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Introduction
ANFREL started publishing the monthly brief on the countries under a restrictive environment in
April 2021 to provide insight into these countries’ human rights and democracy. This brief covers
democracy and civil and political rights issues in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Myanmar, and Hong
Kong.

Bangladesh
The Bangladesh Election Commission (EC) announced that it will hold Union Parishad (UP)
elections, by-elections, and Narayanganj City Corporation elections this year. The EC will hold a
meeting in the first week of September to decide the poll dates.

The EC also announced its plan to issue National Identity Cards (NIDs) to all Bangladeshi
citizens aged 16 and above. Currently, the issuance of NIDs is under the EC’s purview, and only
those who are 18 years old and above are eligible to apply for a NID.

On 16 August, Human Rights Watch (HRW) released a 57-page report entitled “Where No Sun
Can Enter: A Decade of Enforced Disappearances in Bangladesh.” The report revealed that the
Bangladeshi government has repeatedly ignored calls by donor governments, the UN, and civil
society organisations to address the culture of impunity.

HRW has also verified a list of 86 cases of enforced disappearance and missing remains in
Bangladesh over the past decade. Of the 86 cases, 78 included details identifying the security
forces involved and more than half of those mentioned the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB).

In conjunction with the International Day of the Victims of Enforced Disappearances on 30
August, ANFREL member Odhikar, together with the Asian Federation Against Involuntary
Disappearances (AFAD) and Mayer Daak, urged UN human rights experts to initiate an
independent international investigation into enforced disappearances in Bangladesh . The1

groups also called on the UN Human Rights Council to take effective measures to hold
members of law enforcement and security forces accountable, stop grave human rights
violations and press the Bangladeshi government to ratify the International Convention for the
Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance and enact a domestic law criminalising
enforced disappearances.
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http://odhikar.org/bangladesh-un-human-rights-experts-must-undertake-an-independent-investigation-into-en
forced-disappearances-and-hold-perpetrators-accountable/
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Cambodia
The Ministry of Interior plans to establish new communes before the 2022 Commune and
Sangkat Council Elections, claiming that the newly established communes will make public
services more accessible for local people. It is not the first time Cambodia expands the number
of communes: The number of communes increased from 1,621 in 2007 to 1,633 in the 2012
Commune and Sangkat Council Elections. It further increased to 1,646 in the 2017 elections
and stands at 1,664 now.

Cambodia saw a continuation of new political party formation and “political rehabilitation”
requests from former senior officials of the court-dissolved Cambodia National Rescue Party
(CNRP). On 4 August, the Ministry of Interior approved another newly formed political party,
namely the Cambodian Community Voice Party (CCVP), whose goal is to compete in the
upcoming Commune and Sangkat Council Elections in 2022 and National Assembly Elections in
2023. On 14 August, two other former CNRP officials, Khim Laki and Mao Sophal were granted
political rehabilitation while some other former CNRP officials were rejected.

Meanwhile, new political parties that former CNRP officials formed are interested in discussing
the ongoing efforts to unite ahead of the elections to challenge the ruling CPP. The unification
plan was initiated by Ou Chanrath, a former CNRP lawmaker and one of the founders of the
Cambodia Reform Party (CRP). Currently, there are three political parties, namely the Khmer
Will Party (KWP), Cambodia National Love Party (CNLP), and Grassroots Democratic Party
(GDP), interested in the unification plan. Two other political parties, the Khmer Conservative
Party (KCP) and Cambodia National Heart Party (CNHP), have shown no interest. However, the
plan saw stagnation because Ou Chanrath’s CRP has not officially registered with the Ministry
of Interior. Simultaneously, two royalist parties, FUNCIPEC and Khmer National United Party
(KNUP), also have tried to seek the possibility to merge the parties before the upcoming
elections in 2022 and 2023. This merger talk seems unlikely to bear fruit as officials from both
parties blame each other for internal problems in the past, resulting in the failure to reach an
agreement.

