
Kepa:
Finland must urge Laos to act for civil society activist’s safe return

The disappearance of Lao civil society activist Sombath Somphone has
received international attention. Finland must join other countries in urging the
Lao Government to investigate the incident and guarantee space for civil
society.

Mr. Sombath Somphone, well-known civil society activist and founder of the Lao
NGO Participatory Development Training Center (PADETC), disappeared more than
two months ago, on December 15, 2012. He was abducted from in front of a police
post in Vientiane, the capital of Laos. “It is high time for the Lao Government to
undertake all actions necessary to clear up the case and ensure Mr. Sombath’s safe
return to his family,” stresses Kepa’s executive director Timo Lappalainen. “Thus far,
the Lao authorities have provided virtually no meaningful updates about the
investigation. On the contrary, groundless rumors are being spread in the country
about the reasons behind Mr. Sombath’s disappearance.”

Along with over 80 international civil society actors, Kepa has signed a letter to the
Lao Government, pressing for action to expedite the investigation. Kepa also calls on
the Finnish Government to take a more active role in the matter.

“We call on the Finnish Government to do everything in its power to urge the Lao
authorities to ensure Mr. Sombath's release and guarantee space for civil society in
Laos,” says Lappalainen.

Shrinking Space for Lao Civil Society Sombath Somphone’s disappearance is not
an individual case but part of a broader tendency in Laos towards limiting the space
for civil society and circumscribing the rights to freedom of expression and free
assembly. The Lao Government has denied knowing anything of the whereabouts of
Mr. Sombath. However, the abductors have been presumed to have links to the
Communist authorities. “Mr. Sombath’s work in promoting an alternative sustainable
development model that highlights the community and grass roots level has been
significant. It may have been seen as a threat to the Lao one-party system. Mr.
Sombath is known to be a moderate and cooperative civil society actor. His
disappearance is an alarming sign that it is becoming increasingly difficult for Lao
civil society to make its voice heard if even moderate civic activity is too much for
Lao authorities,” Lappalainen points out.

The disappearance has received tremendous international attention. A resolution
adopted by the European Parliament calls on Lao authorities to undertake prompt
and transparent investigations into the abduction and expresses concern about Mr.
Sombath’s safety. The European Parliament also urges the Lao Government to end
the practice of arbitrary and secret arrests.

Additional information

Kepa follows the situation in Laos from its Bangkok-based office in the Mekong
region.



Letter to the Lao Government, signed by Kepa:http://focusweb.org/content/letter-
status-investigation-disappearance-mr-sombath-somphone

Additional information about international appeals for investigating the case can be
found on the following website founded by Sombath Somphone’s friends:
http://sombath.org/
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Kepa is an umbrella organisation whose members include more than 300 Finnish
non-governmental organisations working with global development issues. We
provide expertise on development policies and promote actions that will help to build
a just world.  
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