
 

 Policy Brief  

Findings from Round Table Discussions on Freedom of Expression 

I. Introduction 

This policy brief presents the issues raised during three round table discussions facilitated by the 

Cambodian Center for Human Rights (“CCHR”) on the subject of freedom of expression in Cambodia. It 

concludes with recommendations directed at the Royal Cambodian Government (“RGC”) for the 

improvement of the situation of free expression in Cambodia.  

The round table discussions are part of CCHR’s Cambodia Freedom of Expression Project (the “Project”), 

generously supported by the British Embassy and the European Union. The Project aims to improve the 

freedom of expression situation in Cambodia, through awareness-raising, empowerment and advocating 

for policy and legislative reform.  

The first round table discussion was held on 18 December 2011 and focused on freedom of expression and 

the Internet. The other two round table discussions, on 31 January and 21 February 2012 highlighted 

freedom of expression and traditional media and the general right to freedom of expression, respectively.  

These round table discussions were designed as forums for freedom of expression advocates, including civil 

society members, media workers and bloggers, to discuss the problems they face in exercising their right to 

free expression, and to work together to produce possible recommendations for the improvement of the 

dire state of free expression in Cambodia.  

 

II. The right to freedom of expression 

Freedom of expression is the cornerstone of every other human right. It allows for expression of opinion, 

exchange of ideas and dissemination of information, which are crucial in a democracy. Importantly free 

expression also enables victims to speak out when other rights or freedoms are violated. Freedom of 

expression is essential in any society to ensure transparency, accountability and good governance, which 

are in turn necessary for the protection and promotion of human rights for all.  

The right to freedom of expression is guaranteed under Cambodian and International law. Article 41 of the 

Constitution of the Kingdom of Cambodia (the “Constitution”) states that all Khmer citizens have the right 

to “freedom of expression, press, publication and assembly”. The right to freedom of expression is 

protected under Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (“UDHR”) and under the same 

article of the legally binding International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (“ICCPR”), which the 



Cambodian acceded to in 1992. Furthermore, Article 31 of the Constitution guarantees all rights provided 

under the UDHR and the international human rights treaties to which Cambodia is a party and incorporates 

them into domestic law.
1
  

Despite Cambodian and international legal protections, freedom of expression in Cambodia is severely 

restricted by the authorities, who target the outspoken through the use of threat, violence and judicial 

intimidation. 

III. Common Issues Raised 

The following principal issues were raised during the three round table discussions: 

Self-censorship 

Although many bloggers and journalists are aware that legal protections exist to protect their right to free 

expression, when they witness the treatment of other media professionals/bloggers who speak out on 

sensitive issues, they choose to remain silent. When members of these groups are arrested, threatened or 

physically abused, fear is instilled in others, who then avoid criticizing the RGC, or those connected with the 

government. As a result, politics or related topics have become taboo. It is common for families and friends 

of bloggers/media professionals to advise them not to speak out about controversial topics. A corrupt 

judicial system and impunity are also noted as reasons for self-censorship as media workers/bloggers know 

that they will not be protected when their rights are violated.  

Some bloggers/journalists have developed strategies to express their views more securely. They write 

anonymously or cryptically in order to avoid repercussions. However, they still face obstacles. In the case of 

one roundtable participant, for example, his blog was inexplicably removed after he posted an article that 

criticized Prime Minister Hun Sen.  

Economic pressures 

Journalists suffer from difficult working conditions and low wages. The constant stress of struggling to 

maintain a livelihood takes its toll on professionalism and work ethics. Serving the public interest through 

reporting free and fair news therefore becomes secondary to subsistence economics. 

Journalists also lack professional training, which is usually necessary to fulfill the public service of exposing 

the failings of the government. They see journalism as a means to make ends meet rather than a 

responsibility or vocation.  

The media as an industry is also negatively affected by economic factors. With hundreds of outlets and too 

much competition, it is difficult to make a profit, which comes mostly from advertising. Journalists and 

media experts also note problems created by the cross ownership
2
 of different outlets and by media 

conglomerates.
3
 Cross ownership and media conglomerates are liable to impose their views across a 

number of outlets, and to censor all dissenting views. The media as a business damages freedom of 

                                                           

1 The decision by the Cambodian Constitutional Council, No. 092/003/2007 of 10 July 2007, confirms the absorption of International Human Rights 

treaties and the UDHR into Cambodian domestic law.  
2 Cross ownership refers to one individual/firm owning and running several different media outlets. 

3 A media conglomerate refers to a firm runs other businesses parallel to its media outlet. 



expression and professional journalism as the desire for profit outweighs the ethics and the public service 

elements , which are central to the industry.  

