THREE YEARS OF JUDICIAL HARASSMENT FOR
FORMER RADIO FREE ASIA JOURNALISTS
Uon Chhin and Yeang Sothearin were freelance journalists who
formerly worked for Radio Free Asia (“RFA”) in Phnom Penh,
reporting on issues of social justice. In September 2017, RFA
closed its Cambodia bureau, citing the repressive environment
and ongoing harassment of their journalists. Chhin and
Sothearin’s freelance contracts ended on 30 September 2017
and thereafter Chhin started a wedding and karaoke video
production business that he operated from a hotel room.

2017

14 November 2017 - Chhin and Sothearin were arrested and detained under accusations that they were
continuing to report to the shutdown RFA by running an informal studio out of the hotel room at Phnom
Penh’s Marady guesthouse. At the time of arrest police did not specify the reason for the arrest, nor
give any basis for the charges against them. The police then later stated that they arrested the pair
for running an unlicensed karaoke studio. According to the preliminary judgment, the authorities
“conducted an administration inspection and found that broadcasting devices and equipment were
installed” and used this as a basis to investigate.
18 November 2017 - They were formally charged under Article 445 of the Cambodian
Criminal Code, “supplying a foreign state with information prejudicial to national defense”,
1 December 2017 - The
otherwise termed as espionage charges. This offense carries a sentence of seven to
Phnom Penh Municipal
15 years in prison. The investigating judge ordered the journalist to be place in
Court ("PPMC") denied their
pre-trial detention in Prey Sar prison.
bail request.
12 December 2017 - The Court
of Appeal ("CoA") upheld the earlier
ruling and also denied them bail.

2018

Sources reported that while in pre-trial detention, Chhin and
Sothearin suffered from an undiagnosed skin disease that they
contracted from fellow inmates. Other sources also allege that they
did not receive proper medical treatment and lived in squalid,
overcrowded conditions that posed a serious risk to their health.

6 March 2018 - The PPMC rejected the pair's
second bail request.
16 March 2018 - Regarding their first bail request,
the Supreme Court denied the journalists bail,
upholding the CoA's decision keeping the
journalists in pre-trial detention.
29 March 2018 - While both were still in prison, the PPMC
additionally charged them with the alleged production of
pornography under Article 39 of the Law on the Suppression of
Human Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation, which carries a prison
sentence of up to one year. This was on the basis of pixelated images
of people in sexual positions, published a day prior by
government-aligned media outlets.
19 April 2018 - The journalists were denied a second bail request by the
CoA on the grounds that they posed a “flight risk” and their release could hinder
the judicial inquiry. This decision was made even though the journalists had
submitted their passport and identification cards to the authorities, and their
family members had assured the authorities that they would not leave
Cambodia while the case was ongoing.

18 May 2018 - The investigating
judge extended their pre-trial
detention for another six
months to allow for the
continuation of
investigations, with no
date set for their trial.

23 July 2018 - The Supreme Court upheld the CoA’s decision, denying the pair’s second bail
request on the grounds that they might pose a risk to public order and security during the
ongoing proceedings.
21 August 2018 - They were released from Prey Sar prison on bail, after more than nine months in
pre-trial detention. The authorities kept them under judicial supervision which entailed relinquishing their
passports and presenting themselves at the local police station on a monthly basis. Both journalists have
claimed that their bail conditions have prevented them from earning a living.
17 September 2018 - The Supreme Court rejected a petition from the pair that requested the annulment of the
legal proceedings against them, citing an absence of proof for the existing charges and the authorities’ failure to
adhere to proper detention procedures.

15 March 2019 - The PPMC ordered the case to go to trial based on allegations that the journalists
“illegally collected information for a foreign source”.

2019

29 May 2019 - The United Nations Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (“UWDG”) issued an opinion on
Chhin and Sothearin’s case, finding that the Royal Government of Cambodia had failed to (1) establish
a legal basis for arrest and detention, and (2) provide proof that it had
24 June 2019 considered alternatives to pre-trial detention. The UWDG concluded
Subsequent to a
that their deprivation of liberty was arbitrary.
hearing on the 21
June 2019, the CoA
26 July and 9 August 2019 - Their trial took place over two days before the PPMC, hearing
ruled to end the
both their charges. The prosecution’s case allegedly revolved around documents found on
judicial supervision of
Chhin’s computers and phones, such as text message he had exchanged with a
the pair upon a Closing
communications officer at the Embassy of the United States.
Order issued by the PPMC.
30 August 2019 - On the morning of the verdict hearing in relation to the
espionage charges, the verdict was delayed due to the absence of the judge.
The trial was then subsequently rescheduled for 3 October.
3 October 2019 - The PPMC again failed to deliver a verdict on the
espionage charges on the grounds that further investigation was
required due to insufficient evidence regarding the capabilities of
the broadcasting equipment found and the contents of the
journalists’ hard drives. The PPMC sent the case back to the
investigating judge and did not stipulate any timeline for the
23 December 2019 - The CoA heard their appeal
completion of the investigation. The presiding judge told
against the decision to reinvestigate their charges of
the court that there “wasn’t enough evidence to prove, or
the production of pornography. The verdict hearing was
an expert to verify, that the equipment was used to
set for 30 December.
commit a crime” and recommended that the case be
30 December 2019 - The CoA rejected their appeal against
reinvestigated.
the reinvestigation of the production of pornography charges
on the grounds that the proceedings in the PPMC had not been
concluded.

2020

20 January 2020 - The CoA heard their appeal against the decision to
reinvestigate their espionage charges and a verdict hearing was set for
28 January.
28 January 2020 - The CoA rejected their appeal against the reinvestigation of
the espionage charges on the grounds that the proceedings in the PPMC had not
been concluded. The judge did not allege further what other procedures were left to
be decided or completed.
31 March 2020 - The CoA conducted a hearing on the appeal to return their seized items.
The CoA ruled not to return the seized items, determining that they were required for
further investigation.
27 May 2020 - The Supreme Court partially upheld the decision of the CoA and ruled to retain
their passports, specifying that they are required for further procedures at the Court, but ruled to
return Chhin's Cambodian ID card.
1 July 2020 - The Supreme Court conducted an appeal hearing regarding the decision to re-investigate
their charges of the production of pornography. The verdict hearing was scheduled for 15 July.

15 July 2020 - The Supreme Court rejected the appeal against the decision to reinvestigate their production of
pornography charges, upholding the CoA's verdict.
22 October 2020 - The Supreme Court conducted a pre-trial hearing for the appeal against their espionage
charges. The verdict hearing was set for 27 October 2020.
27 October 2020 - The Supreme Court upheld the verdicts of lowers courts, ruling to reinvestigate the espionage
charges against the pair.
Three years since their arrest the authorities have failed to deliver a definitive verdict for Uon Chhin and Yeang Sothearin, instead keeping
them in limbo with the threat of criminal charges and lengthy prison sentences looming over them. The continued failure of the Courts to
reach a verdict is indicative of a lack of credible evidence against the pair and as such illustrates that there is insufficient evidence to hold
them criminally liable under the burden of proof standards enshrined in Article 38 of the Constitution of the Kingdom of Cambodia. The pair
have also been subject to multiple violations of their fair trial rights including an arbitrary deprivation of liberty. This case is a primary
example of the judicial harassment of journalists in Cambodia. The indictment of Uon Chhin and Yeang Sothearin is a blatant affront to the
freedom of expression and media freedom, forming part of a pattern of arbitrary and retaliatory prosecutions of critical voices in Cambodia.
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