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Between 2013 and 2014, FORUM-ASIA documented 324 cases of violations and abuses 
against HRDs as well as new instances of restrictive legislation and policies  affecting civil 
society in Asia. The documented violations and abuses range from intimidation, threats, 
physical assault, arbitrary arrest and detention, criminalisation, judicial harassment, 
disappearances, death threats and killings of human rights defenders and members of their 
family.

The present report shines a light on the challenging situation of human rights defenders (HRDs) in Asia. 
Based on FORUM-ASIA’s documentation of cases of HRDs, it aspires to identify the regional trends and 
patterns of violations and abuses against HRDs and to illustrate the restrictive and often dangerous 
environment in which many operate.

HRDs in Asia continue to face numerous threats and challenges because of their work both as individuals 
and collectively. Threats, harassment, criminalisation, trumped-up charges, restrictive legislation and 
direct attacks are part of daily life for HRDs in many countries in the region.

Today’s reality in Asia is that the safe space in which 
HRDs work is increasingly shrinking and constricting. 
This has been demonstrated by: the continued arbitrary 
application and misuse of laws; use of existing repressive 
laws; and introduction of new legislation to criminalise 
legitimate activities of HRDs while restricting freedom of 
expression, peaceful assembly and association.

This also includes the rights of HRDs to solicit, receive and utilise resources for the purpose of protecting 
human rights, as well as receiving funds from abroad. Governments in Asia have gone through great 
efforts to silence, restrict and discredit HRDs, especially those critical of government policies. In addition, 
HRDs in the region increasingly face threats from non-state actors, with authorities either being complicit 
or failing to take action to combat these.

Faced with these challenges, FORUM-ASIA found that human rights defenders are deprived of full access 
to effective remedies. The judiciary in many countries lacks independence and effectiveness in providing 
protection for HRDs. Similarly, National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) lack independence, resources 
and effectiveness in fulfilling their role in promoting and 
protecting human rights, especially those of HRDs. Aside 
from national protection, or lack thereof, Asia is the 
only region in the world where no regional human rights 
protection mechanism has been established. 

The only established human rights mechanism at the sub-
regional level – the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission 
on Human Rights (AICHR) – has come under strong criticism as its members are State-appointed. Its 
mandate is limited to promotional activities, leaving HRDs in ASEAN without adequate protection when 
their governments fail to do so.

Today’s reality in Asia is that 
the safe space in which HRDs 
work is increasingly shrinking 
and constricting.
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In 2013 and 2014, 23 cases of (extrajudicial) 
killings of HRDs in 8 countries in Asia 
were documented. HRDs were further 
intimidated into silence by governments, 
at times in collusion with non-state actors 
such as corporations, through the misuse of 
legal means. The most common violations 
FORUM-ASIA documented over the course 
of two years were the arrest and detention 
of HRDs (157 cases), often in arbitrary ways, 
and the criminalisation of the legitimate 
activities of HRDs (92 cases). These were 
often accompanied by judicial harassment 
(58 cases) and eventually imprisonment of 
HRDs (39 cases). Using laws that violated 
fundamental freedoms, HRDs faced 
troublesome time in jail as charges such as 
sedition, subversion, inciting public unrest 
and terrorism resulted in lengthy prison 
sentences.
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Less institutionalised, more ferocious 
violations HRDs faced included 
intimidation (77 cases), physical 
assault and use of excessive force (67 
cases), threats including death threats 
(46 cases), surveillance by the State 
both off- and on-line (27 cases) and 
vilification (24 cases). It is understood 
that these figures only reflect a small 
fraction of the situation on the ground 
for HRDs in Asia.
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Faced with the previously mentioned challenges, some HRDs are particularly vulnerable. They include 
land and environmental rights defenders (37 cases), those who protect economic, social and cultural 
rights and labour rights (12 cases) and those working on corporate accountability (6 cases). 

Analysis of cases of violations and abuses against HRDs in the region shows a general trend of regression 
in freedom of expression, peaceful assembly and association. Against this backdrop, protesters (35 cases) 
and journalists who have reported on or written articles about human rights violations (30 cases) often 
end up being targeted for exercising their fundamental rights to freedom of expression. Lastly, the family 
members of HRDs are also at heightened risk (8 cases).