Corrupt Judiciary and the Use of Legislation to Silence Dissent 

Bloggers, journalists and freedom of expression advocates mistrust the corrupt Cambodian judicial system 

and due to past cases, fear misinterpretation or ill use of the law to persecute those who speak out. Despite 

protections under the Constitution, bloggers and media professionals feel that they cannot write freely as 

other vague and restrictive laws put them in danger. The lack of an independent judiciary, which is essential 

to safeguard freedom of expression, also deters people from speaking out.  

Roundtable participants expressed concerns related to the use of the law to quash free expression. For 

example the Penal Code, which came into force in 2010, contains several worrying provisions on 

defamation and incitement that can and are used to silence any form of dissent.
4
 The Press Law (1995) 

should in theory protect journalists in the exercise of their profession, however vague provisions
5
 contained 

in the law as well as frequent recourse to the Penal Code or to older laws
6
 hinders this.  

Finally, many journalists and legal professionals do not have knowledge of or fully understand the law. This 

means that journalists are unsure of how to use the law to protect themselves from judicial intimidation, 

and legal professionals often refer to the wrong laws or to old legal documents circulated by the 

government.  

Freedom of Information Law 

Although participants acknowledged that freedom of information has improved in recent years, they stress 

the need for a freedom of information law. Some information is still difficult to access and it can be unclear 

whom to contact for information. Some ministries do not have a spokesperson and very often they only 

impart the information that they wish to impart. Freedom of information frequently goes hand in hand 

with freedom of expression. It was also noted that free information or ‘the right to know’ is imperative to 

ensure people’s participation in the political life of their nation.  

 

IV. Recommendations 

 

� With regard to self-censorship – diverse public participation and critical views are absolutely 

necessary for a vibrant and healthy democracy. The RGC should therefore encourage people to 

participate in politics and hold critical views, rather than instilling fear of speaking out. In particular, 

young people should be encouraged to engage in the political life of their nation and to develop diverse 

                                                           

4 Article 305 covers defamation; Article 307, public insult; Article 502 provides for the imprisonment of individuals whose words, gestures, written 

documents, pictures or objects are held to undermine the dignity of a public official or “holder of public elected office”; Articles 311 and 312 provide 

for malicious denunciation; Articles 495 and 496 provide for incitement to commit felonies or discrimination; Article 523 criminalizes any criticism of 

court decisions which is said to be aimed at “disturbing public order” or “endangering an institution” of Cambodia. The first three offences listed are 

‘petty offences’, however the rest are seen as ‘misdemeanors’ and charges can be brought against the perpetrator accordingly. 

5 The Press Law imposes content restrictions in relation to anything which “may affect the public order by inciting directly one or more persons to 

commit violence” (Article 11) or which “may cause harm to the national security and political stability” (Article 12) or which affects “the good custom 

of society” (Article 14).   

6 The former Criminal Code, the Law of the UN Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC), is often used incorrectly instead of the new Penal Code, 

or authorities refer to old decisions circulated by the government that no longer apply.  



opinions. This would contribute both to the state of freedom of expression and also to the sustainable 

development of Cambodia.  

� The RGC should put an end to the culture of fear, and protect rather than persecute those who 

speak out. In order to do this, an independent and uncorrupt judiciary, which adheres to the rule of 

law, must be guaranteed. Those who harass, intimidate, threaten and abuse media professionals/free 

expression advocates/bloggers, must be brought to justice. In addition, the RGC must strengthen the 

rule of law in order to build trust in the judiciary. Legal professionals must be non-partisan and regular, 

comprehensive training on the law must be provided. 

� Journalists should benefit from higher wages and professional and legal training in order to 

serve the public interest with competence and promote freedom of expression.  

� The RGC should amend laws such as the Penal Code and the Press Law to define any vague 

terms and to remove any provisions that are not complimentary to the international human rights 

provisions guaranteed under Article 31 of the Constitution.  

� The RGC should enact a comprehensive freedom of information law and policy. It should 

guarantee access to information, including government documents, to the media but also to all 

Cambodian citizens. The law on freedom of information should provide for an independent institution 

to monitor the dissemination of information. The process of drafting the law should be open to civil 

society, journalists and media experts in order to avoid provisions that could be interpreted to restrict 

the right to information. 

� Freedom of expression should be guaranteed both in the case of traditional media and in the 

forms of new media such as the internet. Those who speak out online should be entitled to the same 

protections as stipulated under Article 19 of the UDHR and the ICCPR.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


