August 2017, he was assigned to investigate 
foreign support for the supposed CNRP color revolution.561 On the day the police took Kem 
Sokha into custody, all the senior and ordinary police officers of Neth Savoeun’s Supreme 
Commissariat of National Police condemned Kem Sokha’s “traitorous conduct” and 
“collusion with foreigners” and affirmed their support for his arrest.562 On October 18, 
2017, the Supreme Commissariat of National Police disseminated a presentation based on 
material collated by Chhay Sinarith, one of Neth Savoeun’s deputies there, purporting to 
show the structure and organization of the color revolution plot, with the CNRP playing the 
key role but also including various international NGOs, Cambodian NGOs, and Cambodian 
media outlets, as well as a number of US government and US-government supported 
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entities.563 On November 16, 2017, Neth Savoeun and “all police throughout the country” 
proclaimed their full support for the Supreme Court judgment dissolving the CNRP on 
account of its involvement in “treason” and for Hun Sen’s call for further pre-emptive 
measures against color revolution plots and politicians “serving foreign interests.”564 
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V. Lt. Gen. Chea Man, Deputy Army Commander, 

Commander of Military Region 4 

 

Chea Man in the PRK, 1979-1991 
Along with Sao Sokha and Choeun Sovantha (see profile below), Chea Man, whose official 
birthdate is September 15, 1952, was present with Hun Sen in Vietnam in 1978 after Hun 
Sen had fled to Vietnam. As head of “Command Committee 578,” Hun Sen was then setting 
up armed units to fight Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge.565 By 1987, Chea Man had become a deputy 
commander of the PRK’s elite national army Division 179.566 This unit was operating in 
northwestern Cambodia, primarily in PRK Military Region 4, fighting remnants of Pol Pot’s 
Khmer Rouge and other armed groups opposed to the PRK, such as FUNCINPEC.567   
 
In 1989, Chea Man became commander of Military Region 4 at a time when it comprised 
Siem Reap-Oddar Meanchey and Banteay Meanchey provinces.568 Troops in the region 
included “regular forces” comprising at least one brigade and a number of regiments, plus 
provincial and district battalions.569 These operated alongside one or more center-level 
divisions deployed to fight in the area, including Chea Man’s old unit, the 179th.570 
Working together with local militia and police in “mixed” formations, these forces 
conducted arrests of alleged “implanted enemy elements” and members of “hidden 
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enemy networks” among the population.571 Those arrested were sent to military-run region 
and province-level prisons, where detainees were held without charge or trial. Many were 
tortured, typically before being transferred to the PRK’s provincial prison in Siem Reap, 
where they were also held without charge or trial.572 Those arrested also included alleged 
enemies within the ranks of government forces.573 
 

Chea Man and UNTAC, 1991-1993 
In 1990, Chea Man was replaced as Region 4 Commander, but after the October 1991 Paris 
Agreements he reappeared in Military Region 4 as a deputy commander.574 The region 
command continued to oversee regional and local armed forces and coordinate their 
activities with the provincial and district police.575    
 
Military Region 4 was among the areas of Cambodia where CPP armed forces were most 
seriously implicated in human rights violations related to the electoral contest between 
the CPP and FUNCINPEC.576 According to UNTAC, the CPP’s plans to attack the opposition in 
Military Region 4 were mapped out at meetings held at its headquarters in Siem Reap.  
These actions were aimed at blocking other political parties' ability to extend their 
influence and to isolate them from the population by pressuring and intimidating the 
public into concluding that voting for the CPP was the safest thing to do. Although in Siem 
Reap provincial town – where the UNTAC gaze was most intense – the CPP was prepared to 
allow the appearance of political freedom, in the countryside it remained determined to 
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demonstrate its ultimate control. UNTAC found evidence that regional forces laid mines 
and fired artillery warnings to deter the ordinary population from protesting CPP corruption 
and ill-treatment. Uniformed troops looted the Siem Reap market. UNTAC also had reason 
to believe that regional forces formed armed gangs in mufti and were involved in other 
attacks to plunder and terrorize the population. In addition, as part of the formal CPP 
election campaign, regional troops were mobilized into mixed teams with other security 
force personnel to go down to the villages to proselytize for it.577 
 

Chea Man from Coalition to Coup, 1993-1997 
Chea Man remained a deputy Military Region 4 commander after the 1993 elections and 
the post-election formation of a FUNCINPEC-CPP coalition and creation of the Royal 
Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF).578 His area of operations was expanded by a November 
1993 prime ministerial sub-decree that defined Military Region 4 as comprising Kampong 
Thom, Preah Vihear and Siem Reap-Oddar Meanchey provinces, although it ceded Banteay 
Meanchey to Military Region 5.579 
 
In the new Military Region 4, Chea Man was formally under a FUNCINPEC commander, Khan 
Savoeun, but the predominant military power in the area remained the CPP. This put Chea 
Man in a strong position to orchestrate operations against FUNCINPEC in Military Region 4 
as part of Hun Sen’s July 5-6, 1997 coup, using regional and local army units under his 
command in coordination with CPP gendarmes and police in Siem Reap.580 As events 
unfolded, Khan Savoeun tried to arrange a no-combat deal in Siem Reap, but was 
rebuffed.581 The CPP mustered some 300 men to attack FUNCINPEC, which offered virtually 
no resistance.582 Two Khan Savoeun bodyguards were arrested by CPP soldiers from Siem 
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582 Ibid. 

 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 128 

Reap Military Sub-region Battalion 3, who then executed them. 583 CPP troops and 
gendarmes seized and looted the homes of FUNCINPEC commanders in Siem Reap town. 
Some 80-90 FUNCINPEC soldiers were arrested, disarmed and detained at the Military 
Region 4 headquarters training center. Dozens of other FUNCINPEC soldiers seized at the 
provincial seat and districts such as Puok were also held for interrogation at the home of 
the Military Region 4 armor commander, who conducted some of the questioning himself. 
Many were beaten during interrogation and forced to pay for their release.584   
 
In Varin district of Siem Reap, within Military Region 4, CPP soldiers arrested and executed 
a local man they accused of having betrayed the CPP by joining FUNCINPEC.585 The district 
police chief of Prasat Bakong and commune police chief of Kampong Plouk detained three 
FUNCINPEC soldiers and three traders associated with FUNCINPEC, all of whom also had to 
pay bribes to secure their freedom. Similarly, in Kralanh district, the CPP military 
commander arrested the senior FUNCINPEC figure in the district, whose interrogation 
produced the names of other FUNCINPEC members. Twelve were detained and made to pay 
bribes to be let go. Also detained in this district was a man serving as deputy commander 
of the intelligence battalion of a larger predominantly FUNCINPEC unit. Although he 
surrendered himself and his weapon, he was beaten unconscious during interrogation.586 
Also in Kralanh district, CPP military seized a local FUNCINPEC leader, tied him to a pillar 
and pistol-whipped and otherwise assaulted him.587    
 
Amidst all this, Khan Savoeun and some other FUNCINPEC leaders and troops decided to 
fight back while withdrawing to the border with Thailand, from which they launched an 
attempt at armed opposition to Hun Sen.588  
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Chea Man after the Coup, 1998-2013 
With his nominal superior, Khan Savoeun, thus eliminated from the scene, Chea Man 
assumed the post of Military Region 4 Commander, a post he has held ever since. In 
November 1997, he was appointed an advisor to Hun Sen with the government rank of an 
under-secretary of state (later promoted to secretary of state).589 Also in 1997, he became a 
CPP Central Committee member and a deputy commander of the army.590 As of 2003, Chea 
Man commanded some 20,000 Military Region 4 troops, including those in regional 
Brigades 41, 42 and 43, in battalions and smaller contingents in the four military 
operational sub-sectors of Siem Reap, Kampong Thom, Oddar Meanchey, and Preah Vihear 
provinces, with a presence down to the district level, plus several battalions of border 
defense forces. Also deployed in Military Region 4 was national Intervention Division 2.591 
 
During the run-up to the 1998 national assembly elections, Military Region 4 troops 
continued to be implicated in politically motivated killings targeting FUNCINPEC.592 RGC 
courts were instructed not to prosecute in such cases.593 Also in this period, Region 4 
troops were accused of non-political extra-judicial executions, the victims of which were 
alleged thieves.594 According to NGO records, since 2000, Military Region 4 forces have 
continued to be implicated in murder, attempted murder, assault, and politically 
motivated death threats and intimidation, instilling fear in the population.595 In the context 
of unlawful confiscation and land-grabbing, including forced evictions, Region 4 troops 
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committed killings, torture, death threats, rape, extortion, enforced disappearance, and 
arbitrary detention.596  
 

Chea Man, the 2013 Elections, and Their Aftermath 
During the campaign for the July 28, 2013 national assembly elections, Chea Man openly 
displayed his political partisanship by campaigning for the CPP in this contest against the 
CNRP in his capacity as chairman of a CPP work team for Trapeang Prasat District of Oddar 
Meanchey Province.597 In Oddar Meanchey province on June 9, 2014, Region 4 brigades and 
other forces in the region, acting in and out of uniform, carried out an operation that 
prevented CNRP leader Sam Rainsy from holding a political gathering in Anlung Veng 
district of the province.598  
 
In June 2015, Chea Man instructed troops under his command regarding the “political 
situation” in Cambodia, telling them that it is their duty to work with other security forces 
and civilian authorities to “seek and find targets” for suppression because they were 
allegedly “generating public disorder,” something which the army must prevent.599 This was 
followed in August by dissemination among Military Region 4 troops of Hun Sen’s July 2015 
order that the armed forces must “ensure there will be no color revolution” in Cambodia, and 
that they must do so by “eliminating acts by any group or party” deemed “illegal.”600  
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Meanwhile, Chea Man’s Military Region 4 troops have continued to be implicated in local 
human rights violations, above all land-grabbing sometimes backed by threats of armed 
force or other threats.601  
 
Chea Man has joined other security force commanders in applauding Hun Sen’s ending of 
the CNRP’s electoral threat to the CPP and the prime minister’s continued rule. He 
proclaimed total support for the September 3, 2017 arrest of Kem Sokha, characterizing it 
as necessary in order to prevent disastrous turmoil in Cambodian society.602 On October 
19, 2017, he vowed that he and his Military Region 4 forces were determined to “eliminate” 
Sam Rainsy, Kem Sokha and other “traitors” and affirmed their love for Hun Sen.603 On 
November 16, 2017, he and all the other officers of Military Region 4 expressed their full 
support for the Supreme Court judgment dissolving the “treasonous” CNRP and for Hun 
Sen’s call for further pre-emptive measures against color revolution plots and politicians 
“serving foreign interests.”604 
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VI. Lt. Gen. Bun Seng, Deputy Army Commander, 

Commander of Military Region 5 

 

Bun Seng in the People’s Republic of Kampuchea, 1979-1991  
Bun Seng’s official birthdate is October 30, 1952.605 His military identification number 
indicates he was an early member of the PRK armed forces, probably joining no later than 
1979.606 By 1991, he was commander of the Pursat province military, part of PRK’s Military 
Region 5, which had been set up in 1988 and originally comprised Battambang and Pursat 
provinces, at a time when this area was a main battlefield on which the PRK opposed 
remnants of Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge and other armed groups, such as those supporting 
FUNCINPEC. As commander of one of Military Region 5’s provinces, Bun Seng was a 
member of its General Staff Command Committee, which oversaw operations region-
wide.607 In Pursat itself, he was in direct control of seven battalions of troops, plus 
supporting units.608 
 

Bun Seng and UNTAC, 1991-1993 
During the period following the Paris Agreements, Military Region 5 was one of three 
regions where the armed forces of Hun Sen’s ruling Cambodian People’s Party were most 
seriously implicated in human rights violations related to the 1993 elections.609 In Military 
Region 5, the CPP, operating through region army units and other security forces, carried 
out a full-fledged campaign of violent political repression aimed at preventing FUNCINPEC 
and other opposition parties from conducting legitimate political activities and terrorizing 
the population into voting for the CPP. These troops engaged in extortion, rape and what 
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UN investigators characterized as ”hooliganism,“ creating an overall atmosphere of fear 
both among opposition groups and the ordinary population.610   
 
As noted above, officers from the Military Region 5 General Staff of which Bun Seng was a 
member served together with those from army intelligence in Phnom Penh in unit S91, 
which committed numerous severe human rights violations in Military Region 5 during 
UNTAC. 611 S91 detained and executed members and supporters of FUNCINPEC and 
orchestrated attacks on FUNCINPEC offices, including operations during which FUNCINPEC 
activists were killed.612 After the May 1993 elections, S91 concentrated on extrajudicially 
executing alleged common criminals and kidnapping businessmen for ransom. Its killings, 
illegal detentions, and extortion continued into 1994, and no one was ever prosecuted for 
S91’s crimes.613 
 
Meanwhile, a prime ministerial sub-decree dated November 24, 1993 had expanded 
Military Region 5 to incorporate a third province, Banteay Meanchey, previously a part of 
Military Region 4.614 Bun Seng was one of several deputy Region 5 commanders, another 
being Khau Chhean, a member of a non-Communist group that vacillated politically 
between FUNCINPEC and CPP, while a third was FUNCINPEC officer Thlang Chang 
Sovannarith.615 
 
In November 1996, as part of the run-up in the provinces to Hun Sen’s military 
confrontation with FUNCINPEC in Phnom Penh, the CPP launched a campaign to confiscate 
allegedly illegal weapons from FUNCINPEC in Battambang. FUNCINPEC resisted.616 In early 
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December 1996, armed clashes took place in the province between Military Region 5 forces 
and FUNCINPEC.617 FUNCINPEC remained defiant and further fighting followed.   
 
When Hun Sen launched the July 1997 coup, FUNCINPEC commanders in Military Region 5 
reacted in different ways. Khau Chhean threw his lot in with the CPP.618 FUNCINPEC deputy 
region commander Thlang Chang Sovannarith went to Phnom Penh, where he was 
captured and killed by the CPP after informing Hun Sen of his whereabouts.619 In 
Battambang, a number of FUNCINPEC officials were arrested, but none were killed, and 
those detained were eventually released, while others fled to the border with Thailand to 
join senior FUNCINPEC commander Nhek Bunchhay there.620 
 
On July 24, 1997, the CPP officer commanding Military Region 5, Hul Savoan, whom Hun 
Sen was said to believe had performed badly during the coup, was transferred to Phnom 
Penh.621 The same day, Bun Seng, whom Hun Sen was said to believe had performed well, 
was named an advisor to Hun Sen with the government rank of under-secretary of state 
(with a later promotion to secretary of state).622 He also became a member of the CPP 
Central Committee.623 For a while, Khau Chhean was given the post as Military Region 5 
Commander and Bun Seng remained a deputy, but Bun Seng replaced him in January 1999 
and became a deputy commander of the army nation-wide.624  
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In the meantime, as the national assembly elections in July 1998 approached, a number of 
FUNCINPEC figures were murdered in Military Region 5.625 Within CPP circles, it was said 
that the perpetrators were Military Region 5 and other CPP assassins, a possibility the 
courts were instructed to ignore.626 The run-up to the February 2002 local elections for 
commune councils was accompanied by an upsurge in CPP political violence and 
intimidation nationwide, with RCAF in the countryside being implicated in the most serious 
abuses. According to UN human rights reporting, “problems were particularly acute” in 
Bun Seng’s Military Region 5. “Members of the military, in some cases including officers,” 
were “involved in illegally detaining non-ruling party activists, death threats, a rape threat, 
and an attempted killing.”627 
 
These abuses are part of a larger pattern of continuing human rights violations by forces 
under Bun Seng’s command: since 1999 he has directly commanded regional Brigades 51, 
52 and 53, and military sub-sectors at the provincial level with contingents down to the 
district and border defense battalions.628 From 2000, these forces have been implicated in 
land-grabbing, including forced eviction, rape, death threats, assault, arbitrary arrest, 
torture, murder, attempted murder, extortion, and human trafficking, all affecting the 
ordinary population. 629 In the context of national elections in July 2003, forces under Bun 
Seng engaged in further political violence, including political assassination, attempted 
political assassination, political intimidation, politically motivated death threats, and 
politically motivated arbitrary detention.630 
 

Bun Seng, During and Since the 2013 Elections 
During campaigning for the July 2013 national elections, Bun Seng openly displayed his 
political partisanship by calling on Military Region 5 forces to support the CPP policy of 
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keeping Hun Sen as prime minister.631 On March 30, 2013, Bun Seng distributed CPP policy 
materials during a meeting with party members in Samlaut district and advised them how 
best to achieve a CPP election victory.632 On June 26, he appeared at a religious ceremony 
in Battambang at which he promoted voting for the CPP.633 
 
Since the 2013 elections, Bun Seng has publicly instructed Military Region 5 forces to 
support their outcome and Hun Sen as prime minister.634 Speaking after army and other 
security forces in Phnom Penh applied excessive and unnecessary force to suppress 
demonstrations, strikes and social unrest between September 2013 and January 2014, 
killing nine people and injuring many dozens more, he praised Hun Sen’s policies of 
strengthening the armed forces in the name of national defense.635 
 
Bun Seng’s Military Region 5 troops have meanwhile continued to be implicated in local 
human rights violations, including unprovoked shooting or other injurious violence 
wounding unarmed CNRP-affiliated or other civilians; land-grabbing, sometimes effected 
with threats of armed force or other threats; and threats against journalists attempting to 
investigate illegal army activities.636 
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Bun Seng has expressed the same welcome for the demise of the CNRP as other senior 
commanders. Upon Kem Soha’s arrest, he and his fellow Military Region 5 officers 
commended it as needed to prevent disastrous turmoil in Cambodian society.637 The forces 
under Bun Seng’s command followed up by declaring their “absolute determination to 
smash all efforts” at “color revolution.”638 Again on October 19, 2017, Bun Seng, speaking 
on behalf of RCAF in Military Region 5, declared “absolute opposition to all incitement 
activities” by “wrongly-motivated” persons such as Sam Rainsy and Kem Sokha, whose 
incitement he said was intended “to cause splits among the Khmer.” He proclaimed his 
and his forces “love” for Hun Sen.639 Then, on November 16, 2017, Bun Seng voiced his full 
support for the Supreme Court judgment dissolving the CNRP on account of its 
unforgivable involvement in “treason” and for Hun Sen’s call for further pre-emptive 
measures against color revolution plots and politicians “serving foreign interests.”640  
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VII. Lt. Gen. Choeun Sovantha, Deputy Army Commander, 