Documented cases of women promoting and protecting human rights counted for almost half of all 
documented cases (128 cases). It should be noted that this figure likely underrepresents the real degree 
to which women are targeted. Firstly, it is often difficult to determine the identities – and therefore the 
gender – of HRDs, particularly when a violation involves large groups of HRDs. This results in a systematic 
underrepresentation of women in case classification. Secondly – and more importantly – women are the 
targets not only of conventional abuses but also more underreported abuses such as gender-specific 
forms including sexual violence. Women are open to far greater risks when advocating and campaigning, 
mostly due to the influence of cultural, religious norms and patriarchal attitudes. Moreover, a lot of 
their work focuses on the grassroots level, addressing human rights violations that directly affect their 
livelihoods or health. Consequently, they might not be well-connected with existing national, regional or 
international networks.

Often, HRDs face threats from the very people who are supposed to protect them. Based on the 324 
cases documented in 2013 and 2014, FORUM-ASIA found that perpetrators of violations against HRDs 
most often are: the police; government; judiciary; and armed forces. Law enforcement agencies in many 
countries lack accountability and oftentimes continue to violate human rights with impunity. 

The absence of political will of States to address such issues has: created a hostile environment; restricted 
democratic spaces for engagement; limited meaningful participation; and deprived HRDs of protection. 
Seventeen years since the adoption of the 1998 UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, its principles 
still have not been meaningfully acted upon by Asian States. As documented, some States are moving in 
the opposite direction applying repressive legislations and misusing them against HRDs.
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Regional Trends of  Violations and Abuses Against HRDs 
in Asia (2013-2014)

i. Criminalisation of Freedom of Expression, Freedoms of Peaceful Assembly
and Association

ii. Judicial Harassment of HRDs

iii. Increase in Attacks and Harassment of Land and Environmental Rights
Defenders

iv. Reprisals Against HRDs for Engaging with UN Human Rights Mechanisms

v. Legislation and Policies Aimed at Restricting Space for HRDs

vi. Enforced and Involuntary Disappearances and Abductions
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Criminalisation of Freedom of Expression, Peaceful Assembly 
and Association

The most striking trend identified, given its magnitude and ramifications, is the criminalisation of the 
fundamental rights to freedom of expression, peaceful assembly and association. Criminalising these freedoms 
severely hinders the ability of HRDs to publicise their plight and push for change. The use of legislation to 
criminalise HRDs exercising their fundamental freedoms is an overt attempt at intimidating and silencing 
them. The most common forms of violations are arrest and detention of HRDs for exercising their rights to 
freely express themselves and peacefully assemble. Freedom of expression in particular was the dominant 
theme of violations across the region. Freedom of association was also significantly curtailed in 2014.

Freedom of expression and peaceful assembly are more likely to be suppressed through institutionalised, 
less violent methods. This hints at a heightened intolerance by States for public expressions of dissent. 
Public freedoms, including the rights to freedom of expression, peaceful assembly and association are 
frequently denied. By merely exercising them, HRDs may find themselves: charged with defaming the 
authorities; put on trial; placed in administrative detention; and held incommunicado for weeks before 
being formally charged.

In India, Irom Sharmila, a women human 
rights defender (WHRD) has been on hunger 
strike in protest of the Armed Forces Special 
Powers Act for the past 15 years

. 

She has been re-arrested by the police 
and charged with attempted suicide, a 
crime under section 309 of the Indian Penal 
Code. She is subjected to forced-feeding by 
inserting a tube into her nose. On 20 August 
2014 a court in Manipur set aside the charges 
against her for ‘attempting to commit 
suicide’ and ruled that she was making a 
political demand using a historically rooted 
and constitutionally established form of 
protest. The State challenged the order 
in High Court and re-arrested her on the 
second day of her release.

In Burma, the Peaceful Assembly and 
Peaceful Procession Law has oftentimes, 
together with article 505(B) of the Penal 
Code, been used to criminalise HRDs 
organising protests, especially in relation 
to land disputes and workers’ rights in the 
country.  

In Thailand, in February 2013, a HRD was 
charged with defamation for exposing labour 
rights violations in a report investigating 
working conditions at a fruit-processing 
factory. The report levelled accusations 
of forced and child labour, unlawfully low 
wages and long working-hours.

