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PHNOM PENH, Cambodia - A former Cambodian governor accused of shooting three garment 

workers during a labour protest was acquitted in a ruling that prompted outrage Wednesday from 

rights groups who say it highlights the impunity surrounding the country's political elite. 

Former official Chhouk Bandith was governor of Bavet town, in southeastern Cambodia, when 

he became the prime suspect in the Feb. 20 shooting of three female protesters. The women were 

wounded by the attack while demonstrating with 1,000 others for better working conditions and 

benefits outside their factory, which makes footwear for Germany's Puma brand and others. 

A court in Svay Rieng province ruled Tuesday that it found no evidence to prove the ex-governor 

was the gunman and acquitted him of the charge of unintentionally wounding the protesters, 

according to several Cambodian newspapers. Rights groups had initially criticized the charge as 

too lenient and had called for a stiffened charge of attempted murder. 

"I am disgusted at the level of impunity that we are now seeing in Cambodia," said Ou Virak, 

president of the Cambodian Center for Human Rights. The political elite "occupy a sphere that is 

seemingly beyond the reach of Cambodia's law enforcement and judicial system." 

He urged Puma, the factory's main buyer, to pull out of Cambodia saying the brand's image will 

be tarnished by the blood of the wounded garment workers. 

The protest occurred at the Taiwanese-owned Kaoway Sports Limited factory, located in an 

industrial estate close to the border with Vietnam. Commerce Ministry statistics show that most 

of its production is shipped to Europe, especially Germany and Italy. 

Cambodia's garment industry is the main foreign exchange earner for the poor Southeast Asian 

country. It employs more than 450,000 people, the vast majority of whom are women. Its 

garment exports in 2011 were worth about $4.3 billion. 

The women wounded by the attack filed an appeal Wednesday, said their lawyer Chin Linda. 

Moeun Tola, of the Community Legal Education Center, which closely monitored the case, 

urged the government and the appeals court to quickly take action to reverse the decision. 

"This case sets a bad example for the judicial system in Cambodia and could badly affect the 

garment sector," he said, noting that major buyers from Western countries have been following 

the case. 

Puma could not immediately be reached for comment. After the February protest, Puma issued a 

statement saying it was covering all medical costs of the injured female workers, had agreed to 



increase wages and benefits and was meeting with trade unions to ensure the safety of 

employees. 

Cambodia's judicial system is widely regarded as corrupt and susceptible to political 

manipulation. 

International human rights groups accuse the government of using the judiciary to silence its 

critics and to attack human rights defenders and say the courts regularly fail to deliver justice to 

the people of the country, particularly the poor. 

 

 

 
 

 