Commander of Military Region 2 

 
Choeun Sovantha was one of the young bodyguards of Hun Sen in Vietnam in 1978 when 
Hun Sen was in exile in Vietnam.641 His official birthdate is September 13, 1957.642 By no 
later than 1995, Choeun Sovantha was Commander of the Royal Government of 
Cambodia’s (RGC) Military Region 2.643 This comprised Kampong Cham (including what is 
now Tbaung Khmum), Prey Veng, Svay Rieng and Kratie provinces.644 Along with Military 
Regions 4 and 5, the Military Region 2 was among three in the country where CPP armed 
forces had been most seriously implicated in human rights violations targeting opposition 
political parties during the run-up to the 1993 elections.645 
 
In 1996, as Hun Sen began advocating armed action against FUNCINPEC to “annihilate” its 
military machinery, Choeun Sovantha was among the CPP officers in RCAF upon whom he 
relied for unwavering support.646 In preparation for a possible showdown, the CPP carried 
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out intense efforts from early 1997 to co-opt FUNCINPEC officers in Military Region 2.647 In 
May and June 1997, it moved regional troops forward to reinforce Hun Sen’s military 
position in Phnom Penh.648 On June 17, region soldiers attempted to arrest leading 
FUNCINPEC figures in Kampong Cham, but were unsuccessful.649  
 
On July 2, 1997, Military Region 2 forces attacked a FUNCINPEC-manned military post, 
killing one FUNCINPEC soldier and wounding three others.650 This coincided with arrests of 
FUNCINPEC members in villages of Kampong Cham. When First Prime Minister Ranariddh of 
FUNCINPEC visited Kampong Cham on July 3, regional troops participated in an operation 
to disarm his bodyguards, while he escaped by flying to Phnom Penh.651  
 
On the evening of July 4 or early on July 5, 1997, four FUNCINPEC officers holding important 
positions in Military Region 2 disappeared after attending a meeting in Kompong Cham 
convened by a CPP superior. The four were Capt. Bou Sophal, alias Mak You Klin, Deputy 
Commander of the “Command Unit” of the Military Region headquarters; Sophal’s 
bodyguard, Pvt. Yuth Youeng; Maj. Chuop Em, the Deputy Commander of region G-2 
(intelligence); and Maj. Luch Ton, Deputy Commander of region G-3 (operations). Late on 
July 6 or early on July 7, they were spotted being transported in a military vehicle in the 
direction of Chan Toung rubber plantation in Lngieng commune of Tbaung Khmum district, 
an area controlled by the CPP Intelligence Battalion of Military Region 2 and CPP district 
armed forces. In September 1998, the Cambodia Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights exhumed the bodies of two men executed there. One was identified as Bou 
Sophal. The other was probably Choup Em. No trace of Luch Ton or Yuth Youeng had 
emerged by the time of publication of a UN report on the cases in May 1998.652   
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Military Region 2 troops played a key role in the coup. Some were part of the coordinated 
assault on FUNCINPEC in and around Phnom Penh that Hun Sen launched on the morning 
of July 5, while others arrived as reinforcements later that day and on July 6, securing one 
of the main entry points to the city via the bridge across the Tonle Sap River to the Chroy 
Changva peninsula, then attacking FUNCINPEC party headquarters in the colonial section 
of the city.653   
 
During the coup, Military Region 2 troops also launched a general operation to disarm all 
FUNCINPEC forces in Kampong Cham province, after which they looted FUNCINPEC party 
offices. During this operation, more FUNCINPEC officers were arrested. Bodies of 
FUNCINPEC personnel were later seen floating down the Mekong River, which bisected the 
province, although other FUNCINPEC detainees were released unharmed after paying 
bribes.654 In Prey Veng, FUNCINPEC officials were detained at a Military Region 2 base but 
later released. Others faced summary trials in which they were given suspended prison 
sentences on trumped-up charges.655   
 
Two-and-a-half weeks after the coup, Choeun Sovantha was designated an advisor to Hun 
Sen with the government rank of an under-secretary of state.656 
 
Military Region 2 troops also engaged in political violence during the run-up to the 
February 2002 local elections for commune councils. This was accompanied by an upsurge 
in CPP political violence and intimidation nationwide, but the worst CPP violence was in 
the Military Region 2 province of Kampong Cham, where the military was implicated in four 
murders of opposition political activists. Two were killed by armed gangs mainly 
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composed of military and police forces that roamed parts of the province and that UN 
human rights monitors believed were operating at the behest of the regional command 
structure.657 Military Region 2 forces were also involved in non-political acts of violence, 
including murder and other crimes that marked the immediate period following the 
commune elections.658 
 
During the 2003 national assembly elections, Kampong Cham was again one of the 
provinces most marked by political intimidation, harassment and violence.   
 
In the list of Hun Sen’s personal advisors named on October 7, 2008, Choeun Sovantha 
was included, this time with the higher government rank of secretary of state.659 He has 
continued to serve since then as Military Region 2 Commander, giving him authority over 
the region’s Brigade 21 and Military Sub-Operational Sectors for the provinces of Kampong 
Cham, Tbaung Khmum, Prey Veng, Kratie, and Svay Rieng, each of which has contingents 
based down to the district level, plus authority over border defense battalions.660 
 
Since 2000, Military Region 2 forces have been implicated in non-political crimes and 
abuses, such as armed robbery, murder, attempted murder, assault, death threats, human 
trafficking, and rape, extortion, arbitrary detention, and enforced disappearances, plus 
land-grabbing, including forced eviction, and from ethnic minority groups.661 
 
After the government crackdown in Phnom Penh on the CNRP and other protests against 
fraud in the July 2013 national elections, Military Region 2 troops conducted operations to 
prevent or breakup CNRP gatherings in Choeun Sovantha’s area of command 
responsibility. On January 26, 2014, Military Region 2 units blocked roads as part of a CPP 
operation that deployed a large crowd of CPP members to prevent CNRP deputy leader Kem 
Sokha from attending a meeting with his party leadership and supporters in Kampong 
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Cham province. The troops blocked CNRP members attempting to reach the headquarters, 
while the CPP activists besieged Sokha’s car en route from a hotel to the meeting venue.662  
On May 4, 2014, Military Region 2 troops, including heavy weapons contingents from 
Brigade 21, deployed alongside police and gendarmes to seal entry points into the 
Kampong Cham provincial seat so as to prevent a CNRP procession headed by party 
leaders Sam Rainsy and Kem Sokha from accessing the area. Violence was prevented 
because the CNRP leadership decided not to press forward, despite being urged by party 
supporters to do so.663 
 
In October 2014, Brigade 21 troops were given high-level indoctrination to make them an 
even more solid anti-CNRP force. They were instructed that the CNRP was engaged in 
“tricks” to overthrow the government, including by “criticizing” the CPP, organizing 
protests against past election fraud, and allegedly stirring up demonstrations by workers.  
The troops were told that Hun Sen’s policy was to take an escalating set of measures to 
prevent the CNRP from succeeding and that they must support such measures in order to 
maintain peace and ensure economic progress in Cambodia.664 
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Since 2014, in addition to acting against CNRP gatherings, Military Region 2 troops have 
been involved in other local human rights violations, including land-grabbing backed by 
armed force and preventing strikes by workers.665 
 
Choeun Sovantha has participated in the public RCAF chorus of condemnation of the CNRP 
leadership, while extolling the role of Hun Sen. On September 3, 2017, Choeun Sovantha 
welcomed the arrest of Kem Sokha, and two days later, Military Region 2 forces under his 
command did the same.666 On October 19, 2017, Choeun Sovantha and all other Military 
Region 2 commanders proclaimed they and their troops were ready to turn their weapons 
on Sam Rainsy, Kem Sokha and others among “the group of traitors and those wanting to 
generate insecurity for the Motherland” and expressed their eternal gratitude to Hun Sen 
for having taken such good care of the armed forces.667 On December 6, 2017, he issued a 
statement on behalf of himself and all Military Region 4 forces reminding Sam Rainsy that 
“the entire army was created by Samdech Techo Hun Sen,” who is “the infinite commander 
of Cambodia” and whose government the armed forces are ready to die to protect,” 
regardless of the circumstances.668 
  

                                                           
665 Ibid. 
666       

 ;  
      

667     
    

668       
 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 144 

VIII. Lt. Gen. Chap Pheakdey, Deputy Army Commander, 

Brigade 911 Commander 

 

Chap Pheakdey after UNTAC, 1993-1997 
Chap Pheakdey is said to be a native of Prey Veng province with links to Kun Kim, who 
helped ensure his promotion upward through the military ranks. His official birthdate is 
September 16, 1959.669 He emerged after the 1993 elections as a deputy commander of 
RCAF’s newly organized reserve intervention Division 1, officered by veterans of CPP and of 
FUNCINPEC.670 
 
From Division 1, Chap Pheakdey was transferred to Regiment 911, a special forces unit in 
formation since 1994 that was formally inaugurated on November 9, 1995.671 This unit was 
trained by Indonesia during the Suharto period, and also received training from France. It 
was originally commanded by a FUNCINPEC officer, but Chap Pheakdey replaced him.672 
Contingents were deployed in late 1995-early 1996 to carry out anti-Khmer Rouge counter-
insurgency.673  
 
In the first part of 1997, Regiment 911 was upgraded and renamed Special Forces 
Paratrooper Brigade 911.674 By this time, France had largely concluded its training of the 
unit, but it continued to receive Indonesian training and subsequently received increasing 
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levels of assistance from South Korea.675 This was connected to arrangements by which 
Brigade 911 provided security for South Korean-owned factories in the Phnom Penh area.676 
 

Chap Pheakdey and Hun Sen’s July 1997 Coup 
Brigade 911 was one of the most reliable RCAF units in support of Hun Sen’s 1997 coup.677  
It played a key role in Hun Sen’s moves to disarm FUNCINPEC, such as a July 2, 1997 attack 
on a FUNCINPEC position north of Phnom Penh.678 Acting on orders from Kun Kim, Chap 
Pheakdey organized operations against FUNCINPEC bases west of Phnom Penh early on 
the morning of July 5.679 Brigade 911 then participated in the attack on FUNCINPEC’s main 
base at Tang Krasang, where FUNCINPEC’s most important military commander, Nhek 
Bunchhay, then deputy chief of the RCAF Supreme General Staff, and other senior 
FUNCINPEC officers were located. It also stormed FUNCINPEC positions at Pochentong 
international airport outside Phnom Penh.680  
 
After furthering fighting in and around Phnom Penh on July 5-6, Brigade 911 mobile 
commandos, some helicopter-borne, for several days pursued FUNCINPEC forces fleeing 
northward into Kampong Speu province and headed for Kampong Chhnang province. They 
were under orders from Hun Sen to “sweep all the anarchy forces cleanly away and dispose 
of them, all of them,” using Hun Sen’s epithet for FUNCINPEC and a common Khmer Rouge 
euphemism for execution.681  
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Brigade 911 captured at least 40 FUNCINPEC officers, bodyguards and troops.682 They 
included at least eight senior FUNCINPEC officers who were then executed either by Brigade 
911 or by other CPP units to which they were handed over by Brigade 911.683 The eight were 
among at least 41 and as many as 60 people killed in coup-related extrajudicial executions, 
according to an August 22, 1997 report by the UN human rights office in Cambodia.684   
 
Brigade 911 detained 32 other FUNCINPEC military personnel at its Kambol headquarters, 
torturing some of them in an attempt to get them to falsely confess they were “Khmer 
Rouge” or that Hun Sen’s coup was justified because Nhek Bunchhay had a secret plan to 
overthrow Hun Sen.685 Confronted by UN human rights officials about the detentions, Chap 
Pheakdey at first totally denied them, then tried to cover up of the fact that at least one 
was still being held. According to a UN report based on interviews with the detainees after 
Brigade 911 released them, “The torture involved beatings with a belt, the wooden leg of a 
table, a wooden plank, kicking with combat boots and the knees, punches in the face and 
the body. It also involved death threats, by pointing the end of a gun against the head and 
threatening to shoot. An iron vice was also used on several detainees, to squeeze their 
fingers or hands until they responded satisfactorily.”686   
 

Chap Pheakdey Since 1997 
In 2006, Chap Pheakdey was implicated in the arbitrary detention of a Brigade 911 soldier 
involved in a land dispute in Phnom Penh. Taking the side of the other disputant, Chap 
Pheakdey invited the soldier to a meeting to urge him to accept a settlement, then 
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detained the man when he refused. Arbitrarily accused of “violating military discipline,” 
the soldier was held in a dark cell for three weeks.687   
 
In 2010, Brigade 911 troops involved in a land dispute near a brigade training base in Me 
Mut district of what was then Kampong Cham province attacked four local families who 
challenged the brigade’s land claims, physically assaulting them, destroying their crops, 
and burning down their homes to drive them away.688 
 
Chap Pheakdey has continually risen in the CPP and RCAF ranks. He joined the CPP Central 
Committee in 2005.689 He is also a deputy chief of the RCAF Mixed General Staff directly 
under Kun Kim and a personal advisor to Hun Sen.690  
 

Chap Pheakdey after the 2013 Elections 
The period after the 2013 elections saw mass demonstrations protesting the official results 
and factory worker strikes for higher wages and better working conditions. In part to 
confront protesters, Brigade 911’s troop strength was increased by a provincial recruitment 
campaign and it began to carry out operations on direct orders from the prime minister.691   
 
On December 30, 2013, the government announced a January 2, 2014 deadline for workers 
to end strikes and related demonstrations, warning that unless the deadline was heeded, 
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it would deploy security forces to suppress worker actions it considered illegal.692 Defying 
the ban, workers started gathering and demonstrating on the morning of January 2 in front 
of many factories on the outskirts of Phnom Penh. Army, police and gendarme units 
immediately began deploying to break them up. In some cases, they acted immediately to 
do so; elsewhere they withdrew after initial reconnaissance. 
 
Brigade 911 was the first to take major action. It deployed troops from its headquarters to 
the nearby South Korean-owned Yakjin garment factory, where some workers were on 
strike and where the Yakjin company had requested security force protection, according to 
a government spokesman and the South Korean Embassy.693 The contingent was 
commanded by a relative of Chap Pheakdey named Chap Sophorn.694 A number of 
Cambodian labor and land rights activists and other monitors, including UN human rights 
officials, began arriving at the scene. Brigade 911 detained three among the thousands of 
workers present, and CPP media alleged the strikers were responsible for the collapse of a 
factory fence.695 
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The strike was peaceful, however, until Brigade 911 forces armed with assault rifles and 
other firearms physically confronted the crowd of workers, monks, and others, ignoring 
attempts by human rights monitors to defuse the situation.696 Brigade 911 forces 
attacked the workers and observers with metal pipes, knives, slingshots, and batons, 
precipitating a melee in which some members of the crowd responded by throwing 
bottles and rocks.697 Brigade 911 also carried out more arrests, including of four human 
rights defenders and three additional workers, all of whom were beaten or otherwise 
assaulted while being arrested or soon after being taken into custody but had played no 
part in crowd counter-violence.698   
 
Hun Sen family-owned media reported that the brigade had arrested and was interrogating 
10 “ringleaders” of several groups carrying out actions to “disrupt” factory work and “stir 
up” strikes, having caught them in the act at the Yakjin factory in Kambol. It described the 
Brigade 911 arrests as part of a general operation by gendarmes and other security forces 
to suppress such activities, and human rights monitors observed gendarmes operating in 
concert with Brigade 911 during the Yakjin arrests.699 Brigade 911 also detained five 
Buddhist monks who joined immediate protests on the spot by workers against the first 
arrests, defrocking them in custody.700 After initial questioning in Brigade 911 custody, a 
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Phnom Penh court prosecutor initiated criminal proceedings against the 10 activists and 
workers, while releasing the five ex-monks.701 Brigade 911 held them incommunicado 
overnight, after which they were brought before the Phnom Penh Court and handed over to 
police custody.702   
 
The 10 were among 25 people eventually tried by the court in connection with protests and 
demonstrations in late 2013 and 2014 on charges of instigating, inciting, or directly 
committing violent acts resulting in injuries to security forces and damage to property.  
They were all convicted despite a lack of evidence linking them to any of the alleged 
crimes. In the Yakjin case, the court made no serious inquiry into whether any of the 10 
accused were involved in violence and resulting injuries or property damage, or whether 
the four activists had in fact attempted to calm the situation by urging nonviolence or were 
merely monitoring the situation. 703  
 
On May 30, 2014, all 25 were convicted and received suspended prison terms. Their trials 
appeared to be part of a systematic government effort to cover up excessive use of force by 
Brigade 911 and other security forces to suppress demonstrations and strikes. No security 
force personnel or commanders were ever prosecuted or disciplined for the killings or 
other actions.704 Instead, Brigade 911 was extolled by RCAF as a “model unit” in 2014 for 
having “participated at every time and place in implementing” all Hun Sen orders, 
including by “excellently, valuably, and courageously defending the security and safety” of 
Phnom Penh.705   

                                                           
of Violence in Front of the Yakjin Factory” (     

), January 2, 2014, http://vodhotnews.com/18309 (accessed January 2, 2014). 
701 “Court of First Instance Prosecutor Decides to Temporarily Detain 15 Person” (  

), January 2, 2014, http://vodhotnews.com/18317 (accessed January 2, 2014); “Court of First Instance 
Decides to Temporarily Detain Van Peou and Nine Other Union Activists” (  

  ), January 3, 2014, http://vodhotnews.com/18342 (accessed January 3, 2014). 
702 “Joint Media Statement: Civilians Killed and injured by Security Forces Amid Civil Unrest in Phnom Penh,“ LICADHO, et al. 
joint media statement, January 3, 2104, http://www.licadho-cambodia.org/pressrelease.php?perm=334 (accessed January 
3, 2014). 
703 “Cambodia: Quash Convictions of 25 Activists, Workers,” Human Rights Watch news release, June 1, 2014, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/06/01/cambodia-quash-convictions-25-activists-workers. 
704 Ibid. 
705 “Opening of the 17h Expertise Training Course at the 911 Special Forces Division 911” 
( ), December 10, 2014, 
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In July 2014, at a ceremony over which Kun Kim presided, Brigade 911 was exhorted to 
“absolutely support” the continuation of Hun Sen as prime minister.706 To fulfill this and 
other tasks, later that month it began specialist training in “suppression of insurrections” 
during live-fire exercises organized under Kun Kim’s auspices.707   
 