In Cambodia, in November 2014, 10 
WHRDs  working on land rights issues 
were sentenced to one year imprisonment 
on charges of ‘obstructing traffic’ and 
‘aggravated obstruction of public officials’ 
for participating in peaceful protests 
relating to the forced evictions of 
commodities around the Boeung Kak Lake 
in Phnom Penh.
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Judicial Harassment of HRDs  
Judicial harassment is a tactic frequently used to delegitimise and undermine the work of HRDs. Laws, 
administrative procedures and regulations are used to intimidate, harass, persecute or retaliate against 
HRDs. In Asia, HRDs are often targeted through legal action taken against them on frivolous grounds. 
FORUM-ASIA has documented the use of trumped-up charges against HRDs as broadly phrased as: 
picking quarrels and provoking troubles; threatening national security; and conducting terrorist activities. 
Allegations of fraud and of receiving illegal donations have also been made with the aim of de-legitimising 
and incarcerating HRDs.

In Malaysia there has been a surge of arrests, police investigations and charges using the 
Sedition Act against opposition leaders, journalists, and HRDs. The pledge of the Prime 
Minister ahead of the 2013 general elections to repeal the controversial Sedition Act has 
proved to be an empty one as it remains firmly in place.

The Cambodian HRD and monk, Loun 
Sovath, internationally known as the 
“multi-media monk” is facing trial in a 
case from 2012. Loun Sovath, whose 
efforts to highlight human rights abuses 
against vulnerable communities and 
HRDs in Cambodia has been recognised 
globally, has been charged with a 
felony for allegedly inciting and leading 
demonstrations against government 
authorities by victims of land disputes in 
Chi Kreng, Siem Reap, Boeung Kak Lake 
and Phnom Penh

In Sri lanka, in March 2014, Ruki Fernando and Father Praveen Mahesan were detained 
and questioned by the Terrorist Investigation Division (TID). They were purportedly held 
under the infamous Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) on allegations of creating communal 
divisions and promoting separatism. In reality, both were on a fact-finding mission regarding 
the detention of another HRD, the enforced disappearances activist, Jeyakumari Balendran.
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Increase in Attacks and Harassment of Land and Environmental 
Rights Defenders
Land and environmental rights defenders are often members of communities who are directly affected 
by land exploitation and development projects. FORUM-ASIA has documented an increase in attacks 
and harassment against these defenders, from 16 cases in 2013 to 27 cases in 2014. It is assumed that the 
actual number of violations and abuses is far higher as many of the groups and individuals defending land 
and environmental rights subject to human rights violations live in more rural areas, often isolated and 
with little resources and access to make their voice heard. This makes them particularly vulnerable for 
more violent types of violations such as the use of excessive force by police to stop them from attempting 
to lawfully and peacefully re-appropriate their land. 

In a significant amount of documented cases of violations and abuses against land and environmental 
defenders, it has been difficult to determine the perpetrators as the right to land and a safe and healthy 
environment may compete with the economic interests of the State acting in collusion with businesses.

In South Korea, in June 2014, protestors in 3 
separate camps protesting the construction 
of a high-voltage power line in Miryang were 
forcibly dispersed by 2,000 police officers 
in a crackdown that turned violent. Several 
protestors, including a nun, were injured and 
one was arrested. The Korea Electric Power 
Corporation began erecting fences around 
these areas, once it was cleared, to prevent 
protestors from returning.  Miryang residents 
have protested the construction of the power line since it was approved in November 2007, 
fearing negative health consequences.

In the Philippines, in October 2014, Dr. Benito e. Molino, a HRD who campaigned for an end 
to mining operations in Zambales province, received death threats via a private message to 
his Facebook account. Dr. Molino is the chairperson of the Concerned Citizens of Sta. Cruz, 
Zambales (CCOS) and has strongly campaigned for the cancellation of mining operations 
due to the vast amount of destruction to the environment that it would have, as well as the 
eventual effects on the health and livelihoods of the people.

In Thailand, in May 2014, hundreds of masked 
men attacked members of the Khon Rak Ban Koed 
(KRBK) group, made up of villagers from 6 villages 
in Loei province who were protesting chemical 
contamination from a local gold mine. Witnesses 
said over 300 assailants stormed barricades set 
up by villagers intending to block operations at 
the nearby gold mine. Dozens of villagers were 
kept hostage and over 40 of them were reportedly 

injured in the assault. They were transported to the hospital only after the perpetrators left 
the scene. Two police officers were said to have been present at the scene but did not do 
anything as they were greatly outnumbered by the armed men.
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Reprisals Against HRDs for Engaging with UN Human Rights 
Mechanisms 
Reprisals against HRDs for engaging or cooperating with UN human rights mechanisms are often carried 
out by powerful state agents, such as the police, military or security forces or state-owned media. 
Documented violations range from HRDs having their rights to freedom of movement or expression 
unreasonably restricted, to defamation and smear campaigns, arbitrary arrests, and even death. All the 
violations are committed with the intent to protect the State from international criticism as well as to 
deter others from engaging with the UN. 

