
STATEMENT REGARDING SOMBATH SOMPHONE 
 

Madison, Wisconsin, USA  April 21, 2013 
 

It has now been over 125 days since the disappearance of Sombath Somphone. We 
individual participants (see note below*), coming from many countries, to the 
International Lao Studies Conference, held 19-21 April 2013 at the University of 
Wisconsin, express our deep and continuing concern at both his abduction as well as 
the lack of significant progress in the subsequent investigation. 
 
Sombath Somphone is both an intellectual and practitioner, respected within Laos and 
internationally for his extensive efforts and leadership in areas ranging from sustainable 
agriculture to youth education. The concern expressed across the globe since his 
disappearance reflects a deep and abiding respect for Sombath and his 
accomplishments. 
 
We fear Sombath's abduction will severely limit the ability for civil society, academics 
and scholars in Laos to engage in constructive and meaningful activities and discourse 
on the country's development in a secure environment. This has negative implications 
for the amassing of scholarship useful to the Lao Government, foreign donors and 
others for research and decision-making on important development issues in the 
country. At a time when there are ongoing acute conflicts occurring over access to the 
country’s natural resources, and decisions being made that will impact Laos for 
generations, it is critical that Lao citizens have the ability to freely debate these issues.  
 
Therefore, we call on: 
 
--The Lao government to urgently redouble its investigations into Sombath's 
disappearance in order to return him safely to his work and his family, and to provide his 
wife and family with regular, meaningful updates about the investigation. 
 
--Scholars and academic institutions focused on Laos to assess their collaborations and 
efforts in light of Sombath's abduction and the related social, political and economic 
context in the country. 
 
--Multilateral and bilateral institutions, and in particular ASEAN and AICHR, to step up 
efforts to bring Sombath's case to a timely and just resolution. 
 
--Multilateral, bilateral and private donors to assess their aid priorities in the Lao PDR in 
light of Sombath's disappearance and the restrictions Lao citizens face in expressing 
their views on critical development issues in the country.  
 
Finally, we commit ourselves to increased and sustained efforts to return Sombath 
safely, and to build on the work which he has initiated in Laos. 
 
(Signature Page follows as Page 2) 
 



Signed by: 
 
Bruce Shoemaker, Independent Researcher 
 
Carol Doolittle, Willamette University 
 
Jacqui Chagnon, Independent Researcher 
 
Thongchai Winichakul, University of Wisconsin 
 
Pinkaew Laungaramsri, Chiang Mai University 
 
Miles Kenny-Lazar, Clark University 
 
Katherine Bowie, University of Wisconsin 
 
Ian Baird, University of Wisconsin 
 
Peter Swift, University of Wisconsin 
 
Phil Hirsch, University of Sydney 
 
Mike Dwyer, University of Bern 
 
George W. Dalley, Dalley Book Service 
 
Ryan Wolfson-Ford, University of Wisconsin 
 
Plus an additional 73 participant signatures/endorsements. This includes some people 
who prefer not to have their names publically disclosed due to the sensitivity of this topic 
in Laos. Total signatories represent almost half of those attending the ICLS conference.  
 
*Please note:   Not all conference attendees had an opportunity to sign this Statement. 
Others chose not to do so. The conference organizers and sponsoring institutions were 
not involved in the preparation, circulation, endorsement or distribution of this 
Statement.   
 