In line with its previous conduct, on August 28, 2014, Brigade 911 troops disrupted a 
demonstration by workers at a factory near its Kambol headquarters protesting what they 
said were unfair dismissals of workers.708 The unit was thereafter praised by deputy chief 
of the Mixed General Staff and Deputy Army Commander Hun Manet, Hun Sen’s eldest son, 
for its suppression of what he called the “creation of instability” in Cambodian society.709 
 
In August 2015, Brigade 911 began a program to help create something resembling the A3 
Combat Police set up by the PRK in 1986, then officially dissolved in 1991. The 911 program 
included training of selected police officers to become a “special intervention force” 
capable of using “infantry weapons,” including sniper rifles, to participate together with 
the army in “fending off evil situations” that might be created by “unfriends” of the 

                                                           
http://www.nokorwatnews.com/detailnews.php?newsid=47897&mnu=2&cid=4#sthash.rfLaqztG.dpb, accessed December 
10, 2015; “General Kun Kim and General Chea Tara Go Down to Examine the Readiness to Test Fire of 105mm by Brigade 911” 
(             

 ) July 6, 2014, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/90002-2014-07-06-08-04-56.html 
(accessed July 6, 2014).  
706 “Armed Forces Stationed at the Front Line Receive Tens of Thousands of Raincoats from Samdech Techo Hun Sen and 
Samdech Kittipreutbandit” (        

   ), July 18, 2014, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/90823-2014-07-18-11-
36-54.html (accessed July 18, 2014). 
707 “911 Special Commandos Train in Test Firing in a Border Area of Live Ammunition” (     

  ), July 25, 2014, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/91301-2014-07-25-
09-11-23.html, accessed July 30, 2014; “General Kun Kim Graciously Presides over the Ceremony Closing the Sixth 
Parachuting Course and Eighth Commando Course” (   

 ), July 25, 2014, 
http://www.nokorwatnews.com/detailnews.php?newsid=43340&mnu=2&cid=4 (accessed July 30, 2014).  
708 “Paratroopers Go Down to Gather Up Demonstration-Making Gear of Workers at the Sin Fang Factory in Chom Chau” 
(  ), August 28, 2014, 
http://vodhotnews.com/23911 (accessed August 28, 2014). 
709 “Expertise Parachuting Course Opened and Closed in a Single Day” (

), February 7, 2015, http://nokorwatnews.com/detailnews.php?newsid=50210&mnu=2&cid=4 (accessed February 7, 
2015). 

 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 152 

government and others “of an opposition tendency,” whenever the ordinary police were 
unable to handle such situations.710 
 
At a November 2015 ceremony marking the anniversary of Brigade 911’s establishment, 
Chap Pheakdey portrayed Hun Sen as the creator of the unit and highlighted its ongoing 
mission to maintain “social security and order” so as to continue Cambodia’s 
development.711 Later that month, Hun Manet reiterated the importance of the unit as a 
force for “preventing each and every action of instability” in the country.712 Closing a 
Brigade 911 training session in January 2016, Chap Pheakdey depicted it as a Hun Sen 
favorite specialized in rapid reaction intervention operations.713   
 
In the run-up to and during the on-going process of liquidation of the CNRP on the false 
pretext that it was promoting a color revolution, Chap Pheakdey has championed actions 
against it. At a psychological warfare training event for Brigade 911 on August 18, 2017, 
Chap Pheakdey vowed “absolute opposition to incitement by a number of unethical 
persons who are amassing in readiness for the making of a color revolution” and his 
support for Hun Sen to be prime minister “forever.”714 On September 3, 2017, all the offices 
and men of Brigade 911 condemned Kem Sokha’s “traitorous conduct” and commended 
his arrest.715 On October 18, 2017, Chap Pheakdey denounced Sam Rainsy as a “pure 

                                                           
710 “The National Police Supreme Commissariat Will Expel Any Police Forces Who Have Not Regularly Participated in Training” 

 , October 15, 2015, 
http://kampucheathmey.com/kpt/?p=88126 (accessed October 15. 2015); “National Police Force Learn Tactics From 911 
Brigade,” Cambodia Daily, October 16, 2015, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/national-police-force-learn-tactics-
from-911-brigade-97355/ (accessed October 17, 2015). 
711 “Marking the Anniversary of the Birth of Special Paratrooper Brigade 911” (

), November 8, 2015, http://beta.nokorwatnews.com/?p=58504 (accessed November 9, 2015).  
712 “Mr. Hun Manet: “Training Makes for Good Fitness and Esprit de Corps in Order to Have Full Capacity to Serve in the Army” 
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), November 19, 2015, http://dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/102895-2015-11-19-07-00-07.html (accessed 
November 19, 2015). 
713 “Closing Specialist Paratrooper Training 3 and Opening Training Stage 20” (  
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12, 2016). 
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traitor” whose “elimination,” like that of the traitor Kem Sokha and any other such traitors, 
the army must support.716 On November 16, 2017, all the officers and troops of Chap 
Pheakdey’s Brigade 911 expressed their full support for the Supreme Court judgment 
dissolving the CNRP on account of its involvement in “treason” and for Hun Sen’s call for 
further pre-emptive measures against color revolution plots and politicians “serving 
foreign interests.”717  
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717    
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IX. Lt. Gen. Rat Sreang, National Gendarmerie Deputy 

Commander, Phnom Penh Gendarmerie Commander 

 

Rat Sreang in Kandal and Banteay Meanchey Provinces, 1979-2003 
Rat Sreang’s official date of birth is August 5, 1966.718 Born with the surname Sie, he 
adopted his new name when he joined the GRK after its formation in 1993. In the SOC 
period, he was a Kandal province military cadre, subordinated to Kun Kim in the days when 
Kun Kim was vice chairman of the province people's committee with responsibility for 
military and security affairs. He has remained personally close to Kun Kim since the SOC 
era.719 After the creation of the GRK in 1993, he became the chairman of a bureau of the 
Kandal province gendarmerie, serving under its then commander Chuon Sovan.720 He was 
soon promoted to be commander of Banteay Meanchey province gendarmes before 
becoming Phnom Penh Gendarme Commander on September 23, 2013.721   
 
While commander of the Banteay Meanchey gendarmes, Rat Sreang became concurrently a 
deputy commander of the National Gendarmerie “country surface” forces deployed in 
contingents stationed nationwide. 722 Reflecting his status as a veteran member of the 
ruling CPP and a stalwart subordinate of Sao Sokha and Hun Sen, he was among the most 
influential and powerful figures at the national level of the GRK. His high-level importance 
was buttressed by the presence of his brother, Sie Sambat, for many years Chief of the 
Criminal Offenses Research Bureau Criminal Department of the National Gendarmes and 

                                                           
718 2017 provisional voter registration roll, document 05-874-768. 
719 Interview with former Kandal province police officer, July 7, 2014. 
720 RGC, “Chronology of the Royal Gendarmerie;” RGC, Sub-Decree 11 ANKr, March 8, 1994; Interview with former Kandal 
province police officer, July 7, 2014. 
721 Khmer Royal Gendarmerie, “Telephone Numbers,” [n.d.], “Military commander officially to be replaced,” Phnom Penh 
Post, September 23, 2013, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/military-commander-officially-be-replaced (accessed 
September 24, 2013). 
722 Anonymous, “ ,” post to “Mengk999,” (blog), [n.d.], 
http://mengk9999.wordpress.com/%E1%9E%96%E1%9E%8F%E1%9F%8C%E1%9E%98%E1%9E%B6%E1%9E%93/. 
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the prominence given in official GRK media to what it reported as Rat Sreang’s 
achievements as Banteay Meanchey commander.723   
 
While in charge of the gendarmes in Banteay Meanchey, Rat Sreang was implicated in 
land-grabbing for his own use or on behalf of others, including by killing, wounding, or 
beating villagers during forced evictions; murder; assault; intimidation of journalists; 
arbitrary arrest and detention; beatings of suspects and detainees; and extortion.724   
 
Banteay Meanchey gendarmes also ran a drug detention center under Rat Sreang’s watch, 
where alleged drug users were arbitrarily detained without charge or trial and subjected to 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment and punishment and used as forced labor. 
Speaking to the media in January 2010 about conditions in the center, Rat Sreang 
conceded that some people there were forced to stand in the sun or “walk like monkeys” 
[i.e., on all fours] as punishment for attempting to escape.”725 
 

Rat Sreang and the 2013 Elections 
Like other security force officers, Rat Sreang was openly partisan in favor of the CPP during 
the run-up to the July 28, 2013 elections. He displayed his loyalty in his capacity as a 
member of the CPP provincial Standing Committee for Banteay Meanchey responsible for 
“party strengthening” in localities in its Mongkolborei district.726 In the campaign period, 
he spent much of his time carrying out CPP activities in Mongkolborei, such as on May 2, 
2013 when he called on the population there to vote for the CPP.727 He also toured in 

                                                           
723 Interview with a Cambodian security force officer, August 29, 2013; “Magazine of the Nation-Wide Gendarmerie” 
(teusanavotdei kang reachavuthat loe ptey prates), Issue 48 (2011), p.17; “Magazine of the Nation-Wide Gendarmerie” 
(teusanavotdei kang reachavuthat loe ptey prates), issues 47-54 (2011-2013), passim. 
724 Domestic human rights organization records. 
725 Human Rights Watch, “They Treat Us Like Animals:” Mistreatment of Drug Users and “Undesirables” in Cambodia’s Drug 
Detention Centers (December 2013), pp.9,12,15,37, http://www.hrw.org/node/120957. 
726 “Major General Rat Sreang Goes Down to Ask After the Weal and Woe of the Citizenry and CPP Members in Srareang 
Commune” (        ), November 25, 
2012, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/53313-2012-11-25-07-11-20.html, accessed November 25, 2012. 
727 “Mr. Rat Sreang Goes Down to Help Srah Reang Commune, Leading a Work Team Distributing Gifts to Five Families of 
Citizens Victimized by Strong Winds that Knocked Down Homes” (      

    ), May 3, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-
02-39-55/63346-2013-05-03-07-41-55.html, accessed May 3, 2013. 
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Banteay Meanchey again in late June, acting as a delegate of members of the CPP national 
Central Committee Standing Committee and urging people to vote for the CPP and support 
continuation of Hun Sen as prime minister.728  
 

Rat Sreang as Phnom Penh Gendarme Commander, September 2013-January 
2014 
Upon taking charge of the Phnom Penh gendarmerie on September 23, 2013, Sreang 
became – alongside municipal police commissioner Chuon Sovan – one of the two senior-
most security force officers in charge of “managing demonstrations” in the capital.729 With 
Chuon Sovan, he endeavored to “defend against” gatherings deemed to be “illegally 
instigated by opposition groups or inciters.” Ideally, this was to be done by “pre-empting 
or preventing” them, but if action with that objective failed, he was to “suppress” them.730 
After Chuon Sovan ordered an attack on a striking workers’ procession in the Steung 
Meanchey area of Phnom Penh on November 12, 2013, during which police under his 
command used excessive lethal force, killing one person and wounding three others with 
pistol fire, Rat Sreang deployed municipal gendarmes to carry out mop-up operations 
during which they and other security forces severely beat young men they detained or 
chased from the area, injuring 23.731 
 
While Chuon Sovan left the country on December 24, 2013, Rat Sreang remained in 
command of the Phnom Penh gendarmerie, working instead under Mok Chito, who both 

                                                           
728 “Proclamation of Recognition of 311 Party Members with the CPP in Srah Reang Commune amd Ta Lam Commune” 
(          ), June 
24, 2013, http://dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/66831-2013-06-24-09-26-23.html. 
729 “Military commander officially to be replaced,” Phnom Penh Post, September 23, 2013, 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/military-commander-officially-be-replaced (accessed September 24, 2013); 
“Royal Capital City Hall Discusses Managing Demonstrations with CNRP” (   CNRP 

 ), December 21, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/77868---cnrp--.html 
(accessed December 23, 2013). 
730 “During the Last One-Month Stretch Criminal Offense Cases in Phnom Penh Royal Capital Rise to 22!” 
( !), March 14, 2014, 
http://edition.bayontv.com.kh/bayontv-national-news/23381-2014-03-14-04-33-45.html (accessed March 14, 2014). 
731 Based on video evidence showing gendarmes who were identified as municipal forces by a security force officer who 
viewed the footage, February 1, 2014 (video in Human Rights Watch possession); “Cambodia: Steung Meanchey Trial Deeply 
Flawed,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 11, 2014, http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/05/11/cambodia-steung-
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replaced Chuon Sovan and then assumed an even more powerful position as chairman of 
the Unified Command Committee for Phnom Penh, putting Chito in overall charge of all 
security matters throughout the capital.732 Rat Sreang was in tactical control of gendarmes on 
the ground, commanding them either by radio or personally at the scene of operations.733 
 
On January 2, 2015, municipal and subordinate district gendarmes played the key role in 
enforcing a government deadline that day for garment workers to end the strikes and 
demonstrations demanding an increase in Cambodia’s core wage. On the morning of January 
2, as workers nevertheless gathered to demonstrate in front of many garment factories on 
the outskirts of Phnom Penh, army, police and gendarme units began deploying. A first 
break-up operation was carried out by army Brigade 911, which violently dispersed the 
demonstration and arrested 15 people, handing them over to the custody of Rat Sreang’s 
gendarme mop-up forces. On Rat Sreang’s orders, 10 of the 15 were transferred to the court 
for pre-trial detention, while the five others, all monks, were released.734 
 
Overnight on January 2-3, on orders from Mok Chito, hundreds of security forces were 
deployed to clear workers who had blocked roads in the Veng Sreng industrial suburb of 
the capital.735 Municipal and subordinate district gendarmes under Rat Sreang comprised 
the majority of these “mixed forces.”736 Violent clashes broke out, with some workers 

                                                           
732 “Royal Capital City Hall Discusses Managing Demonstrations with CNRP” (   CNRP 

 ), December 21, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/77868---cnrp--.html 
(accessed December 23, 2013); Observation of the Phnom Penh Municipal Court Trial Vorn Peou, et al., May 21, 2014, 
including of testimony of Kung Kiny, a deputy commander of the Phnom Penh municipality gendarmes. 
733 Interview with a Cambodian security force officer, February 1, 2014 and July 24, 2016. 
734 Interview with a Cambodian security force officer, February 1, 2014; Human Rights Watch, “Human Rights Watch 
Submission for the Review of Cambodia by the Human Rights Committee,” June 6, 2014; “Yaom Bopha Leads Her 
Confederates to Close Route 4” (    ) January 2, 2014, http://www.dap-
news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/78576-2014-01-02-10-03-23.html (accessed January 2, 2014); “About 10 Persons Are Taken 
into Custody and a Number of Others Injured in a Clash in Front of the Yakjin Factory” (  

 ), January 2, 2014, http://vodhotnews.com/18301 
(accessed January 2, 2014); “Detention of All Ten of Vorn Peou’s Group for Intentional Use of Violence and Damage” 
(   ), January 3, 2014, 
http://edition.kpt-news.com/local-news/1886-2014-01-03-11-59-40.html (accessed January 3, 2014); “Gendarmes Send 10 
Trouble-Makers Causing Social Turmoil to Court” ( ), 
January 4, 2014, http://edition.kpt-news.com/local-news/1898-2014-01-04-02-42-16.html (accessed January 4, 2014). 
735 Human Rights Watch, “Human Rights Watch Submission,” June 6, 2014. 
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throwing rocks, sticks and petrol bombs and attacking property, while security forces, some 
of whom were injured, fired tear gas, smoke grenades, and, occasionally, live ammunition. 
They also beat many people, including three young men whom they arrested overnight, 
apparently at random, who were eventually tried and convicted of perpetrating violence, 
although there was no credible evidence they had been involved in any acts of violence.737 
 
Municipal and subordinate district gendarmes under the on-the-spot command of Rat 
Sreang, who brandished an automatic pistol, were predominant among the mixed forces 
the Unified Command Committee fielded on the morning of January 3 in the Veng Sreng 
area, with orders to seize control from workers who remained in the area. In the operation 
against the workers, some of whom were acting violently, throwing rocks and bottles from 
such a distance that few or none could reach the gendarmes, the gendarmes nevertheless 
fired their assault rifles indiscriminately, killing five people. 738 They arrested 10 others, 
again apparently at random, beating them and many others. One of the victims of the 
gendarme beatings later died of his injuries. The 10 workers arrested on the morning of 
January 3 were also eventually tried and convicted of perpetrating violence, despite no 
credible evidence they had done so.739 
 
At the time they fired their weapons the gendarmes were generally at a safe distance from 
the workers and rioters. According to media reports and video evidence of the events 
reviewed by Human Rights Watch, security forces shot into the surging crowds at a moment 
when they were in no immediate lethal danger. Despite inflicting deaths and injuries, 
gendarme assault rifle fire only precipitated further and more destructive rioting.740 

                                                           
    ), January 3, 2014; http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-
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including of testimonies by gendarme and police officers; Interview with a Cambodian security force officer, February 1, 2014. 
737 Ibid. 
738 Interview with a Cambodian security force officer, February 1, 2014; Video and still photograph evidence from the scene; 
“The Competents Continue Breaking Up the Demonstrators Who Closed Veng Sreng Road to the Point That There Was 
Gunfire” (        ), January 3, 2014, http://www.dap-
news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/78603-2014-01-03-03-52-39.html (accessed January 3, 2014); Interview with Cambodian 
human rights monitors present, July 22, 2016. 
739 Ibid. 
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Speaking to the media, Rat Sreang defended the fatal shootings not as necessary to 
protect gendarmes or others from harm, but as necessary to clear the protest, saying: “we 
cannot allow them to block the road, and we have to crack down on them,” asserting “we 
have no choice.”741  
 