FORUM-ASIA has found an increase in documented reprisals by States against HRDs for engaging and 
cooperating with UN human rights mechanisms. In 2013, FORUM-ASIA verified 5 cases of reprisals against 
HRDs who engaged or planned to engage with UN human rights mechanisms, while in 2014 this had 
increased to 10. In September 2013, the UN Human Rights Council adopted a landmark resolution1 calling 
on the UN to appoint a high-level focal point to combat reprisals. However, the UN General Assembly in 
New York blocked action on the resolution in December 2013. 

In China, Cao Shunli, a prominent Chinese HRD, died 
in March 2014 in a military hospital in Beijing. She was 
arrested at Beijing airport on 14 September 2013 and 
prevented from travelling to Geneva where she was to 
lobby governments at the UN Human Rights Council. 

Her lawyer’s numerous requests for medical parole 
were ignored and she was denied medical treatment 
until she was in critical condition. She had been 
detained in connection with her role in organising a series of peaceful demonstrations which 
demanded greater civil society participation in China’s Universal Periodic Review by the UN 
Human Rights Council, which was held in October 2013.

In the Maldives, all 5 members of the 
National Human Rights Commission faced 
criminal charges filed against them at the 
Supreme Court in relation to a stakeholder 
report submitted for the second cycle of 
the country’s Universal Periodic Review 
(UPR).

In Burma, in February 2013, a HRD working 
with Rohingya people was arrested for one 
day to prevent him from meeting with the 
UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of 
human rights in Myanmar who was visiting 
Sittwe on that day.

In Sri Lanka, the situation further deteriorated for HRDs over the course of 2014 after the UN 
Human Rights Council passed a resolution calling on the Office of the High Commissioner 
on Human Rights to look into allegations of rights violations, including war time abuses. 
The crackdown in Sri Lanka under the administration at the time was an explicit warning of 
reprisal against anyone found to be providing information on rights abuses to the UN. The 
crackdown also encompassed a smear campaign by government officials and governmental-
affiliated news agencies against HRDs, portraying them as ‘traitors’, with one newspaper 
calling for such people to be ‘shot and thrown to the forest for the foxes to eat’.

1 A/HRC/RES/24/24, Cooperation with the United Nations, its representatives and mechanisms in the field of human rights,  
http://daccess- -dds- -ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/LTD/G13/174/52/PDF/G1317452.pdf?OpenElement
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Legislation and Policies Aimed at Restricting Space for HRDs

A common trend in many countries in the region is the proposing or passing of legislation and policies 
restricting civil society space. Legislation ranged from restricting civil society organisations through an 
undue and onerous process for registration and operation in Indonesia and limiting non-governmental 
organisations’ (NGOs) access to foreign funds in India and Bangladesh. 

In Thailand, after the nationwide invocation of martial law on 20 May and the coup d’état on 22 May 2014, 
the military established the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO), whose orders have severely 
impacted the work of members of civil society. Hundreds of individuals, including academics, social 
activists, journalists and family members of HRDs, have been summoned, arrested and detained. The 
NCPO also prohibited political gatherings or assemblies of more than 5 people.

In Vietnam, in September 2013, Decree 72, a sweeping piece of legislation regulating 
internet use, came into effect. The law grants the government wide-ranging powers in 
limiting internet freedoms by outlawing the use of the internet to “oppose” the State, 
national security, or “national fraternity.” Furthermore, the decree strictly delineates 
what material may be posted in what forum. Ominously, social media may only be used 
for personal information. Sharing material on politics, economics, or society, derived from 
multiple sources – for instance some news articles – is now technically a punishable offence.

In Bangladesh, in December 2014, the 
Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) 
Regulation Bill was approved by the 
Cabinet of Ministers. Provisions in the Bill 
contravene international human rights 
law by making registration mandatory 
for all NGOs receiving foreign funds and 
impose serious curbs on the work of civil 
society organisations.

