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In Cambodia, an Anniversary Renews Call for Genocide Trials

By JAMES BROOKE

PHNOM PENH, Jan. 7 — Twenty five years after Vietnamese tanks rolled into this 
capital, putting an end to the murderous Khmer Rouge regime, a top Cambodian 
government official said today that the time had come to put surviving ultra-Maoist 
leaders on trial.

"The unfortunate Cambodians who both survived and were killed have to receive justice,"
Chea Sim, president of the ruling Cambodian People's Party, said at somber ceremonies 
here that recalled the end of a fanatical government that in less than four years in the mid-
1970's killed about 1.7 million people, or one-fifth of Cambodia's population at the time.

Citing the Khmer Rouge's "most cruel genocide policy," Mr. Sim said before a crowd of 
10,000 that included Prime Minister Hun Sen, "We will be able to completely close down 
this dark chapter through the successful implementation of the law to form an 
extraordinary tribunal to judge the crimes committed under the Democratic Kampuchea 
regime."

The government's call for trials comes as Cambodian and international human rights 
groups say that the best way to mark the quarter-century anniversary would be to finally 
start the trials.

"The tribunal is the issue that refuses to die," said Youk Chhang, director of 
Documentation Center of Cambodia, a private group researching abuses of the Khmer 
Rouge's hard-line Communist government during its 3 years, 8 months and 20 days in 
power. Referring to years of subsequent official foot-dragging over the trials, he said in 
an interview that "those who survived refuse to be killed again."

Sara Colm, an American researcher for Human Rights Watch/Asia, said here today that 
"after 25 years, it is dispiriting to see leaders of the Khmer Rouge, who brought so much 
tragedy and destruction to their country, living freely."

That is partly the result of no new government having been formed despite parliamentary 
elections held last July. Mr. Hun Sen's party controls 59 percent of the 123 seats of the 
National Assembly, but two-thirds are needed to form a new government and pass 
legislation putting into effect a tribunal agreement reached last June between the United 
Nations and Mr. Hun Sen.

The political deadlock stretches on partly because leaders of the two opposition groups, 
both currently in Paris, apparently believe that allowing the Khmer Rouge trials to take 
place under Mr. Hun Sen would bolster his image as Cambodia's strong man both 
domestically and internationally.



Mr. Hun Sen, a Khmer Rouge deserter, returned to Cambodia with the Vietnamese tanks 
and has been part of governments here ever since, wielding prime ministerial powers 
since 1993.

Today's ceremonies were marked by heightened sensitivities among Hun Sen officials 
over the fact that Vietnam was the midwife to their rule here. After initially calling Jan. 7 
"National Liberation Day," officials now call it "End of Genocide Day." By contrast, at 
highway crossroads around the country, large billboards hail Nov. 9, which last year was 
the 50th anniversary of Cambodia's independence from France.

Aware that the Vietnamese invasion of 1978 turned into an occupation that lasted more 
than a decade, officials have sought to prepare public opinion in recent weeks by showing 
movies on state television about the Khmer Rouge genocide, including "The Killing 
Fields."

In a generational split, some young Cambodians, born after the Khmer Rouge horrors, 
denounce today as "Vietnam invasion day."

In recent weeks, professors at the Royal University of Phnom Penh confiscated leaflets 
printed by a student movement critical of the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, which 
began Dec. 25, 1978.

Today, police here briefly detained four students who protested the "Vietnamese 
invasion." One nationalist protester shouted "Down with Jan. 7."

Over the centuries Cambodians have lost land to their large neighbor to the east, and 
today, Vietnam has a far more powerful economy and a population six times greater than 
that of Cambodia, which has 13 million people.

"We have mixed feelings," Thun Saray, director of Adhoc, a nationwide human rights 
group, said today. "The first feeling is that we were saved by the Vietnamese troops from 
the genocide. The other feeling is that the Vietnamese invaded our country and then 
stayed for a decade."

But many middle-aged Cambodians interviewed today said they would have died if 
Vietnamese troops had not swept Khmer Rouge forces from Phnom Penh on Jan. 7, 1979.

"My husband's relatives were all killed," said Ly Tin, a 43-year-old shopkeeper.
Although she was minding her store today, she added, "I consider it a Liberation Day for 
Cambodia."
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