Municipal and subordinate district gendarmes were again present when security forces 
broke up protests in front of the Phnom Penh court on January 4, 2014, demanding the 
release of those arrested on January 2-3.742 That same day, the authorities arbitrarily 
banned all demonstrations and strikes until further notice, including at Phnom Penh’s 
Democracy Plaza, designated by law as a site for peaceful political and other assemblies. 
At the time, the plaza was being used for this purpose by the opposition Cambodia 
National Rescue Party (CNRP).743 
 
Municipal and subordinate district gendarmes provided support to the clearing of 
Democracy Plaza on January 4 by occupying the surrounding areas, where they also were 
available as a reserve force in case the security forces at the park needed reinforcement.744  
After January 4, such gendarme forces continued to patrol the park and its vicinity jointly 
with police, deterring anyone who attempted to enter it or gather on its perimeter, such as 
a group of CNRP youth activists who wanted to sing songs of non-violence at the park 
edge, but fled after one song to avoid a security force break-up operation. Rat Sreang, in 
further comments to the press, endorsed this use of the gendarmerie.745 
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Rat Sreang also personally led a joint gendarme-police operation on January 27, 2014 
characterized by the lightning speed with which it was carried out, that drove peaceful 
protesters supporting independent radio station-owner Mom Sonando’s demand for 
increased radio broadcast capacity and a television license away from the vicinity of the 
Ministry of Information. Firing smoke grenades and wielding batons against protesters who 
offered no resistance, the gendarmes and other security forces, using nearby Phnom Penh 
City Hall as their base, injured at least 10 people, several of them seriously.746 
 

Rat Sreang as Phnom Penh Gendarme Commander after January 2014 
At a municipal ceremony on August 28, 2014, Rat Sreang praised the gendarmes under his 
command for their good discipline in carrying out their missions, including by doing an 
“excellent” job in “preventing strikes and demonstrations on many occasions” and thus 
maintaining order and security in the capital.747 He repeated his defense of their use of 
assault rifles, saying, “Why do we use AKs like this? We carry weapons like this to combat 
criminals.”748 In September 2014, Hun Sen family-owned media praised Rat Sreang for his 
“firm leadership” of the Phnom Penh gendarmerie, declaring this ensured safety and 
security in the capital.749 
 
During the latter part of 2014, gendarmes in Phnom Penh continued to carry out preventive 
and suppressive operations against strikes and demonstrations. On October 2, municipal 
gendarmes intervened to disrupt a strike by workers in Po Senchey district of the capital, 
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seizing their bullhorns and scuffling with the workers.750 On October 5, they stood by to 
prevent a protest by teachers from approaching Hun Sen’s rarely used Phnom Penh 
residence, backing up police who stopped them some distance away.751 They performed 
the same function as a reserve force when local para-police violently stopped a procession 
of land rights activists from Preah Vihear province from marching on the prime minister’s 
house on October 21, as a result of which 18 people were injured.752 
 
On November 11, 2014, gendarmes joined local police in surrounding a Phnom Penh 
pagoda in an effort to deter those present in the pagoda from joining a demonstration 
against alleged land-grabbing, an operation that also included police arrest of two 
monks.753 They were detained for trial on politically motivated charges of “participation in a 
group or a conspiracy” formed “to commit one or more felonies,” based on security force 
assertions that bamboo and other flagpoles the monks were taking to the demonstration 
were intended for use as weapons against the security forces.754 They were released on bail 
in April 2015 but the case against them has not been dropped.755 
 
On February 1, 2015, Rat Sreang was promoted into the CPP Central Committee at an 
extraordinary party congress.756 On April 9, 2015, his brother Sie Sambat, now a brigadier 
general, was promoted to be Commissioner of the National Gendarmerie’s Justice 
Commissariat, and a second brother, Brig. Gen. Sie Tauny, was promoted to assistant to 
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National Gendarmerie Commander Sao Sokha.757 A son, Maj. Sie Tin, is commander of the 
Phnom Penh Gendarmerie Intervention forces.758 
 
In 2016, Rat Sreang continued to highlight his determination to prevent “any and all 
activities whatsoever” the government deemed to constitute an “attempt” to “wreck 
political stability or the tranquility and peace in national society,” and was promoted from 
major general to lieutenant general.759 Meanwhile, Phnom Penh gendarmes continued to 
participate in operations to suppress peaceful assembly, such as blocking a gathering 
attempting to mark the anniversary of the January 2014 killings of workers during the social 
unrest on Veng Sreng Street described above.760 
 
In late 2016, Rat Sreang’s Phnom Penh gendarmes participated in a new round of GRK 
training in how to deal with groups deemed to threaten “security and public order.”761  As 
vice-chairperson of the Veterans’ Association of Phnom Penh, he also participated in a 
meeting of this de facto CPP auxiliary force led by his political patron Kun Kim, at which the 
latter praised Hun Sen and stressed the role of veterans in liaising with local active duty 
security officials.762 In April 2017, he joined in the chorus of senior security force 
commanders instructing men and women under their command to be “absolutely loyal” to 
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Hun Sen’s government by “absolutely not allowing the occurrence of any color 
revolution.”763 
 
On November 16, 2017, Rat Sreang declared his full support and that of the whole of the 
Phnom Penh Gendarmerie for the Supreme Court judgment dissolving the CNRP on account 
of its unforgivable involvement in “treason” and for Hun Sen’s call for further pre-emptive 
measures against color revolution plots and politicians “serving foreign interests.”764 
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X. Gen. Sok Phal, Supreme Director of the Supreme 

Directorate for Immigration 

 

Sok Phal in the PRK and SOC, 1979-1991 
In 1979, Ung Sok Phal (calling himself Sok Phal) joined the fledgling People’s Police of the 
PRK, then subordinated to a Ministry of Interior empowered to “organize, command, and 
instruct” all police and comprised of seven directorates, including a Directorate of 
People’s Security and a Directorate of People’s Police.765   
 
Sok Phal rose within the security force system to become an important cadre of the 
Directorate of People’s Security, which carried out what were also known as “defense of 
political security” functions, that is suppression of those the PRK defined as its political 
enemies.766 He was thus an important player at the apex of a PRK system of torture and 
political imprisonment without charge or trial, or only after unfair trials, in which 
thousands of people were held. These included not only people accused of involvement in 
Khmer Rouge and other insurgencies, but of non-violent opposition to the PRK or to the 
presence in Cambodia of its Vietnamese backers, among them dissidents within the PRK 
and ruling party ranks.767 
    
Although the PRK Ministry of Interior had authority over police nationwide, it shared this 
authority at the province, municipality, district, ward, and subordinate levels with CPP 
leaders at those levels.768 The latter were also required to cooperate with Ministry of 
Interior level forces, especially with regard to what were considered high-value political 

                                                           
765 Amnesty International, notes on interview with Ministry of Interior Defense of Political Security officer, Phnom Penh, 
December 18, 1991; “Six more four-star generals,” Phnom Penh Post, February 6, 2014, 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/six-more-four-star-generals (accessed February 8, 2014); PRK, Sub-Decree 04 
ANKr, January 11, 1983. 
766 Amnesty International, notes on interview with Ministry of Interior Defense of Political Security officer, Phnom Penh, 
December 18, 1991. 
767 Amnesty International, Political Imprisonment; LCIHR, After the Worst. 
768 PRK, “Guiding Opinions and Orders on the Struggle Against Traitors to the Revolution and on the Maintenance of Security 
and Good Order in the New Situation,” 1979; PRK, Decision No. 143 SRoCh, November 20, 1981; PRK, Sub-Decree 04 ANKr, 
January 11, 1983. 

 



 

 165 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | JUNE 2018 

“targets,” and particularly in Phnom Penh, where relations between the ministry and 
municipal political security personnel were unusually close.769 
 
In 1986 interviews, a former PRK police officer described in detail the normal procedure in 
political cases: once the police had arrested a suspect, they would produce a dossier on 
him or her and send the suspect together with the dossier for further interrogation by 
personnel of the relevant police unit or by Ministry of Interior “defense of political security” 
personnel. These cadre were responsible for conducting “the full investigation in order to 
determine precisely what the case is all about and what should be done about it.” Relying 
primarily on “confessions” from detainees extracted by specialist “interrogation bureaux,” 
these cadre also determined the period of imprisonment, reflecting their judgement of the 
seriousness of the alleged “treason” and the extent to which the detainee had cooperated 
with the investigation and shown signs of political repentance. In the relatively few cases 
in which the defense of political security directorate cadre concluded an example should 
be made of the detainee via a public trial, they still did not involve the courts in a 
meaningful way: they decided the charges and the sentence, and the Ministry of Interior 
sent the dossier to the Ministry of Justice, which then staged sham judicial proceedings.770   
 
People held by the Ministry of Interior were mostly placed in the part of the largest prison 
in Phnom Penh, known as T3, which the ministry ran.771 Many held there were kept in cruel, 
inhuman or degrading conditions, and many died in custody as a result. The Ministry of 
Interior also ran special and secret political detention facilities, where some detainees 
simply “disappeared,” having either been executed or succumbed to ill-treatment.772 
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Sok Phal and UNTAC, 1991-1993 
The Paris Agreements provided for UNTAC to have direct control over the State of 
Cambodia (SOC; the former PRK) public security sector. SOC created a new Ministry of 
National Security, which was hived off from the Ministry of Interior, in hopes that it could 
escape UNTAC control. Sok Phal was appointed chairperson of the new ministry’s 
Intelligence Directorate, formerly known as the Defense of Political Security 2 
Directorate.773 It performed the function, well-established since the PRK era, of collecting 
information to identify political enemies, along with the new ministry’s Anti-Terrorism 
Directorate (ex-Defense of Political Security 1).774 A post-Paris Agreements law adopted by 
SOC affirmed that the heads and deputy heads of such directorates enjoyed national 
authority as judicial police officers, which included the power of arrest.775   
 
The CPP employed a plethora of tactics to evade UNTAC control in public security and other 
realms and tried to intimidate the opposition and its supporters with a covertly 
orchestrated campaign of political violence. Because of the UNTAC presence, it was no 
longer feasible to overtly arrest, detain or imprison opponents. Instead, the Ministry of 
National Security was used as a base for the formation of covert intimidation, harassment 
and assassination units targeting FUNCINPEC and other opposition parties. Its operations 
were one part of CPP’s overall pre-election repression.776   
 

In particular, the SOC minister and deputy minister for national security worked 
with defense of political security and other police and security force officers to 
conduct intelligence-led political violence in Phnom Penh and elsewhere in 
Cambodia. A key role in such operations was played by secret units known as “A-
teams,” which the CPP created to obstruct the activities of opposition parties 
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through violent and other means, and to infiltrate UNTAC.777 A senior SOC operative 
who admitted being involved in planning killings of opposition activists and 
participating in meetings of senior officials later recalled: “The CPP was afraid they 
would lose the 1993 election, so Sin Song and Sin Sen, who were responsible for 
internal security, worked with generals from the police and army to create new 
structures.… A-teams reported to Sok Phal, who reported to Sin Sen.”778 Another 
security force source stated that although Sok Phal “worked for Sin Sen, he also 
reported directly to Hun Sen during UNTAC. The chain of command during UNTAC 
was Hun Sen to Sok Phal.”779 
 
Sok Phal was allegedly also responsible for ensuring implementation of CPP orders that 
the police not investigate CPP crimes of political violence, even while they went through 
the motions of pretending to do so.780 This was pursuant to a CPP policy of portraying 
political violence as being committed by elements beyond its control and a CPP practice of 
seeming to cooperate with UNTAC to “investigate” incidents, but only in order to conceal 
CPP command and control.781 

 
An UNTAC report written in April 1993 and based on internal CPP documents obtained 
during UNTAC efforts to implement the Paris Agreements states that A-teams were 
“engaged in activities wholly detrimental to the creation of a neutral political 
environment.” The same document concluded that the SOC, knowing this was in violation 
of the terms of the Paris Agreements, had “taken every step to conceal their existence from 
UNTAC and the populace.”782 A Ministry of National Security document entitled “Building 
up A-92 Forces” obtained by UNTAC and on file with Human Rights Watch describes the 
role of one of the A-teams, A-92, in considerable detail. A covert command structure 
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running from the commissioner or deputy commissioners of security in each province was 
established that recruited people with high standing, such as professors, teachers, 
medical practitioners, monks and “other persons with influence among the ranks of the 
popular masses.” A-92 operatives were directed to infiltrate and subvert “all the various 
political organizations having a policy of opposition to the Cambodian People’s Party.” The 
aim was to uncover information about their strategies and supporters, and to disrupt them 
by seizing control of vital functions, including economic resources. Their functions 
included creating “misunderstanding among the popular masses about the opposition 
parties, to foment activities that undermine their reputations and interests, to create 
contradictions and splits among their forces, and to use pre-emptive methods to prevent 
the opposition parties from gaining the advantage in the election.”783 
 
The document said that A-92 personnel would:  
 

Carry out, either personally or through intermediaries, the destruction and 
forestallment of the stratagems, plans, methodologies, tricks and activities 
of the opposition parties which aim at expanding their influence and their 
membership and to destroy us. They are also to achieve any of a number of 
goals, primarily those such as eliminating the influence, propaganda and 
psychological warfare of the opposition parties, and in particular to 
eliminate their influence among the popular masses.  

 

The document continued: “It is imperative to set up Assistance Groups both in the ministries 
and in the provinces and municipalities. These are to be selected from among the security 
forces. … The Ministry specifies that this document is to be kept top secret.”784 
 
UNTAC records show that A-Teams encouraged and directed their members to carry out 
attacks and then cover up evidence of official complicity.785 As reaction forces had no 
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official links to SOC security forces, police were able to deny involvement. Documents 
uncovered in Takeo, Prey Veng, and Kompong Cham provinces show that members of the 
security forces were encouraged to meet quotas for incidents, and cover up CPP complicity 
by appearing to assist UN investigators. Thus, the same people who were behind the 
crimes were able to influence investigations.786 
 
These units were greatly feared not only among overt opposition groups, but within SOC 
and the CPP, with would-be reformers within the regime describing the security apparatus 
as deeply opposed to political change and tasked with sabotaging the democratization 
processes to which the SOC had committed itself via the Paris Agreements.787   
 

Sok Phal under the RGC Security Central Directorate, 1993-2003 
Sok Phal stayed on as Chairman of the Intelligence Directorate after FUNCINPEC won the 
May 1993 elections and a FUNCINPEC-CPP coalition government was formed with co-prime 
ministers. In the RGC’s re-amalgamated Ministry of Interior, Sok Phal remained in his same 
post, answering to a CPP secretary of state.788 A December 1993 RGC sub-decree 
restructured the security forces, creating a Supreme Directorate of National Police, which 
exercised considerable authority over a number of Central Directorates, which were 
subdivided into directorates. One of these was the General Information Directorate, the 
new name of the unit of which Sok Phal remained chief and which was placed under the 
Security Central Directorate.789 The officers of these units enjoyed national jurisdiction, but 
did not have substantial operational command authority over local police.790 After a time, 
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the General Information Directorate went back to the name Intelligence Directorate, with 
Sok Phal in charge as before.791 
 
Throughout these changes of nomenclature, Sok Phal’s directorate was one of the most 
powerful center-level security force units in Cambodia.792 Hun Sen used it to assert authority 
over not only FUNCINPEC, but the CPP Minister Sar Kheng, whom Hun Sen did not trust.793   
 
With a corps of 250-300 officers and more than 2,000 persons, including secret 
operatives, some masquerading as journalists, working directly for him, Sok Phal kept up 
and extended his intelligence files on all politicians, building on work he had done since 
the 1980s.794 He presided over an expanding monitoring of telecommunications via 
placement of personnel in telecommunication firms, directed at the opposition, including 
senior FUNCINPEC figures, such as in the above-mentioned case of Foreign Minister 
Norodom Sirivudh, who were arrested and imprisoned on trumped-up charges as a result 
of Sok Phal’s illegal wiretapping.795 Intelligence assets were also employed for surveillance 
of NGOs, businessmen and CPP members, including Sar Kheng.796  
 
During and after Hun Sen’s July 1997 coup and the national assembly elections of 1998 
and 2003, the main work of Sok Phal’s Directorate remained surveillance operations aimed 
at civilian targets, above all opposition political parties at national and local levels. 797 He 
also continued to be responsible for preventing the police from investigating political 
killings and other anti-opposition CPP operations, and an insider characterized his unit as 
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“of most importance to the CPP” in maintaining power and in particular for Hun Sen’s 
political machinations. 798 
 

Sok Phal as Chairman of the Security Central Directorate, 2003-2014 
On July 11, 2003, Hun Sen promoted Sok Phal to be Chairman of the Security Central 
Directorate, putting him in charge of all the old PRK defense of political security functions 
and the new functions performed by directorates added since the early 1990s.799 This 
included authority over the General Information/Intelligence, Internal Security, Anti-
Terrorism, Immigration, the International Police (Interpol), and Bodyguard Directorates and 
their judicial police officers with national jurisdiction. 800  
 
By 2005, Sok Phal was concurrently a Deputy Supreme Commissioner of National Police, in 
which capacity he acted as an “assistant” to the Supreme Commissioner (originally Hok 
Longdy, later Neth Savoeun).801 In late 2005, he also joined the CPP Central Committee, at 
the same time as other Hun Sen top security force favorites like Kun Kim and Neth 
Savoeun.802   
 

Sok Phal and Suppression of Khmer Krom Activism and Anti-Hun Sen 
Leafletting 
From 2009, the Security Central Directorate played a key role, together with other center-
level police and sometimes also sub-national police, in the suppression of peaceful 
political activism among Khmer Krom, including anti-Hun Sen leafletting by them and 
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Khmer of Cambodia (Khmer Krom is a term applied to people who identify as ethnic 
Khmer and who were either born in what is now southern Vietnam or descended from 
ancestors born there; substantial Khmer Krom communities still inhabit parts of the 
lower Mekong Delta in Vietnam but others have migrated more or less recently to areas 
within Cambodian territory).803   
 