On 10 August, Human Rights Watch (HRW) released a report entitled “Underwater: human
rights impact of China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Cambodia,” which details the human rights
violations, especially of economic, social, and cultural rights, vis-à-vis the construction of Lower
Sesan II dam. The dam construction has left about 4,500 to 5,000 people without homes and2

affected the livelihood of tens of thousands of people, particularly indigenous and ethnic minority
communities, living both above and below the dam.

Cambodia saw a continuous restriction of rights to freedom of expression and freedom of the
press in recent months. On 2 August, the Ministry of Information plans to set up a Monitoring
Committee for Journalism Ethics composed of senior officials of the ministry and a number of

2 https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/08/11/left-fish-too-small-sell-cambodias-mekong-river-basin
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media associations to evaluate ethical conducts of journalists and media institutions, as well as
to put punishment on journalists and media outlets that violate professional ethics. Meanwhile,
media experts and human rights defenders want the ministry to provide education, guidelines,
and capacity building of journalists, rather than using the commission to file complaints and
lawsuits against journalists and media institutions. Two international institutions defending the
rights of journalists, namely Reporters Without Borders (RSF) and the International Federation
of Journalists (IFJ), along with local media associations and journalists, have expressed
concern about this further restriction on independent media. The concern comes after the
ministry warned to suspend or revoke the license and sue the media outlets, which the ministry
found to be incited or unprofessional in spreading false information and fake news.

The government has also used the judicial system to silence those who criticize the
government. On 18 August, the Phnom Penh Municipal Court charged Ny Nak, who made
satirical comments on his Facebook page, with public insults and incitement to commit crimes
and sentenced him to 18 months in prison. On the same day, Phnom Penh Municipal Court
sentenced union leader Rong Chhun and two other activists to between 20 months and two
years in prison for inciting the people against the government and claiming the land was lost to
Vietnam along the border in Tbong Khmum province.

On 24 August, 60 civil society organisations, trade unions, associations, and communities urged
the Cambodian government to redress the human rights situations in Cambodia before
establishing the National Human Rights Institution (NHRI) as these NGOs are deeply concerned
with NHRI’s effectiveness and credibility. The groups also said the government should make3

sure that the NHRI’s establishment is motivated by a genuine interest in promoting and
protecting human rights rather than providing a veneer of credibility to the government’s
proclaimed commitment to human rights.

3 https://www.camboja.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/JS-on-Establishment-of-NHRI.En_.pdf
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Hong Kong
Hong Kong will hold its Election Committee Subsector elections on 19 October 2021 to elect the
Election Committee members. The 1,500-member committee is responsible for nominating
candidates for the Chief Executive election and electing the Chief Executive, as well as
nominating candidates for the Legislative Council (“LegCo”) Election and electing 40 out of 90
LegCo members. Following the controversial electoral reform this year, the size of the election
committee has been increased from 1,200 to 1,500 seats, but the number of elected members
decreased from 1,034 to 982. The number of eligible voters to choose the election committee
members has dropped by almost 97%, from 246,440 in 2016 to 7,971 in 2021 .4

On 15 August, the Civil Human Rights Front (CHRF), an umbrella group of many civil society
organisations which has been behind some of the largest protests in Hong Kong, announced it
decided to disband. In a statement, the CHRF explained the dissolution was because its
convenor Figo Chan has been imprisoned for unlawful assembly, and the secretariat can no
longer maintain its operations.

The decision came following police chief Raymond Siu said that the CHRF was suspected of
violating the national security law for “organising a series of large-scale, illegal protests” and
was facing imminent police action on 13 August. In response to the group’s dissolution, Hong
Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam said it has nothing to do with the freedoms in the city and that
many civil society groups had “wilfully touched the red lines in the past.”

A few days earlier, Hong Kong’s most prominent teachers’ union, the Hong Kong Professional
Teachers’ Union also announced its disbandment, citing pressure due to the political situation.
The 48-year-old union announced the decision after some Chinese state media described it as
a “poisonous tumour” that must be “eradicated” recently. According to the Hong Kong Labour
and Welfare Bureau, seven unions in the city had disbanded themselves in the past three years.