In Laos, a proposed decree on international 
NGOs contains several provisions that may 
seriously compromise the enjoyment of 
the right to freedom of association. Among 
other things, it obliges international NGOs to 
register every year and seek approval for every 
project, facilitates the rejection of registration 
applications, and makes it difficult to set up 
country or regional offices.

In Sri Lanka, in July 2014, the Ministry of Defence issued a press release stating that NGOs 
are forbidden from organising press conferences, workshops, and training for journalists, 
and disseminating press releases, “with immediate effect.”
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Enforced and Involuntary Disappearances and Abductions

Enforced disappearances and abductions of HRDs are used to silence dissent and create a climate 
of fear within civil society. The complete lack of accountability perpetuates fear. The majority of the 
documented cases suggest direct involvement or complicity of government authorities in disappearance 
cases. The report of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances2 published in 
August 2014 rightfully concludes that enforced disappearance is “not a crime of the past but continues 
to be used […] to preserve national security”3. In 2013, FORUM-ASIA documented 3 cases of enforced 
disappearances and attempted abductions of HRDs while in 2014, 12 cases were documented.

2 Established by the UN Commission on Human Rights in 1980 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Disappearances/Pages/
DisappearancesIndex.aspx  
3 A/HRC/27/49, Report of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances, 4 August 2014, para. 111

In the Maldives, Ahmed Rilwan Abdulla, 
a journalist with Minivan News disappeared 
on 8 August 2014. Worryingly, Rilwan 
disappeared 4 days after 15 journalists in 
the Maldives received death threats. This 
suspected abduction is the first of its kind 
in the Maldives and follows a worsening 
trend of threats over the past year, which 
have included attempted murder, arson 
and the labelling of certain journalists and 
HRDs as un-religious.

In Bangladesh, on 15 May 2014, Mohammad Nur Khan, the Director of Investigation with Ain 
O Salish Kendra (ASK), was the victim of an attempted abduction near his Dhaka office. Mr. 
Khan had recently been the target of explicit and implicit threats due to his work campaigning 
against enforced disappearances. He had regularly been followed by unidentified persons on 
a motorbike, and had been receiving threatening phone calls. 

In Thailand, ethnic Karen community leader Porlajee ‘Billy‘ 
Rakchongcharoen disappeared in Kaeng Krachan National Park. 
Billy was reportedly arrested and released on 17 April 2014, 
but local authorities have not disclosed details of either Billy’s 
detention or any evidence of his release. At the time of his alleged 
disappearance, Billy was travelling from his village to meet with 
ethnic Karen villagers and activists in preparation for an upcoming 
court hearing in the lawsuit filed by the villagers against the 
National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department, the 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, and the head 
of Kaeng Krachan National Park. He had been carrying case files 
and related documents with him.



Methodology

Since 2010, the HRD Programme of FORUM-ASIA has been using an integrated database 
documenting human rights violations and abuses against HRDs in Asia as well as restrictive 
legislation and policies. The information of cases documented can be consulted at www.
asianhrds.forum-asia.org. 

Cases are documented in the database when: 

(I) The source of information is credible; 

(II) The HRD or group is named, the type of violation is specified, and the exact date and 
precise location of the violation is documented;

(III) As much as possible, there is biographical information about the HRDs or group, such 
as their status as HRD, gender and where relevant, their ethnic or indigenous identity; 
and 

(IV) There is a clear, proximate and documented connection to the HRDs work or status 
and the violation.

In 2013 and 2014 FORUM-ASIA documented 314 cases of violations and abuses against 
HRDs and 10 cases of restrictive violations and policies by the government. Information 
and cases were collected through various sources, namely FORUM-ASIA members and 
partners, daily media monitoring and reports of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation 
of HRDs as well as the UN Secretary-General’s report on reprisals for people cooperating 
with the UN, its representatives and mechanisms in the field of human rights. 

To identify patterns and trends, we compared results between periods 2011-2012 and 2013-
2014 and the correlation between violations and abuses against HRDs and their rights and 
freedoms affected. 

Documented cases included in this analysis took place in following countries: Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Burma, Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, the Maldives, Mongolia, 
Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Vietnam. 
Cases were included in this analysis in the event the violations began between 1 January 2013 
and 31 December 2014. Violations which began before the time period in question but saw 
new developments during it were excluded from the population.