The Security Central Directorate’s actions followed a series of crackdowns since 2007 by 
Vietnamese authorities on protests, in particular by Khmer Krom Theravada Buddhist 
monks peacefully protesting Vietnamese government restrictions on their religious 
freedom and what they said was inadequate teaching of Khmer in Vietnam.804 They 
included operations in April 2009 aimed at arresting five former Khmer Krom monks who 
had taken refuge in Cambodia after serving two years in prison in Vietnam for their 
involvement the Khmer Krom protest movement and in January-May 2010 of alleged Khmer 
Krom and other leafletters.805 The latter operation resulted in five people being sentenced 
to prison for their purported leafletting activities, including an employee of a human rights 
organization.806 The Security Central Directorate played a role in further operations, 
arrests, and trials of Khmer Krom and other alleged leafletters in 2011, with 10 more being 
sentenced to prison.807    
 
In March 2013, with the help of Thai authorities, the Security Central Directorate arrested 
seven Khmer Krom and other Cambodians in Thailand, including some allegedly involved 
the anti-Hun Sen leafletting cases described above. They were transported into Cambodia 
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and detained in Phnom Penh.808 They and six others not arrested were accused of 
involvement in a Khmer National Liberation Front founded by one of the six, who was 
resident in Denmark and had declared his organization aimed to “save” Cambodia from 
rule by “the dictator Hun Sen.”809 After Hun Sen alleged the suspects were “armed rebels” 
and “terrorists,” a Phnom Penh court convicted them after a one-day hearing in March 
2014 of insurrectionary “treacherous plotting” against the government, despite the fact 
that no compelling evidence substantiating this charge was presented. Instead, the 
cornerstone of the case was the distribution of leaflets that the prosecution described 
simply as “opposing the government.”810 The 13 were sentenced to from five to nine years 
in prison.811  
 

Sok Phal and Refoulement of Uighur Asylum-Seekers to China 
Between May and October 2009, small groups of ethnic Uighur Muslims from China arrived 
in Cambodia to seek asylum and refugee status.812 Many had fled a harsh crackdown by 
Chinese authorities on Uighur activism in their native Xinjiang province and claimed they 
would be subjected to severe religious and political persecution if returned to China.   
However, the Cambodian government came under increasing pressure from the Chinese 
government to send them back. In this context, on December 17, 2009, Hun Sen signed a 
government sub-decree that paved the legal way for this, doing so in a manner that 
contravened Cambodia’s international obligations as a party to the 1951 Refugee 

                                                           
808 Phnom Penh Municipal Court, “Judgment” (Number 21 KB3Ngo), April 11, 2014 (document in Human Rights Watch 
possession); LICADHO Record PP033IAD13, March 8, 2013; “Two Khmer Kampuchea Krom Were Accused of Working to 
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March 18, 2013, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/thais-hand-over-%E2%80%98terrorists%E2%80%99; 
“Evidence Scant Against (Another) Alleged Terrorist Group,” Cambodia Daily, March 21, 2013, 
http://sithi.org/temp.php?url=news_detail.php&mid=7108 (accessed August 2, 2013); Khmer National Liberation Front, 
“Appeal to Release Three Monks and Khmer Krom,” March 21, 2013; Khmer National Liberation Front, “Emergency 
Declaration,” April 1, 2013 (documents in Human Rights Watch possession).  
809 Khmer National Liberation Front, “Statement” and “Declaration of the Formation of the Khmer National Liberation Front,” 
December 12, 2012 (documents in Human Rights Watch possession). 
810 “Cambodia: Drop ‘Treacherous Plotting’ Case,” Human Rights Watch news release, April 9, 2014, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/04/09/cambodia-drop-treacherous-plotting-case. 
811 Phnom Penh Municipal Court, “Judgment” (Number 21 KB3Ngo), April 11, 2014 (document in Human Rights Watch 
possession). 
812 “Cambodia: What Happened to the Uighur Asylum-Seekers?” Jesuit Refugee Service, December 17, 2010, 
http://jrsusa.org/news_detail.cfm?TN=NEWS-20101217085047 (accessed May 2, 2011). 
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Convention and which empowered the Immigration Directorate of the Security Central 
Directorate to play a key role in such transgressions of international refugee law.   
 
The same day as Hun Sen signed the sub-decree, 20 Uighur asylum seekers were placed in 
what was described as a safe-house jointly managed by the Cambodian authorities and 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCR), which had issued them 
with letters stating they were “Persons of Concern under UNHCR’s protection, awaiting a 
determination regarding their asylum claims.” However, on the evening of December 18, 
armed immigration police seized all 20. The Uighurs were then flown, against their will, out 
of Cambodia on a Chinese plane on December 19, 2009.813 This action was a flagrant 
violation of their rights under the Refugee Convention against non-refoulement – not being 
returned to a place where your life or freedom is at risk.814 
 

Sok Phal During the 2013 National Elections and Since as Immigration 
Supreme Director 
Like other senior police, military, and gendarme officers, Sok Phal campaigned for the CPP 
during the run-up to the July 2013 National Assembly elections, in his case in the capacity 
of the chairman of a CPP “grassroots strengthening” team for a district in Battambang 
province. Among other things, he presided over the enrollment of new CPP members.815 
 
In January 2014, Hun Sen arranged the promotion of Sok Phal to full general.816 This proved 
to be a prelude to Sok Phal’s appointment as Supreme Director of a newly created 
Immigration Supreme Directorate, set up in April 2014 by combining the existing 

                                                           
813 “Analysis: Inside Perspective on Uighurs,” Human Rights Watch news release, December 20, 2010, 
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Immigration Directorate with a number of other police or Ministry of Interior units to form a 
body responsible for foreign immigrants, non-immigrant foreigners and refugees, but not 
for passports and other identity documents. It was specified as being separate from the 
National Police but under the Ministry of Interior.817 Upon assuming his new post, Sok Phal 
gave up his posts as Deputy Supreme Commissioner of National Police and Chairman of 
the Security Central Directorate.818 
 
Since late 2014, a wave of ethnic Montagnard asylum seekers from Vietnam has arrived in 
Cambodia, coming across the border into Ratanakiri province. They are members of Jarai 
and other upland minority groups mostly practicing forms of Christianity that the 
Vietnamese authorities persecute as a form of “evil way” religion. In December 2014, the 
Refugee Directorate of Immigration Supreme Directorate allowed 13 Jarai asylum seekers to 
register in Phnom Penh as such, and the Minister of Interior subsequently issued them 
with proclamations recognizing them as refugees. But the Refugee Directorate initially 
refused to allow any among the more than 300 other Montagnard asylum seekers who had 
been in Cambodia at some point since late 2014 even to register to seek a determination 
whether they also qualify as refugees. During 2014-2015, at least 54 were summarily 
refouled from Ratanakiri into Vietnam. Those remaining in Cambodia lived in fear of 

                                                           
817 “The Royal Government Decides to Create Supreme Directorates for Immigration and Identification” (  

      ), April 2, 2014, http://www.dap-
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similarly being refouled, as threatened by Sok Phal in a statement describing all the 
Montagnards except the 13 recognized refugees as simple “illegal Vietnamese immigrants” 
who must be arrested in accordance with the policy of deporting such people.819 
 
Sok Phal’s approach to the Montagnard issue appeared to aim at fulfilling internal CPP 
policy according to which Montagnard efforts to seek refugee status and asylum in 
Cambodia are “a trick by unfriendly circles, including the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees,” to sabotage relations between Cambodia and Vietnam. 
According to the CPP policy, this “trick” is something that Cambodia and Vietnam must 
therefore cooperate to “prevent and smash,” especially as the purported sabotage 
includes plots to “wreck the Vietnamese revolution.” In practical terms, the policy requires 
the two governments’ security forces working together to stop Montagnards from crossing 
into Cambodia, and those of Cambodia to ensure those who manage to do so to either be 
sent to a third country or be arrested and returned to Vietnam.820 
 
The number of Montagnard asylum seekers remaining in Cambodia during the second half 
of 2015 was reportedly more than 200.821 From October 2015, some began returning to 
Vietnam escorted by Cambodian government and UNCHR officials, while those remaining 
complained of poor living conditions in Cambodia.822   
 
On January 20, 2016, the government announced that the 13 recognized as refugees would 
be forcibly resettled to a third country, while promising it would work “on assessing, 
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evaluating, and interviewing” 171 other Montagnards.823 A spokesperson for the UNHCR, 
which is mandated to assist the government in such work, described the announcement as 
a government agreement “to resume registration and processing for the existing group of 
Montagnard asylum-seekers while UNHCR agreed to continue seeking appropriate 
solutions for these individuals,” saying “these solutions could involve voluntary 
repatriation or resettlement to a third country,” a formulation that opposed refoulement 
but also omitted mention of any possibility of resettlement in Cambodia itself.824 However, 
in early February 2016, a Ministry of Interior spokesperson declared that most of the 
asylum seekers would be deported, while Sok Phal said that processing of asylum claims 
had not yet begun.825  
 
The 13 recognized refugees left Cambodia on May 27, at which time UNHCR said the 171 were 
finally undergoing “registration and refugee status determination by the government’s 
Refugee Department.”826 However, in early June 2016, 30 Montagnards had reportedly 
returned to Vietnam “voluntarily.” On June 8, 2016, the government arranged for a group of 
Vietnamese police and other officials to accompany its own officials to visit some asylum 
seekers in Phnom Penh to persuade them to return home, contrary to international 
standards according to which asylum seekers should not have to meet authorities of a 
country from which they have fled.827 In mid-July 2016, another 16 returned to Vietnam, under 
UNHCR supervision. Sok Phal hailed their departure, but did not reveal the status of 
government processing of the other Montagnards, who remained at risk of refoulement. 828 
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In late March 2017, almost 50 Montagnard asylum-seekers fled Cambodia for Thailand 
after being told that their claims for refugee status had been denied. Many of them and 
others still reportedly rejected by Sok Phal’s Immigration authorities had what an 
authoritative NGO official characterized as “strong cases” to receive such recognition. An 
immigration official told the media that since the government had given this status in 2015 
to 123 Jarai from Vietnam, only three more had been accorded recognition. As of early April 
2017, 96 Montagnards remained in de facto strict house arrest in Phnom Penh. They faced 
an increasingly imminent prospect of refoulement to Vietnam as “persons who do not have 
the right to live in Cambodia,” although for some the possibility of appeal of the initial 
Immigration judgment remained.829 Sok Phal meanwhile ordered immigration police to 
further strengthen border controls by returning to their countries of birth all persons 
entering Cambodia illegally, meaning those without the proper paperwork allowing them to 
come into the country, a position seeming to bar entry to and promise summary 
refoulement of asylum-seekers.830 
 
By early October 2017, only 20 of the Montagnards who had come to Cambodia seeking 
asylum since late 2014 had been granted refugee status, even though many more were 
deemed by UNHCR and non-governmental organization refugee experts as qualified for it.  
These included 23 who remained in Cambodia whom Sok Phal declared must be returned 
to Vietnam, where he said they would face “no problem,” although he conceded they 
might end up in jail.831  
 
On the domestic political front, Sok Phal meanwhile became part of an escalation of 
government suppression of the opposition during the second half of 2015, which 
culminated with issuance of an arrest warrant on November 13, 2015 for Sam Rainsy, who 
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was already outside the country at the time. The warrant authorized enforcement of a 
prison sentence originally pronounced against Rainsy on April 25, 2011, when he was 
sentenced to jail time on a politically motivated charge of incitement to discrimination.832  
On November 15, 2015, Sok Phal was named to a Ministry of Interior committee tasked with 
arresting Sam Rainsy whenever it becomes possible to do so.833   
 
Sok Phal has come out full-square behind the extirpation of CNRP from Cambodia’s 
political life. Upon Kem Sokha’s arrest on September 3, 2017, Sok Phal and all Immigration 
Police condemned the CNRP leader’s “traitorous conduct” and hailed his detention for 
prosecution.834 On October 19, Sok Phal convened a meeting of senior and other 
Immigration Police officers at which he denounced the “color revolution schemes … 
formulated by opposition party groups” on “the instructions and orders of Great Power 
America.” Sok Phal instructed his subordinates to report any such activities observed in 
the course of their work.835 Two days later, he issued a statement as “the representative of 
Immigration Police forces” denouncing Sam Rainsy as a traitor in league with Kem Sokha 
and other “power-mad” traitors who “care nothing at all about the national interest.” He 
affirmed support for actions already taken against them and that the Immigration Police 
were standing by to “smash and destroy” them.836 Speaking on November 16, 2017 as 
head of the Immigration Police and in the name of all its officers, Sok Phal stated full 
support for the Supreme Court judgment dissolving the CNRP on account of its 
unforgivable involvement in “treason” and for Hun Sen’s call for further pre-emptive 
measures against color revolution plots and politicians “serving foreign interests.”837 
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XI. Gen. Mok Chito, Deputy Supreme Commissioner of 

National Police 

 
Mok Chito, whose official birthdate is December 7, 1962, was reportedly a section chief of 
one of the Ministry of Interior’s defense of political security directorates in the PRK and SOC 
periods.838 Following the Paris Agreements, Mok Chito reportedly worked for the new 
ministry’s Anti-Terrorism Directorate, formerly the Ministry of Interior’s Defense of Political 
Security Directorate 1.839 He played a key role in the “A-Teams,” helping to lead them in the 
Phnom Penh area in particular.840 Numerous former police officials allege that Mok Chito has 
been involved in many political and other killings, kidnappings, torture and other abuses.841 
 

Mok Chito after UNTAC, 1993-2012 
After the May 1993 elections and the formation of a FUNCINPEC-CPP coalition, Mok Chito 
became chairman of the Criminal Police Bureau of the Phnom Penh Municipality Police 
Commissariat. In this capacity, he vowed to take “strong measures” against alleged 
“subversives” in the capital, relying both on uniformed and undercover police officers to 
conduct operations.842 This was a period of ongoing political assassinations, notably of 
journalist critics of the government, actions that he allegedly helped oversee and cover up, 
either by simply obstructing investigations or by orchestrating the murder of assassins 
whom he feared might implicate him and others in such crimes.843 This was also a period 
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rife with kidnappings for ransom of members of an emerging business elite, especially 
ethnic Chinese.844 Numerous current and former police officials alleged that instead of 
generally suppressing such crimes, Mok Chito organized and profited greatly from some 
of them.845   
 
In early 1997, Mok Chito blocked efforts by the opposition Khmer National Party (KNP), led 
by former FUNCINPEC minister Sam Rainsy, to lend public support to garment factory 
worker protests for better pay and conditions.846 He was present at the scene of the March 
30, 1997 grenade attack against Sam Rainsy. He refused to cooperate with a US FBI 
investigation into the incident.847 
 
With official complaints from the public and within the police ranks related to his alleged 
behavior mounting, Mok Chito became so notorious that he was assigned to the Phnom 
Penh police Bureau for Administration of Foreigners, then suspended from this post in 
December 1998.848 However, he was soon reinstated as head of Phnom Penh’s municipal 
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criminal police.849 New allegations, including further legal depositions, of his covert 
involvement in committing or covering up political assassinations and kidnappings for 
profit ensued.850 He was nevertheless promoted, becoming chairman of the national-level 
Justice (Judicial Police) Central Directorate under the Supreme Commissioner of National 
Police at the Ministry of Interior. In this post, Mok Chito had direct control over a small 
number of elite national-level judicial police, having the whole of Cambodia within its 
jurisdiction, including most notably the Directorate of Criminal Police.851   
 
As head of the Justice (Judicial Police) Central Directorate, Mok Chito publicly presided 
over the politically motivated arrests of high-profile human rights activists, such as those 
of then Cambodian Center for Human Rights President Kem Sokha and Community Legal 
Education Center Director Yeng Virak in 2006.852 This was part of a larger pattern of 
harassment and intimidation of such activists, who were typically threatened with 
prosecution on trumped-up charges before being released. He also became involved in a 
similar pattern of persecution of a growing number of land and housing rights activists.853  
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851 For a reference to this distinction between national-level and sub-national-level judicial police, see “The Royal 
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2015, 
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example, “Central Directorate for Judicial Police, Supreme Commissariat of National Police, Ministry of Interior, Rabaykar, 
November 30, 2009 (document in Human Rights Watch possession). 
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Meanwhile, renewed allegations surfaced of his involvement in kidnappings and murders 
dating back to the 1990s.854 
 
In April 2012, Hun Sen appointed Mok Chito chairman of a special committee to oversee an 
investigating into the shooting death of prominent environmental activist Chhut Wutthy in 
Koh Kong province, killed while investigating illegal business dealings involving the 
gendarmerie. In May, the committee visited the province and produced an implausible 
account of how Chhut Wutthy had died, leading to the conviction of an apparent scapegoat 
for the murder, who was then released after serving a truncated sentence. The 
investigation and trial, which Mok Chito attended, appeared designed to shield those truly 
responsible for Chhut Wutthy’s death from prosecution.855 
 

Mok Chito in the National Elections of July 2013, Post-Election Repression, 
and Since 
Like other senior Cambodian military, gendarme and police officials, Mok Chito openly 
supported Hun Sen’s ruling CPP in its campaign for the National Assembly elections held 
on July 28, 2013. Mok Chito was chairman of a CPP work team assigned to campaign for the 
CPP in Kien Svay district of Kandal province and dispatched police officers under his 
authority to conduct CPP campaign activities there.856 
 
Cambodia became engulfed in an intensified human rights crisis after the 2013 elections.  
Attempts by government security forces to prevent or suppress these initially peaceful 
assemblies precipitated violence on several occasions during September-December 2013. 
On multiple occasions, police and other security units used excessive and unnecessary 
lethal force, killing two people and injuring many others. The police and other security 
forces also arbitrarily arrested several people who were later convicted of crimes against 

                                                           
854 Victim complaints filed to the Phnom Penh and Ministry of Interior Judicial Police, dated June 6, 2008; March 3, 2009 
(documents in Human Rights Watch possession; names of plaintiffs withheld). 
855 Human Rights Watch, “Tell Them I Want to Kill Them,” pp.58-63. 
856 “The Work Team of the Committee to Strengthen the Grassroots in KoKir Commune Graciously Goes Down to Chat with the 
People in Their Homes” (  :     ), June 
1, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/65163-2013-06-01-07-02-14.html (accessed June 2, 2013); General 
Commissariat of National Police, http://www.police.gov.kh/?p=12964 (accessed July 20, 2013). 
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the security forces and property, despite a lack of credible evidence against them.  
Nevertheless, the scale of the CNRP demonstrations and worker strikes continued to 
grow.857 When CNRP Vice-President Kem Sokha received a death threat, Mok Chito declared 
this a matter of no police concern.858 
 
On December 24, 2013, Mok Chito became acting Phnom Penh Municipality Police 
Commissioner for 12 days, in the absence of regular municipal police chief Chuon Sovan, 
who was out of the country.859 At the same time, he joined the Phnom Penh Unified 
Command Committee, the body responsible for security force operations in the capital, 
including those of the police and gendarmerie.860 On December 26, he blamed CNRP for 
inciting strikes and asserted this was part of an illegal attempt “to topple the government,” 
an allegation for which no evidence has ever emerged.861 On December 31, 2013, he 
warned that the police would take action if workers caused “chaos in the city.”862 He then 
assumed overall operational control of the Phnom Penh Unified Command Committee as 
its acting chairman.   
 