On 18 August, four University of Hong Kong (HKU) student leaders have been arrested by
national security police after the student union passed a motion to mourn for a man who
stabbed a police officer on 1 July and subsequently committed suicide. They were then charged
for “advocating terrorism" under the Beijing-imposed National Security Law, and three of them
were denied bail. Their cases will be heard again on 14 September.

In early August, Hong Kong pop singer Anthony Wong Yiu-ming and pro-democracy politician
Au Nok-hin were arrested and charged over “corrupt conduct”. Wong was accused of providing
a singing performance for Au in a LegCo by-election campaign in 2016 to induce others to vote.
However, the charges were dropped later on 5 August, and they were bound over for 24 months
to HK$2,000 (250 USD).

4 https://www.voterregistration.gov.hk/eng/statistic20215.html
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Myanmar
It has been six months since the Myanmar military illegally and illegitimately seized power on 1
February. Since then, the political environment in the country has been in a dire situation with
continuous attacks from the junta to undermine human rights and democracy. On 2 August,
ANFREL released a report that summarised the junta’s key attacks on electoral democracy
since the coup .5

8 August 2021 marked Myanmar’s 33rd anniversary of the 1988 pro-democracy uprising, a
historical protest movement in Myanmar’s history. On this day, protesters again took to the
streets in the main cities of Yangon, Mandalay, Sagaing and others to protest against the
military junta.

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) picked Brunei’s second foreign minister,
Erywan Yusof, as its special envoy to Myanmar. He has been tasked with opening dialogue
between the military rulers and their opponents to halt the violence and stated that he should be
given full access to all parties in Myanmar. 413 Myanmar civil society organizations released a
statement rejecting the special envoy and expressing deep disappointment with ASEAN and
their lack of inclusive decision-making process. The parallel National Unity Government of
Myanmar (NUG) said it welcomes ASEAN’s appointment of a special envoy to help resolve the
country’s post-coup crisis. The United Nations Secretary-General’s special envoy for Myanmar,
Christine Schraner Burgener, said the junta had not responded to her request for talks as it tries
to consolidate its rule.

Twenty-eight junta-backed political parties, including the Union Solidarity and Development
Party (USDP) issued a joint statement in early August that they would welcome the new
elections promised by the military junta. The junta-controlled Union Election Commission (UEC)
instructed all political parties to compile a list of the party’s funding, finance, and assets in
preparation for the UEC’s scrutiny. It also said the date of submission would be announced
soon. The major political parties such as NLD, SNLD and ANP have condemned the UEC’s
move.

Junta leader Senior General Min Aung Hlaing said that he is considering changing the country’s
electoral system from the existing first-past-the-post model and toward a form of Proportional
Representation (PR) in a meeting with the military council. Also, in a junta’s press conference,
junta spokesman Zaw Min Tun said that they would not take on the responsibilities of the
country for long. He further mentioned that the junta would govern the country until August 2023
and that a “multi-party democratic general election” would be held after that. The junta will then
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hand over the responsibilities to the party that wins the general election following democratic
norms.

Protests continued in different parts of Myanmar despite the crackdown by the junta over the
month. The clashes between the junta forces and the civil resistance fighters or ethnic armed
organisations also emerged across Myanmar in Shan, Kayin, Kachin, Chin, Kayah, Mon States,
and Sagaing, Mandalay, Yangon, Ayeyarwady, Bago, Magway Regions. At the same time, large
numbers of IDPs were reported in Shan, Kachin, Kayah, Kayin, and Chin due to the continued
fighting.

The Assistance Association for Political Prisoners (AAPP) reported that, as of 30 August, 1,038
people had been killed by the junta. In addition, 6,033 people are currently under detention and
259 are sentenced. Among them, 65 have been sentenced to death, and 1,984 are evading
arrest warrants.

More detailed weekly updates on the post-coup situation in Myanmar compiled by ANFREL can
be accessed at https://myanmar.anfrel.org/en/news.
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