On the morning of January 2, 2014, as workers gathered to demonstrate in front of the 
many garment factories on the outskirts of Phnom Penh, Mok Chito deployed security force 
units to break them up. Overnight on January 2-3, it sent hundreds of municipal and 
district police and gendarmes to clear workers protesting by blocking roads in the Veng 

                                                           
857 “Human Rights Watch Concerns and Recommendations on Cambodia Submitted to the UN Human Rights Committee in 
advance of its Pre-Sessional Review of Cambodia,” Human Rights Watch memorandum, February 19, 2015, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2015/03/04/human-rights-watch-concerns-and-recommendations-cambodia-submitted-un-
human-rights-c. 
858 “CNRP Mulls Filing Complaint Over Death Threat,” Cambodia Daily, December 6, 2013, 
http://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/cnrp-mulls-filing-complaint-over-death-threat-48729/ (accessed December 6, 2013). 
859 Mr. Mok Chito Ascends to Being Acting Commissioner of the Capital Police in Place of Mr. Chuon Sovan for 12 Days” (lok 
mok chito laoeng chea snangkar sdey-ti nokorbal reachatheany chumnuos lok chuon Ssvan 12 Ttngay), December 24, 2013, 
http://kohsantepheapdaily.com.kh/article/86707.html (accessed December 25, 2013). 
860 “Cambodia: Party Extends Control of Security Forces,” Human Rights Watch news release, February 4, 2015, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2015/02/04/cambodia-party-extends-control-security-forces. 
861 “Factories Advised to Close as Wage Strikes Swell,” Cambodia Daily, December 27, 2013, 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/factories-advised-to-close-as-wage-strikes-swell-49703/ (accessed December 
27, 2013). 
862 “Amid Strikes, Minister Raises Minimum Wage to $100,” Cambodia Daily, January 1, 2014, 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/amid-strikes-minister-raises-minimum-wage-to-100-49798/ (accessed January 1, 
2014).  
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Sreng industrial suburb of Phnom Penh.863 Violent clashes broke out, with some workers 
throwing rocks, sticks and petrol bombs and attacking property, while security forces, some 
of whom were injured, fired tear gas, smoke grenades, and, occasionally, live 
ammunition. They also beat many people, including three young men whom they arrested 
and who were eventually tried. On the morning of January 3, a large force of gendarmes 
launched an operation to seize control of the Veng Sreng area, some of whom fired their 
assault rifles indiscriminately, killing five people and arresting 10 others. The area was then 
occupied by army troops. One of the other victims of the gendarme beatings later died of his 
injuries. The 13 people arrested were later tried and convicted of being responsible for the 
violence, even though no credible evidence was adduced against them.864 
 
Since then, Mok Chito has been promoted both within the police and CPP ranks. In 
December 2014, Hun Sen named him a deputy supreme commissioner of national police, 
at which time he gave up his previous position as the head of the Justice (Judicial Police) 
Central Directorate.865 In February 2015, he joined the CPP Central Committee, and in 
November 2015 the prime minister appointed him Secretary-General of the National 
Authority for Combating Drugs, a post he holds concurrently with his place as police 
deputy supreme commissioner.866 Like Sok Phal, Mok Chito was named to a Ministry of 

                                                           
863 According to the testimony of police and gendarme officers who appeared at April 25-May 23, 2014 hearings in the trial of 
people arrested during the Veng Sreng events. 
864 “Human Rights Watch Concerns and Recommendations on Cambodia Submitted to the UN Human Rights Committee in 
Advance of its Pre-Sessional Review of Cambodia,” Human Rights Watch memorandum, February 19, 2015, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2015/03/04/human-rights-watch-concerns-and-recommendations-cambodia-submitted-un-
human-rights-c. 
865 “The Royal Government Promotes Mr. Mok Chito and Mr. Heum Yan and Gives an Additional Post to Mr. Touch Narot” 
(reacharoathaphibal tamlaoeng muk-tamneng lok mok chito, lok heum yan neung banthem tuo-neaty Lok Touch Narot) , 
December 26, 2014, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/101748-2014-12-26-03-23-03.html (accessed 
December 26, 2014). 
866 “Cambodia: Party Extends Control of Security Forces,” Human Rights Watch news release, February 4, 2015, 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2015/02/04/cambodia-party-extends-control-security-forces; “Appointment of Mr. Mok Chito as 
Secretary-General of the National Authority for Combating Drugs” (    

), November 17, 2015, http://kampucheathmey.com/kpt/?p=105531 (accessed November 17, 2015). 

 



  

CAMBODIA’S DIRTY DOZEN 186 

Interior committee tasked with arresting Sam Rainsy whenever it became possible to do 
so.867 In October 2017, he was made a full police general.868 
 
Meanwhile, Mok Chito has continued to conduct so-called grassroots strengthening on behalf 
of CPP and in support of Hun Sen remaining Cambodia’s prime minister.869 In late 2016, Mok 
Chito and a subordinate went to Takeo province on a visit during which the latter, speaking as 
Mok Chito’s representative, praised Hun Sen’s performance as prime minister.870 
 
On the day of Kem Sokha’s arrest in September 2017, Mok Chito’s anti-drugs authority 
expressed complete support for the arrest of Kem Sokha for having colluded with 
foreigners to carry out a traitorous color revolution and conduct espionage, thus having 
adversely affected national security in an unforgivable manner.871 
 
  

                                                           
867 “Royal Government Decides to Create a Committee to Implement Arrest Warrant for Sam Rainsy” (  

     ), November 16, 2015, http://www.dap-
news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/102630-2015-11-16-02-29-44.html (accessed November 16, 2015). 
868 Khy Sovuthy, “Uniformed officials get higher ranks,” Khmer Times, October 9, 2017. 
869 “Mr. Mok Chito Chats with Civil Servants and Retirees in Kien Svay District” (    

  ), April 13, 2015, 
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  ), November 14, 2016, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/39342-2016-11-14-04-19-06.html (accessed November 14, 2016). 
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XII. Gen. Chuon Sovan, National Police Deputy Supreme 

Commissioner, Phnom Penh Police Commissioner 

 

Chuon Sovan in Kandal Province, 1979-2010 
Chuon Sovan’s official birthdate is July 14, 1958.872 During the SOC period, he was a 
military cadre in Kandal province, working under Kun Kim. He has remained personally 
close to Kun Kim since then.873 After the creation of the GRK in 1993, Chuon Sovan became 
commander of the Kandal province gendarmes, in which post he remained through around 
2010.874 An active member of the CPP, he also became a personal favorite of Hun Sen, with 
whom he often met socially at the prime minister’s Tuol Krasang residence and 
headquarters outside the provincial chief town of Ta Khmao.875 By early 1997, he was 
concurrently a personal bodyguard with an officer’s rank for Hun Sen, who decorated him 
for his services.876 
 
A month after Hun Sen’s July 1997 coup against his former government coalition partner, 
FUNCINPEC, Chuon Sovan was formally appointed an advisor to Kun Kim, who had been 
Hun Sen’s key tactical commander for the putsch.877 
 
While Chuon Sovan commanded the Kandal province gendarmes, they were implicated in a 
wide range of human rights violations, including assaults and death threats; intimidation 
of opposition political activists; and violent land-grabbing during which they allegedly 
unlawfully shot villagers in conflict with a business closely associated with Kun Kim.878  

                                                           
872 2017 provisional voter registration roll, document 05-194-386. 
873 Interview with former Kandal province police officer, July 7, 2014. 
874 RGC, “Chronology of the Royal Gendarmerie;” RGC, Sub-Decree 11 ANKr, March 8, 1994; Interview with former Kandal 
province police officer, July 7, 2014; Khmer Royal Gendarmerie, “Telephone Number”; Interview with Cambodian human 
rights NGO staffers, October 30-31, 2014. 
875 Interview with former Kandal province police officer, July 7, 2014. 
876 RGC, Decision 09 SSR, January 10, 1997. 
877 RGC, Sub-Decree 154 ANKrTT, August 6, 1997. 
878 Anonymous, “The Son Of A Four-Star-General Said Corruption Occurs At Present From Top To Bottom,” post to “The 
Mirror” http://cambodiamirror.wordpress.com/2010/01/05/the-son-of-a-four-star-general-said-corruption-occurs-at-
present-from-top-to-bottom-monday-4-1-2010/. 
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Chuon Sovan as Deputy Supreme Commissioner of National Police and 
Phnom Penh Police Commissioner 
By 2011, Chuon Sovan had been promoted and transferred to Phnom Penh, where he was a 
deputy Supreme Commissioner of National Police, with at least some responsibilities over 
municipal police personnel.879 This was part of the process by which Hun Sen consolidated 
his and the CPP’s hold on the security forces at the national and Phnom Penh levels, 
including by his 2008 installation of Neth Savoeun as Supreme Commissioner of National 
Police and 2009 installation of Kun Kim as Chairperson of the Mixed General Staff of the 
Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF).880  
 
On October 3, 2012, Chuon Sovan assumed the concurrent post of Commissioner of Phnom 
Penh Municipal Police, replacing Touch Naroth.881 It soon became apparent that Chuon 
Sovan was more willing than Touch Naroth to employ force, including lethal force, to 
suppress political and social opposition, including via application of a 2009 Law on 
Peaceful Demonstrations containing provisions to restrict public assemblies. After his 
appointment, Chuon Sovan implemented such restrictions by using the police to prevent 
or break up gatherings that the authorities arbitrarily deemed to threaten “security, safety 
and public order,” particularly if protests were scheduled for outside government-
designated “democracy plazas” or “freedom parks,” for which the 2009 law provides.882  
Against this legal backdrop, Chuon Sovan argued that preemptive crime prevention was 
preferable to ex-post facto suppression, the ideal being to prevent all assemblies deemed 

                                                           
879        , CamNews, March 24, 2011, 
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Tapped as Police Chief,” VOA, Khmer, November 11, 2008, http://khmerization.blogspot.com/2008/11/gen-neth-savoeun-
hun-sens-nephew-in-law.html (accessed May 13, 2014); RGC, Royal Decree NS/RPhT/0109/069, January 22, 2009. 
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  ), October 3, 2012, 
http://www.cen.com.kh/localnews/details_more/19?token=MDQxY2U4OWMwMTI4ZTM2YzM0MGQ2YjIwZjdlYmMx 
(accessed October 3, 2012). 
882 Interview with Cambodian security force officer, August 12, 2015; Human Rights Watch, “Human Rights Watch 
Submission for the Review of Cambodia by the Human Rights Committee,” June 6, 2014.  
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likely to lead to disruption of social order, such as strikes.883 In so doing, he exercised his 
authority as Phnom Penh police chief to deploy subordinate district and other police units, 
including commune-level administrative police, both of which were routinely assisted in 
their operations by grassroots public order and security para-police.884   
 
In line with the “mixed forces” concept dating back to the PRK period, Chuon Sovan 
coordinated municipal police operations with those of the GRK. From the beginning, he 
associated himself closely with his former boss, National Gendarmerie Commander Sao 
Sokha.885 He did the same later with his ex-military colleague from Kandal province, Rat 
Sreang, who had been a subordinate of Chuon Sovan in the Kandal province gendarmes, 
then commander of the Banteay Meanchey province gendarmes before becoming Phnom 
Penh Gendarmerie Commander on September 23, 2013.886 He also at times coordinated 
police activities with those of troops of Hun Sen’s Bodyguard Unit in carrying out “security 
and order” tasks.887  

                                                           
883 “Building Lodging the Rokat Commune, Phnum Kravanh District, Posat Province CPP Inaugurated for Official Use” 
(        ), May 4, 
2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/63395-2013-05-04-07-27-55.html (accessed May 4, 2013). 
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(     ), November 18, 2012, 
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(      ), November 12, 2012, http://www.dap-
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Chuon Sovan’s appointment as Phnom Penh police commander came as the Cambodian 
government was preparing to host the summit of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and related meetings, including with leaders of major non-ASEAN powers, US 
President Barack Obama among them, which took place from November 15 to 20, 2012.888 
The government heightened security measures before and during these events, including by 
intensifying restrictions on freedom of assembly, something in which Chuon Sovan played a 
key role. On November 7, 2012, he deployed municipal police in riot gear to drive urban land 
rights protesters away from a vigil they had set up in front of the US Embassy.889 
 
On November 12, 2012, Chuon Sovan convened a meeting of municipal and subordinate 
district and other police units to make final arrangements for the summit.890 He declared 
his intention to continue to suppress all demonstrations and assemblies that had not 
received advance authorization from the municipality and the Ministry of Interior.891 On 
November 13, his police, operating in concert with gendarmes, intervened to prevent one 
such gathering by hundreds of activists from Cambodia and Southeast Asian countries to 
promote human rights in conjunction with ASEAN summit.892   
 
Phnom Penh police suppression of peaceful demonstrations and association continued 
after the summit. On November 26, 2012, center-level intervention and district police, 
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operating in concert with gendarmes, used excessive force to break up a protest by some 
workers after their factory’s dismissal of two union members.893 Explaining such actions, 
Chuon Sovan stated that although in principle striking workers had the right to 
demonstrate, in practice he had instructed his police to suppress any gathering deemed 
not to be in line with “the rule of law.” On December 3, 2012, they clashed with hundreds 
of garment workers striking to demand the rehiring of two union leaders sacked from their 
factory jobs.894 On international Human Rights Day (December 10), they blocked a march by 
people marking the occasion, and one NGO worker was briefly detained simply for taking a 
photograph of Chuon Sovan.895  
 
On March 13, 2013, Daun Penh district police, operating alongside gendarmes, 
participated in the violent break-up of a demonstration by housing and land rights activists 
demanding the release of prominent human rights defender Yaom Bopha. Five 
demonstrators were seriously injured as a result of being beaten with batons or riot 
shields.896 On April 25, 2013, Daun Penh police, operating together with gendarmes, 
forcibly prevented land and housing rights activists from attempting to go to the CPP 
national headquarters compound in Phnom Penh to present a petition.897 On June 14, 2013, 
municipal police roughed up several women land and housing rights activists during a 
protest against the continued detention of human rights defender Yaom Bopha, causing at 
least four of the victims to faint.898 On June 18, 2013, they participated in a “mixed force” 
operation to break up a peaceful gathering of striking workers in central Phnom Penh. 
Chuon Sovan again justified such actions by declaring that the gathering lacked the 
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http://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/jail-sentence-for-anti-eviction-activist-upheld-31073/ (accessed June 16, 2013); Ibid. 
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authorities’ permission.899 He similarly defended the need for a police operation the next 
day to prevent anti-eviction protesters from presenting a petition to the Royal Palace, 
provoking a melee in which one petitioner was injured.900 
 

Chuon Sovan and the Elections of 2013 
The operations against civil society organizations and activists were carried out as national 
assembly elections scheduled for July 28, 2013 pitting the CPP against the opposition 
CNRP approached. During the campaign, Chuon Sovan was openly partisan in favor of the 
CPP and Hun Sen. He was vice chairperson of the party’s work team for Peam Reang district 
of Prey Veng province and chairperson of the CPP work team for Boeng Tumpun commune 
of Phnom Penh’s Meanchey district.901 He dispatched his police force subordinates to 
stump on his behalf for the CPP and Hun Sen.902 Conversely, in early June 2013, Chuon 
Sovan and his police facilitated a demonstration in Phnom Penh against CNRP Vice 
President Kem Sokha.903 
 

                                                           
899 “NagaWorld strike ends with force,” Phnom Penh Post, June 19, 2013, 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/2013061966368/National/nagaworld-strike-ends-with-force.html (accessed June 20, 
2013). 
900 “Activists, cops clash at palace,” Phnom Penh Post, June 19, 2013, 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/2013061966366/National/activists-cops-clash-at-palace.html (accessed June 20, 2013). 
901 “Mr. Chuon Sovan Graciously Participates in the Birthday and Water Pouring Ceremony for the Elderly in Peam Reang 
District” (          ), April 9, 2013, 
http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/61905-2013-04-09-07-35-33.html (accessed April 10, 2013); “Boeng 
Tumpun Opens a Public Stage to Listen to the Difficulties and Requests of the Citizenry” (   

:    ), April 29, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-
14-02-39-55/63060-2013-04-29-09-15-47.html (accessed April 30, 2013). 
902 “Posenchey District Police Forces Train to Increase Security and Order (with video)” (   

      ( )), August 15, 2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-
39-55/70246-2013-08-15-04-44-32.html (accessed August 16, 2013); “Mr. Born Sam-at Takes Gifts and Budget to Distribute 
to the Citizenry in Prey Khla Village” (        ), May 18, 
2013, http://www.dap-news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/64305-2013-05-18-04-57-21.html (accessed May 18, 2013); “Mr. Net 
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Them” (       ), May 18, 2013, 
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During the election campaign, Hun Sen and CPP campaigners repeatedly warned that any 
opposition election win could result in a “war” initiated by the CPP to protect national 
interests.904 This would include maintaining Hun Sen as prime minister to avert a situation in 
which Cambodia was “turned upside down.”905 In this context, Chuon Sovan said a few days 
before the vote that the police were planning to deploy 5,500 men on and after July 28 to 
prevent any possible violence arising from opposition rejection of a CPP claim of victory.906   
 

Chuon Sovan, Suppression of Post-Election Unrest, 2013-2014, and Since 
Problems arising from CPP-orchestrated electoral fraud and irregularities plunged Cambodia 
into a human rights crisis.907 On election day, Chuon Sovan led a contingent of 100 police 
deployed to suppress rioting at a Phnom Penh polling station by people protesting what they 
said was electoral fraud at this voting location and during which two gendarme vehicles were 
torched.908 From August 2013, demonstrations began contesting the officially announced 
results, calling for investigations into their bases, for electoral reform, for new elections, and 
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news.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=30465:2013-07-06-10-01-56&catid=1:latest&Itemid=65 
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for Hun Sen to step down. From September, these were organized by the CNRP, which also 
decided to boycott attendance of the National Assembly.909 
 
On August 15, 2013, Chuon Sovan began implementing orders from “the upper echelon” to 
conduct training for municipal police and police from all districts of Phnom Penh in how to 
“defend public security and order.”910 The same day, he illegally ordered the temporary 
detention of a print shop owner and worker and two students in connection with the 
alleged printing and planned distribution of leaflets calling for non-violent political 
change.911 By August 23, the training was being extended to the commune administrative 
police who, like district police, were kitted out with riot gear thanks to increased post-
election budget outlays from the Ministry of Interior.912 Such financing also covered a 
distribution by Chuon Sovan of pistols to police officers.913 Deputy Phnom Penh police 
commissioner Chuon Narin, speaking as Chuon Sovan’s representative, declared the 
police “must absolutely defend the legal government and legal prime minister begotten by 
the election” results, that is, a CPP government led by Hun Sen.914 
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June 6, 2014.  
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On September 1, 2013, Chuon Sovan personally commanded a mass training session and 
operational exercise for more than 2,000 municipal and subordinate district police in full riot 
gear, who practiced deploying street barricades, using gas grenades and working with fire 
trucks operating water cannon. He spoke of “large-scale suppression” in order to “defend 
the nation, which is legitimately led by the CPP.”915 From early morning on September 15, 
2013, municipal, district and national police participated together with national, provincial, 
municipal and district gendarmes in an attempt to deter a large-scale CNRP gathering at 
Democracy Plaza that day and make impossible significant gatherings elsewhere in the 
capital. That afternoon, Chuon Sovan took direct command of a contingent of police 
deployed to prevent people from breaching street barricades installed to keep them from 
gathering to protest in locations other than Democracy Plaza. These police used water 
cannon and smoke or teargas grenades to keep would-be protesters at bay.916 
 
At the scene, Chuon Sovan explained that he was enforcing restrictions laid down by the 
municipality and blamed violence on the CNRP for failing to ensure these were respected 
and thus acting illegally.917 On the evening of September 15, after the CNRP gathering at 
Democracy Plaza itself went off without incident, police and other security forces’ ongoing 
attempts at near-total obstruction of freedom of movement in and around Phnom Penh 
provoked social unrest, which the security forces violently suppressed, including by use of 
excessive and lethal force that resulted in the shooting death of one person and serious 
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injuries to at least a dozen others. The fatal round came from a type of pistol carried by 
police as standard issue.918 
 
While Chuon Sovan was presiding over a new massive police exercise on October 21, 
2013, workers from a garment factory attempted to march on Hun Sen’s downtown 
residence to stage a protest asking for government intervention to bring about resolution 
in their favor of a number of disputes with their management. Hearing of this, Chuon 
Sovan ordered the police to deploy to “arrest these gang leaders.” Trucked to the scene, 
the police attempted to contain the demonstrating workers, beating both those who 
resisted and those trying to flee.919 
 
On November 12, 2013, Chuon Sovan personally took the lead in suppressing a follow-up 
protest by workers from this factory, himself giving the attack order for an operation using 
municipal and district police to break up a peaceful march by its workers and then to 
suppress social unrest that this precipitated in Phnom Penh’s Meanchey district.920 During 
this operation, indiscriminate police fire killed one bystander, and nine other people were 
wounded by unnecessary police use of firearms. The police shootings occurred after Chuon 
Sovan spurned attempts by human rights workers to defuse the situation.921    
 
After the government set a deadline of January 2, 2014 for an end to what it arbitrarily 
deemed illegal strike activities, municipal and subordinate district police were among 
those deployed to enforce the prohibition. However, Chuon Sovan happened to be out of 
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the country during the ensuring security force violence, which brought about the death of 
six people.922   
 
Chuon Sovan returned to Cambodia on or about January 4, 2014, the day Hun Sen’s 
government arbitrarily banned all demonstrations.923 From then until late July 2014, the 
authorities enforced this ban by deploying security forces, including municipal and 
subordinate district and commune police, without regard to genuine security concerns, 
sometimes to break up even the smallest and entirely peaceful gatherings with 
unnecessary force. During this period, police and other security forces also occupied 
Democracy Plaza, turning it into an armed camp.924 Chuon Sovan played a key role in 
such operations. 925  
 
On January 19-20, 2014, Phnom Penh municipal police arbitrarily held union leader Sok 
Chhun-oeung overnight after he was arrested during an attempted dispersal of a non-
violent gathering of civil society groups that called for the release of 23 people then held in 
pre-trial detention in connection with the events of January 2-3.926 On January 26, Chuon 
Sovan commanded a mixed force including gendarmes who injured at least eight people 
during the violent dispersal of people who had gathered near Democracy Plaza to demand 
increased wages for workers and release of the 23.927 On January 27, police operating 
together with municipal gendarmes attacked a march by media personality Mam Sonando 
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and around 1,000 supporters to demand government authorization for an expansion of his 
radio broadcast capabilities and granting of a television license, leaving at least eight 
protesters injured.928   
 
On February 14, 2014, police subordinate to Chuon Sovan expelled protesters from a 
building they had occupied in the Borei Keila area of Phnom Penh, injuring at least five 
people.929 On February 20, they dispersed a small gathering by youth activists attempting 
to mark World Social Justice Day near Democracy Plaza, injuring one person whom was 
also temporarily detained.930 On February 27, they obstructed distribution of strike leaflets 
by union activists, holding two of them temporarily in arbitrary detention.931 On March 3, 
they broke up a gathering of land and housing rights activists calling for the release of 21 
people then still held in pre-trial detention in connection with the events of January 2-3, 
injuring two gathering participants.932 
 
On March 6, 2014, Chuon Sovan led a further round of mass training of municipal and 
subordinate district police in exercises aimed at dealing with any further “unauthorized” 
CNRP demonstrations.933 Later in March, Chuon Sovan also oversaw the training of 
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specialized municipal and district intervention police.934 On July 15, 2014, municipal police 
and other police arrested four CNRP members of the national assembly elect and a CNRP 
youth leader whom they falsely accused of being responsible for violent clashes between 
protesters demanding the reopening of Democracy Plaza and para-police attempting to 
keep them away from the park’s perimeter.935 This was the beginning of a wave of arrests of 
other CNRP parliamentarians and activists, all of whom were falsely charged with 
“insurrection,” an allegation for which there is no credible evidence, but which Chuon 
Sovan endorsed at a July 30, 2014 review gathering of municipal police. 936 He attributed all 
violence that had occurred over the past year to alleged instigation by “CNRP, civil society 
and some unions,” thus implying they were to blame for all deaths and injuries that had 
taken place, whether among demonstrators, workers, protesters or the security forces 
themselves. He described police behavior throughout as “perfect” and distributed a gift 
from Hun Sen of the equivalent of US$25 to every police officer under his command.937 
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The CNRP national assembly members arrested in connection with the events of July 15, 
2014 were later granted temporary release but remain at risk of prosecution for their 
alleged role.938 On July 21, 2015, 11 CNRP activists arrested were wrongfully convicted of 
“insurrection” in connection with the events and were sentenced to prison terms ranging 
from 7 to 20 years, which they are currently serving.939 
 
Chuon Sovan was also named to a Ministry of Interior committee tasked with arresting Sam 
Rainsy whenever it becomes possible to do so.940 
 
On February 19, 2016, Chuon Sovan was elevated to the rank of full general, a promotion 
that domestic human rights monitors saw as a reward for his services to the CPP.941 In an 
annual report made public on March 30, 2016, his Phnom Penh Municipality police 
congratulated themselves that during 2015, they had “prevented political instability, the 
break-up of the internal unity, reduced violence, prevented mass social disasters and 
maintained safety.” It explained:  
 

The majority of [demonstrations and strikes] have been perpetuated by 
some politicians, civil society groups, federations and unions that oppose 
the government. [They] stoke incitement and attract activists and protesters 
to call on the government, ministries, institutions, and relevant local 
authority to solve their demands. We have paid attention to these strikes 
and demonstrations and resolved them through cooperation to protect 
security and safety and keep order.942  

 

                                                           
938 “CNRP elected district council member is twelfth party official to be arrested over Freedom Park violence,” LICADHO, flash 
news, September 29, 2014, http://www.licadho-cambodia.org/flashnews.php?perm=82 (accessed October 1, 2014). 
939 “Cambodia: Exonerate 11 Wrongly Convicted Activists,” Human Rights Watch news release, July 21, 2015, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/07/21/cambodia-exonerate-11-wrongly-convicted-activists. 
940 “Royal Government Decides to Create a Committee to Implement Arrest Warrant for Sam Rainsy” (  

     ), November 16, 2015, http://www.dap-
news.com/2011-06-14-02-39-55/102630-2015-11-16-02-29-44.html (accessed November 16, 2015). 
941 “CPP, police brass promoted,” Phnom Penh Post, February 22, 2016, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/cpp-
police-brass-promoted (accessed February 23, 2016). 
942 “City cops sing praises of protest crackdowns,” Phnom Penh Post, March 31, 2016, 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/city-cops-sing-praises-protest-crackdowns (accessed April 1, 2016).  
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In a speech to the Municpality Police the next day, Phnom Penh Governor Pa Socheatevong 
warned them that with elections coming, they must be ready to continue their suppressive 
operations against those who cause “political instability.”943 
 
On May 9, 2016, Chuon Sovan proclaimed the necessity for such operations when explaining 
the temporary detention for questioning that day of six human rights defenders and social 
activists. The defenders and activists had gathered peacefully to call for the release of five 
human rights defenders who had been detained since late April and held on politically 
motivated charges in connection with their activities aimed at opposing human rights 
violations.944 Chuon Sovan stated that any “protest, march, or concentration of people” 
without the prior authorization of the government that could in the view of the police 
“adversely affect political security, order, or stability” would as a matter of course be 
“broken up, dispersed, and prohibited from proceeding,” and “representatives” of such 
gatherings would be taken into police custody for questioning and until they agreed to cease 
and desist from staging them.945 A series of actions along these lines over the next several 
months had the desired effect of deterring exercise of the right to peaceful assembly.946 
 
On the political front, Chuon Sovan participated as Chairperson of the Veterans’ 
Association of Phnom Penh in a late 2016 meeting of this de facto CPP auxiliary force led 
by his political patron Kun Kim, at which the latter praised Hun Sen and stressed the role 
of veterans in liaising with local active duty security officials.947 

                                                           
943 “Sabres rattled at police meet,”  Phnom Penh Post, April 1, 2016, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/sabres-
rattled-police-meet (accessed April 2, 2016). 
944 “Cambodia: Cease Campaign to Curtail Rights Monitoring, Politically-Motivated Prosecutions Threaten all Human Rights 
Work,” Human Rights Watch news release, May 3, 2016, https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/05/03/cambodia-cease-
campaign-curtail-rights-monitoring. 
945 “General Chuon Sovan: Six Land Activists and Civil Society Officials Are Under Question, If Upon Questioning They Have 
Committed No Offense and They Make Promises, They Can Go Home” (   :  

 ,  ), May 9, 2016, 
http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/23779-2016-05-09-04-50-11.html (accessed May 9, 2016). 
946 “General Chuon Sovan: Many Police Forces Are Increasing Their Training in Order to Maintain Social Security and Order” 
(   :   

), June 14, 2016, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/26453-2016-06-14-03-31-38.html 
(accessed June 14, 2016); “‘Black Monday’ Activists Suspend Campaign,” Cambodia Daily, August 2, 2016, 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/black-monday-activists-suspend-campaign-116155/ (accessed August 3, 2016). 
947 “Messrs Kep Chutima, Mam Bunheng, and Pa Socheatevong Provide a 73 Million Riel Budget to Resolve Veterans’ 
Problems” (   ,         
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In the run-up to and during the on-going process of liquidation of the CNRP on the false 
pretext that it was promoting a color revolution, Chuon Sovan has offered his full support. 
On August 7-8, 2017, he presided over automatic weapons live-fire exercises by the 
militarized intervention police set up in August 2015 for special operations against those 
“of an opposition tendency.”948 It was clear that the training was for dealing with 
demonstrations.949 On October 21, 2017, Chuon Sovan issued a statement in his name and 
that of all Phnom Penh police condemning Sam Rainsy, Kem Sokha and other “power-
mad” traitors against whom action had already been taken. He added, “I would like to 
make it clear that all police forces” at the municipal district levels in Phnom Penh “have 
already prepared themselves in advance in order to eliminate any and all groups wanting 
creating disorder because they want society to be in turmoil,” explaining that the police 
were “merely standing by for orders from their superiors, at which time the police force will 
be ready to conduct operations to defend public security and order.”950   
 
Speaking on November 16, 2017 as Phnom Penh Police Commissioner and in the name of 
all the municipality’s personnel, Chuon Sovan affirmed full support for the Supreme Court 
judgment dissolving the CNRP on account of its unforgivable involvement in “treason” and 
for Hun Sen’s call for further pre-emptive measures against color revolution plots and 
politicians “serving foreign interests.”951 
 
  

                                                           
), December 22, 2016, http://www.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/42370-2016-

12-22-00-31-18.html (accessed December 22, 2016). 
948     

,  ; “The National Police Supreme Commissariat Will Expel Any Police Forces 
Who Have Not Regularly Participated in Training” (  

), October 15, 2015, 
http://kampucheathmey.com/kpt/?p=88126 (accessed October 15, 2015); “National Police Force Learn Tactics From 911 
Brigade,” Cambodia Daily, October 16, 2015, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/national-police-force-learn-tactics-
from-911-brigade-97355/ (accessed October 17, 2015). 
949 Crowd-control unit releases video footage of live-fire shooting exercise, August 8, 2017. 
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XIII. UN Recognition of the Importance of  

Security Sector Reform 

 

Failed Promises  
The structural problems with Cambodia’s security sector have antecedents dating back to 
the period after independence from France in 1953, including organization of the security 
forces under the Khmer Rouge regime and the PRK and SOC governments. These problems 
were supposed to be addressed and substantially reduced by measures included in the 
1991 Paris Peace Agreements and by deployment of UN peacekeeping forces during UNTAC 
administration of the country from March 1992 to September 1993.  
 
That Cambodia’s security forces continue to be dominated by the abusive figures 
chronicled in this report is in significant part a legacy of the failure of the international 
community to respond more fully and resolutely to the Hun Sen government’s use of 
partisan and personalized state security forces to determine the country’s political 
trajectory. The UN and the 18 states that, together with Cambodia, signed the Paris Peace 
Agreements on October 23, 1991, mandated UNTAC to oversee an end to Cambodia’s civil 
war and act to ensure a neutral political environment for free and fair elections to set the 
country on a path to a democratic future. This included provisions for an UNTAC-supervised 
regroupment and cantonment of all competing Cambodian military forces followed by a 
mandatory 70 percent demobilization of troop strength, with a possible demobilization of 
residual forces, or otherwise their post-election control by a democratically elected 
government. It also included provisions for UNTAC “direct control” over national defense 
and public security functions of the competing Cambodian political administrations, 
specifically for the purpose of ensuring a “neutral political environment.”952 
 
After the accords were signed, however, UNTAC, the UN Secretary-General, the 18 
signatories, and other UN member states did not prevent Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge from 
reneging on its military commitments or respond effectively when Hun Sen’s State of 
Cambodia also abandoned its commitments. They failed to overcome resistance by the 

                                                           
952 “Framework for a Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict”, October 23, 1991, 
http://www.cambodia.org/facts/?page=1991+Paris+Peace+Agreements#annex_2 (accessed November 12, 2014). 
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CPP to imposition of direct UNTAC control over matters related to national defense and 
public security. When the CPP lost the 1993 election, Hun Sen and the party threatened the 
secession of seven border provinces with Vietnam and to attack UNTAC forces. UNTAC and 
the international community blinked, ensuring the election results were overturned and 
Hun Sen was able to retain the position of co-prime minister. He and the CPP retained 
control over the country’s security forces, paving the way for the 1997 coup that ended 
dual-party governance and for fundamentally flawed elections in 1998 that left Hun Sen in 
full control of the government. 
 
Importantly, the Paris Agreements contained no provisions for furthering security sector 
reform once UNTAC’s mandate was terminated, a major defect. Nevertheless, the 
Agreements committed Cambodia during the UNTAC period and in the future: 
 

• To ensure respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
in Cambodia. 

• To support the right of all Cambodian citizens to undertake activities that would 
promote and protect human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

 
The agreements committed the other signatories similarly “to promote and encourage 
respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms in Cambodia as 
embodied in the relevant international instruments in order, in particular, to prevent the 
recurrence of human rights abuses.”953  

 
More recently, the UN Security Council and UN Secretary-General have recognized the 
importance of security sector reform to the proper exercise of state power more generally 
and embraced standards of direct relevance to conditions in Cambodia today and to 
remedying the pervasive security sector abuses detailed in this report. 
 

UN Security Sector Reform Standards  
The UN has recognized that overcoming security sector shortcomings, like those identified 
in Cambodia, is critical for reducing and preventing human rights violations. In February 
2007, the UN Security Council, under the then-presidency of the Slovak Republic, held its 

                                                           
953 Ibid. 
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first-ever debate on security sector reform. The Slovak Republic concept paper for the 
debate declared that the “overarching objective” of security sector reform must be “to 
ensure that the security institutions,” the core ones being the “armed forces, police, 
gendarmeries, paramilitary forces, presidential guards, intelligence and security services, 
coastguards, border guards, customs authorities and reserve and local security units” – 
perform their statutory functions consistently “with democratic norms and principles of 
good governance and the rule of law.” The paper stressed that security sector reform be 
“inextricably linked with other stabilization and reconstruction priorities such as 
transitional justice, rule of law and human rights.” It stressed that security sector reform 
was not amenable to any “quick-fix solution,” because experience showed that “short-
term targets lead to dysfunctional and unsustainable outcomes.” Instead, reform must be 
“a long-term endeavour.” It called on the UN to take advantage of its legitimacy and 
experience to promote “comprehensive, coherent and coordinated international support” 
to reform. Otherwise, unreformed security sectors would remain in place as a “decisive 
obstacle to peace, stability, poverty reduction, sustainable development, rule of law, good 
governance and the respect for human rights.”954 
 
The Security Council debate resulted in a UN Secretary-General report on the role of the UN in 
supporting security sector reform distributed in January 2008. It defined security sector 
reform as a process in which the goal is “the enhancement of effective and accountable 
security for the State and its peoples without discrimination and with full respect for human 
rights and the rule of law.” It lamented that past lack of UN conflict resolution efforts 
effectively addressing security sector reform issues at their outset had sowed the seeds of 
future conflict, saying this resulted from having ignored the reality that the “effectiveness, 
accountability and democratic governance are mutually reinforcing elements of security” 
requiring “impartiality and respect for human rights among security actors.”   
 
At the same time, the report suggested that such situations could be corrected even after 
the end of major UN operations by pursuing long-term security sector reform via an 
“inclusive process in which national and local authorities, parliaments and civil society … 
are actively engaged” to establish “sustainable peace and development on the basis of 

                                                           
954 United Nations Security Council, “Letter Dated 8 February 2007 from the Permanent Representative of Slovakia to the 
United Nations addressed to the Secretary-General” S/2007/72 (2007), February 9, 2007, 
https://unssr.unlb.org/Resources/UNDocuments/tabid/255/SMID/498/ItemId/80/Default.aspx (accessed June 20, 2015). 
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human rights.” In the report, the Secretary-General stressed that for the reform process to 
succeed, “the participation of non-State actors such as civil society organizations and the 
media is critical.” He also highlighted the importance of UN assistance in “the development 
of an international consensus on security sector reform principles and practice” based on 
international human rights law and standards and possibly authorized by a Security Council 
or General Assembly resolution. He noted such assistance could include “facilitation of 
national dialogue: supporting national and local authorities, security sector actors, civil 
society and other non-State actors with the goal of facilitating transparent and inclusive 
reform,” one aspect of which could be vetting of security force personnel.955 
 
A second Secretary-General’s report on security sector reform was circulated in August 
2013. It commented that recent events in diverse context were further demonstrating the 
need for reforms to mitigate “politicization” of the security forces as part of “political 
transition” in post-conflict situations in order for societies to emerge from “repressive 
rule” and to prevent the reversion to conflict, including by “addressing those deficits in the 
security sector” that may lead to or exacerbate conflict. At the same time, the report said, 
“effective monitoring of the security sector by democratic oversight mechanisms is also 
important to prevent human rights violations and to build trust in security institutions.” 
Against this background, he advised that UN support for security sector reform must 
promote processes and outcomes that “are inclusive and accountable, comply with human 
rights standards, and aim to enhance the social contract between the State and society 
and, ultimately, between the people and the security institutions empowered to protect 
them.” He praised UN efforts at strengthening civil society networks to monitor security 
force activities.   
 
Ultimately, the report stated, “the success or failure of security reform efforts depends on 
the political environment in which reform is carried out,” an environment that could be 
improved by the UN and member States concerned with a particular country situation 
“moving beyond a narrow partnership with formal authorities towards a whole-of-society 
approach with particular focus on engaging civil society” and “informed by the aspirations 
and needs of the population.” Specifically, he said, human rights monitoring was “crucial” 

                                                           
955 United Nations General Assembly/Security Council, “Security peace and development: the role of the United Nations in 
supporting security sector reform, Report of the Secretary-General” A/62/659-S/2008/39, January 23, 2008, 
https://unssr.unlb.org/Resources/UNDocuments/tabid/255/SMID/498/ItemId/120/Default.aspx (accessed June 20, 2015). 
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to “ensuring that security sector reform strategies guarantee the full respect for human 
rights by security sector institutions undergoing reform.” In this regard, he commended the 
use of “monitoring and evaluation frameworks, including indicators, benchmarks, targets 
and objectives” to “clearly assess the impact of security sector reform.” To make the 
outcome positive, he also commended the use of vetting of security force officials “to 
ensure the non-recurrence of serious human rights violations.”956 
 
Reflecting the Secretary-General’s reports, on April 28, 2014, the UN Security Council 
unanimously adopted Resolution 2151 stating that “reforming the security sector in post-
conflict environments is critical to the consolidation of peace and stability, promoting 
poverty reduction, rule of law and good governance, extending legitimate State authority, 
and preventing countries from relapsing into conflict” and that an “accountable security 
sector and accessible and impartial law-enforcement and justice sectors are equally 
necessary to laying the foundations for peace and sustainable development.” It also 
recognized that the political will of the national authorities is “critical for the progress of 
security sector reform,” meaning that “security sector reform needs to be in support of, 
and informed by, broader national political processes, inclusive of all segments of society, 
including the participation of civil society,” but also needs to be accompanied by 
processes “addressing impunity for violations and abuses for human rights” committed by 
security force personnel. It noted that the UN is “particularly well positioned to support 
and coordinate sector-wide reforms” based on these principles and encouraged Member 
States to support such reforms.957 
 
In another serious reflection on past shortcomings, a UN Secretary-General’s Internal 
Review Panel concluded in 2012 that there had previously been a “systematic failure” in 
meeting UN responsibilities to prevent and respond to serious violations of international 
human rights and humanitarian law and to protect people at risk. The Secretary-General 
therefore urged action to ensure that the UN meets its prevention responsibilities in all 
countries, which in turn led to the development of the UN’s “Human Rights Up Front” 

                                                           
956 United Nations General Assembly/Security Council, “Securing States and societies: strengthening the United Nations 
comprehensive support to security sector reform” (A/67/970-S/2013/480), August 13, 2013, 
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957 United Nations Security Council, Resolution 2151 (2014) (S/RES2151 (2014)), April 28, 2014, 
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action plan and initiative. These called on the UN system to stay attuned to human rights 
violations that can signal worse to come, to develop UN programmatic strategies to avert 
risks of serious violations and crises, and to engage proactively with country situations to 
generate political support for early and preventative action, including by raising concerns 
about risks of serious human rights violations with national authorities and other relevant 
parties.958 Among the latter are UN member states with whom the UN should engage to 
have them fulfill their own human rights responsibilities, and whose support the UN 
considers necessary for successful protection and prevention action.959 
 
In line with these UN policies and procedures, on June 8, 2016 then Secretary-General Ban 
Ki-moon telephoned Cambodia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, 
Prak Sokhonn. He expressed concern about the deteriorating human rights situation in 
Cambodia, specifically with regard to reports reaching him of “widespread intimidation, 
harassment and arrests of civil society actors, the media, staff and members of the National 
Election Commission, and members of the opposition,” and called on the government to 
“ensure full respect for human rights” in the country.960 Dovetailing with growing 
international concern about the sharply worsening human rights situation in Cambodia, this 
“rare”—as the media characterized it—highest-level UN demarche was immediately 
welcomed by Cambodian civil society groups, but rejected by the government.961 
 

                                                           
958 United Nations Development Group, “Human Rights Up Front: An Overview,” [n.d.], https://undg.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/09/Overview-of-Human-Rights-up-Front-2015-07-24.pdf (accessed June 20, 2015); United Nations 
Development Group, “Human Rights Up Front Initiative,” [n.d.], https://undg.org/home/guidance-policies/country-
programming-principles/human-rights/rights-up-front-initiative/ (accessed June 20, 2015). 
959 United Nations, “The Secretary-General: Renewing our commitment to the peoples and purposes of the United Nations,” 
November 21, 2013, https://undg.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/SGs-commitment-statement-Final-English.pdf 
(accessed June 20, 2015); United Nations, “The Deputy Secretary-General: Informal remarks at briefing of the General 
Assembly on Rights up Front, 17 December 2013,” https://undg.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/DSG-informal-remarks-at-
briefing-of-the-GA-on-Rights-up-Front.docx (accessed June 20, 2015). 
960 United Nations, “Readout of the Secretary-General’s phone call with H.E. Mr. Prak Sokhonn, Minister of Foreign Affairs 
and International Cooperation of the Kingdom of Cambodia,” June 8, 2016, 
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/readout/2016-06-08/readout-secretary-general%E2%80%99s-phone-call-he-mr-
prak-sokhonn-minister (accessed June 20, 2016). 
961 Global pressure on CPP builds, Phnom Penh Post, June 10, 2016, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/global-
pressure-cpp-builds (accessed June 11, 2016); “Ban Ki-moon Calls Foreign Minister With Concerns,” Cambodia Daily, June 10, 
2016), https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/ban-ki-moon-calls-foreign-minister-with-concerns-113920/ (accessed June 11, 
2016; “Foreign Minister Responds to Ban Ki-moon,”Cambodia Daily, June 13, 2016, 
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XIV. Recommendations 

 
For the past 25 years a plethora of resolutions and reports by the United Nations General 
Assembly, Commission on Human Rights, Human Rights Council, UN special 
representative, UN special rapporteurs, and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
have called for determined action to address impunity and to professionalize and 
depoliticize the Cambodian military, gendarmerie, and police. Cambodia’s donors have 
repeatedly made similar calls, as has Cambodian civil society.  
 
Many Cambodian human rights defenders and civil society activists have risked their lives 
to help transform Cambodia into the rights-respecting democracy promised in the Paris 
Agreements and Cambodia’s constitution. Not only have they been unsuccessful, but the 
government has frequently responded with physical attacks, arrests and lengthy prison 
sentences. While they have done exemplary work, they have not been backed up by the 
international community, which does not seem to have adequately grasped the reality of 
impunity and the need for a change in the leading personnel in Cambodia security forces.  
 
Foreign governments and donors in particular do not seem to appreciate the corrosive 
effect that politicized leadership of the security services and impunity have had on all 
aspects of governance, including efforts to institute the rule of law and combat the scourge 
of corruption. In part for this reason, the institution-building efforts demanded and 
supported by them over the past 25 years since UNTAC have largely failed, leaving a tragic 
mark on the post-Paris period.  
 
The culture of impunity needs to be addressed head-on, not ignored or downplayed, as so 
many foreign governments and donors have done over the past 25 years. Governments and 
donors should end their own culture of talking in generalities and avoiding confronting 
senior government, CPP and security force officials. 
 
Voluminous documentation exists about the records of individuals in high-ranking official 
positions in Cambodia. Only with an adequate awareness of the track records of 
Cambodian leaders they deal with and the situation in which they work can governments, 
diplomats, and donors begin to press the government to address impunity. Without 
memory, justice is impossible. 
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A good place to start would be to closely examine the record of the individuals named in 
this report and other notorious officials. Individuals who face credible allegations should 
be investigated and, where appropriate, prosecuted, removed from their positions, and 
replaced with apolitical professionals whose allegiance is to the state and the public – not 
to Hun Sen or the CPP.  
 
These steps should be part of wider security sector reform efforts, which are crucial to 
ending serious and systematic violations of human rights and establishing genuine 
democratic institutions. Without this, Cambodia has a bleak future. 
 
While primary responsibility for such reform lies with the Cambodian government and 
National Assembly, the donor community continues to have significant leverage to 
demand that such reform be undertaken and more generally that the human rights 
commitments embodied in the Paris Agreements, international human rights law and 
standards, and UN principles are finally respected and institutionalized in Cambodia.  
 

Concerned governments, Cambodia’s donors, the UN, and other influential 
actors should: 

• Support independent investigations of the persons named in this report for 
possible prosecution under domestic laws and jurisdictions. Those jurisdictions 
that allow prosecutions for gross human rights abuses, crimes against humanity, 
war crimes, or torture under “universal jurisdiction” laws should consider 
investigations and, where appropriate, prosecutions. 

• Impose targeted sanctions such as travel bans or asset freezes against individuals 
responsible for serious human rights abuses (such as through the US Global 
Magnitsky Act or similar legislation), including officials who are the subject of this 
report.  

• Continue to fully support the work of Cambodian human rights organizations and 
human rights defenders in Cambodia.  

• Continue to support the work of the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, the UN special rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Cambodia, UN 
special procedures, and UN treaty bodies.  

• Press the Cambodian government to cooperate fully with, and allow unhindered 
access to, all UN mechanisms. Support the Cambodia UN Country Team to actively 
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implement its responsibilities in accordance with Human Rights Up Front mandate 
with a view to intensifying UN actions to promote and protect human rights and 
respond to rights violations, including by criticizing unlawful policies and 
practices, and making concrete recommendations to address them. 

• Support civil society groups that assist victims of security force abuses.  

 

Regarding the politicization of Cambodia’s security forces, concerned 
governments, Cambodia’s donors, the UN, and other influential actors 
should: 

• Call for the creation of a professional and politically neutral military, gendarmerie, 
and police service that is independent of ruling party control and whose leadership 
is appointed by an independent commission, which also has the power to audit 
each service, investigate complaints, and dismiss officers who violate a 
professional code of conduct. 

• Press for a ban on senior military, gendarmerie, and police officials holding official 
or unofficial positions of leadership in political parties. 

• Insist on enforcement of article 9 of the Law on the General Status of Military 
Personnel of the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (1997), which states that 
“[m]ilitary personnel shall be neutral in their functions and work activities, and the 
use of functions/titles and the state’s materials for serving any political activities 
shall be prohibited.”  

• Support establishment of an independent commission to monitor the human rights 
record and the professional and politically neutral functioning of the military, 
gendarmerie, and police and to undertake a thorough process of vetting senior 
security force officers and others with significant command authority to ascertain 
which individuals have committed serious human rights violations. The 
commission should:  

o Consist of respected former members of law enforcement bodies, retired 
judges, and members of Cambodia’s human rights community, be 
supported by the UN, and be free from the influence of all political parties, 
security force chains of command, and government bodies; 

o Have full access to all relevant official documents, the power to subpoena 
documents and compel witnesses to appear and give testimony, effective 
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means to provide witness protection as necessary, and full authority and 
discretion to make public statements throughout its inquiries; and 

o Suspend individuals under investigation from active duty and be 
empowered to make recommendations to the judicial system for 
appropriate criminal investigations and prosecutions. 

• Make clear that future relationships with the military, gendarmerie, and police, 
including participation in joint military exercises and the provision of training and 
other support, will be guided by the findings of the monitoring commission and 
that in the absence of meaningful security sector reform security force assistance 
to the Cambodian government will be suspended. 

• Publicly express support and offer assistance for a serious and thorough process of 
security sector reform in Cambodia implementing the principles and objectives laid 
out in the UN secretary-general’s reports of 2008 and 2013 and Security Council 
Resolution 2151 (2014); any such process should include monitoring and 
evaluation frameworks, including indicators, benchmarks, targets, and objectives 
to clearly assess the impact of security sector reform; and publicly communicate 
UN recommendations on security sector reform through conferences in Cambodia 
and elsewhere.  

• Make clear to the Cambodian government that the continued failure to 
professionalize the security forces and ensure their independence from ruling party 
control will result in the reduction of assistance to the government, and that states 
will use their voice and voting power in international financial institutions, 
including the World Bank, to include conditions for grants and loans to the 
Cambodian government that require genuine progress in addressing Cambodia’s 
problematic human rights situation and its crackdown on fundamental rights and 
democratic rule. 
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Under Prime Minister Hun Sen, Cambodia
is in a human rights freefall. Despite the
strong human rights provisions in the
1991 Paris Peace Agreements and the
1993 constitution, and billions of dollars
in development aid—including for
technical assistance promoting the rule of
law, judicial reform, and human rights—
the country is rapidly reverting towards a
one-party state.  

Cambodia’s Dirty Dozen spotlights 12
senior security force officers who are the
backbone of an abusive, authoritarian
political regime. Together they form a
praetorian guard for Hun Sen, owing their
high-ranking and lucrative positions to
personal links dating back two decades or
more, as well as a demonstrated
willingness to commit rights abuses.
Instead of serving the public, each
ensures that the army, gendarmerie, and
police protect the continued rule of Hun
Sen and the Cambodian People’s Party. 

This report documents the role of these officials in the ongoing crackdown against the political opposition and peaceful protesters, land
confiscations, and labor abuses. Many have also been involved in killings, torture, and arbitrary detention. Some participated in the
murderous Khmer Rouge regime of 1975-79. 

The report calls for independent criminal investigations and appropriate prosecutions of the 12 officials and other abusive security
personnel. Such officials should be replaced with apolitical professionals whose allegiance is to the state and the public—not to Hun
Sen or the ruling party. These steps should be part of wider security sector reforms, which are crucial to ending serious and systematic
violations of human rights and establishing genuine democratic institutions in Cambodia. 

Photos © Human rights monitors’ collection from social media 

Riot police and security guards crack down on land rights demonstrators from the Borei Keila
community in Phnom Penh during a protest against the government and a construction company,
February 14, 2014.  
© 2014 Satoshi Takahashi/LightRocket via Getty Images

Gen. Kun Kim, RCAF Deputy
Supreme Commander

Gen. Mok Chito, Deputy
Supreme Commissioner of
National Police

Gen. Neth Savoeun,
Supreme Commissioner of
National Police

Gen. Pol Saroeun, 
RCAF Supreme Commander

Gen. Sao Sokha, Commander
of National Gendarmerie

General Sok Phal, Supreme
Director of the Supreme
Directorate for Immigration 

Lt. Gen. Bun Seng, Deputy
Army Commander,
Commander of Military
Region 5

Lt. Gen. Chap Pheakdey,
Deputy Army Commander,
Brigade 911 Commander 

Gen. Chea Mon, Deputy Army
Commander, Commander of
Military Region 4

Lt. Gen. Rat Sreang,
National Gendarmerie Deputy
Commander, Phnom Penh
Gendarmerie Commander

General Chuon Sovan,
National Police Deputy
Supreme Commissioner 

Lt. Gen. Choeun Sovantha,
Deputy Army Commander,
Commander of Military
Region 2 (placeholder image)


