Ex-Khmer Rouge still dominate regions of Cambodia
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            Just as the chief Khmer Rouge torturer takes the stand before a 
United Nations-backed genocide tribunal, a mausoleum fit for a king will be 
unveiled for another murderous leader from the same regime.

 

           The entombed Ta Mok, known to his victims as "The Butcher," 
remains a revered figure in Anlong Veng because practically everyone here - 
from the district chief to the tourism promoter, from the wealthiest 
businessmen to dirt-poor farmers - was once Khmer Rouge.

            This remote, rough-and-ready town is no aberration. Thirty years 
after the fall of their Maoist regime, former Khmer Rouge officials still 
run extensive enclaves across northwestern and northern Cambodia. After 
Anlong Veng, their last holdout, fell in 1998, Khmer Rouge officials 
abandoned their savage policies and took posts in the new power structure.

            They appear unlikely to face justice for alleged crimes during a 
brutal 1975-1979 reign of terror under which some 2 million died.

            "We were the former Khmer Rouge commanders so we knew the area 
and the people, so after we surrendered we were confident we would get 
similar positions - in the government, police, the military," explains Pery 
Saroen, 55, Anlong Veng's deputy district chief, whose superior is also a 
one-star army general. "When we handed over ourselves, our territory, we 
became part of the government. We had an agreement with the government and 
we knew they would forgive us."

            An equivalent scenario would have been known Nazi officials and 
military commanders, some with blood on their hands, serving in 1975 as West 
Germany's mayors and ministers amid war crimes trials for their leaders.

            Only five are expected to face trial. The first, Kaing Guek 
Eav - better known as Comrade Duch - headed Phnom Penh's notorious S-21 
torture center. He is scheduled to testify at the end of the month before a 
joint international and Cambodian tribunal.

            "It's clear that not every Khmer Rouge cadre who carried out 
killings and crimes is going to come before the tribunal. We don't believe 
it should stop at the top five most notorious figures. We could do more to 
bring justice to Cambodians," says Sara Colm of the New York-based Human 
Rights Watch, echoing criticism of many Cambodians and foreign prosecutors.

            Nhem Sarath, with the non-governmental Cambodian Human Rights 
and Development Association, says villagers outside Khmer Rouge areas often 
ask why the court doesn't try the many Khmer Rouge suspected of atrocities.

            "They also ask us why the powerful leaders now running the 
country are also not arrested," he says.

            Prime Minister Hun Sen, Senate President Chea Sim and National 
Assembly Chairman Heng Samrin were all Khmer Rouge commanders or officials, 
and now are unchallenged in their power. Other top positions are filled by 
their one-time comrades, including Foreign Minister Hor Nam Hong and deputy 
prime ministers Men Sam On and Keat Chhun, who also holds the finance and 
economy portfolio.

            Although no evidence has come to light implicating Hun Sen, a 
division commander, in Khmer Rouge crimes, he has sought to narrowly 
restrict those brought to justice because a number in his government and 
party are hiding skeletons in their closets.

            Among the most notorious is Meah Mut, an ex-Khmer Rouge military 
official, who is on a prosecution "hit list" of at least five others they 
want to try. A brigadier general and adviser to the Defense Ministry, he 
lives in a lovely house amid a fruit orchard in Samlot, about 125 miles from 
Anlong Veng, in the northwest.

            It was to this region that the Khmer Rouge leaders and thousands 
of followers fled when a Vietnamese invasion force toppled their regime in 
1979. While Khmer Rouge in other areas of the country sought to quietly 
merge back into society, those in the northwest melted into the jungles and 
mountains to wage guerrilla war until the guns fell silent through an 
amnesty in 1998, the year Anlong Veng fell, and their leader, Pol Pot, died. 
All ex-Khmer Rouge in the region express loyalty to Hun Sen and his 
Cambodian People's Party.

            David Chandler, a leading Cambodia historian due to appear as an 
expert witness at the tribunal, says the deal has proved a "standoff, a 
trade-off that suits both sides."

            "They are not going into dissidence or to secede. They have to 
behave to a certain extent but Hun Sen is not going to mess with them too 
much," he says. "I don't think these are dedicated left-wing thinkers or 
performers. I think they abandoned that and got into the money and the 
patronage situation and are perfectly happy."

            Many of the former Khmer Rouge claim to support the trial of 
their one-time leaders.

            "To be honest, when ex-Khmer Rouge heard that the top five 
leaders would be tried, they said, 'We don't mind. Let's do it,'" said Nhem 
En, another district deputy head who was S-21's chief photographer and, like 
most former Khmer Rouge, points a finger at the leaders while denying any 
wrongdoing himself.

            Ta Mok, who died a prisoner in 2006, is still much admired in 
Anlong Veng. His mausoleum, copied from ancient Angkorian temples by his 
rich grandson, will be completed almost to the day that Duch testifies.

            "We regarded Ta Mok like a father who takes care of his 
children. He imposed restrictions and discipline but he gave us food, 
clothing, places to live," recalls Chat Chay, a poor laborer and former 
Khmer Rouge soldier. He noted how Ta Mok, whose cruelty was legendary, built 
roads, a hospital, a bridge and a high school building.

            The town's 3,000 schoolchildren are taught nothing about their 
country's Khmer Rouge past, and only a few posters about the trial have been 
put around school grounds, says elementary school Vice Principal Reak Smey. 
He is one of a sizable influx of non-Khmer Rouge from other parts of the 
country, drawn by the possibility of acquiring land in the sparsely 
populated area and earning income from a lucrative cross-border trade with 
nearby Thailand.

            "When I first arrived I was worried about having to adapt to 
life with former Khmer Rouge, but after a few months I discovered their 
honesty and kindness. The more I lived with them, the better I felt," he 
says, recalling that the revolutionaries had tried to instill rigid 
morality, albeit at the point of a gun, during their years in power. Now, he 
says, their virtues are being eroded by the influence of the newcomers.

            Khieu Dum is a wealthy 36-year-old who owns a gas station and 
money exchange business. He is also the son of Khieu Samphan, who faces 
charges of crimes against humanity during his time as the Khmer Rouge 
president. An expensive Lexus sports utility vehicle sits in the son's 
garage at the dusty crossroads of this district of about 20,000, where the 
new settlers have had to be friendly because they are the powerless 
outsiders.

            "This is a small and simple place. People just go about their 
business. The old (Khmer Rouge) people and the newcomers live together 
amiably. I have never had trouble because of my father," says Khieu Dum.

            The Khmer Rouge leaders were off to a head start when the 
amnesty came, having amassed mini-fortunes during their days as guerrillas 
through smuggling of timber, gems and antiques to Thailand. Now, the upper 
echelons own some of the poshest houses and cars in the provinces of Pailin, 
Preah Vihear, Battambang, Banteay Meanchey and Oddar Meancheay - Cambodia's 
Khmer Rouge country.

            Some have sunk into gross corruption and engage in activities, 
like gambling, which would have earned them summary execution in the old 
days. And they have certainly ditched their ideal of a classless society.

            In Anlong Veng, a two-class system appears to have emerged: the 
rich businessmen and government officials living in town and former 
low-ranking soldiers who barely survive on arid land they don't own in the 
surrounding countryside. Thus the town witnessed both the final military 
defeat of the Khmer Rouge and the death of its ideals.

            Chat Chay says he joined the movement as a 14-year-old after the 
Khmer Rouge persuaded him they would liberate the country and create a 
utopia of neither rich nor poor. Now, he breaks up stones at construction 
sites, able to use only his right hand since a head wound paralyzed his left 
side. He earns less than one dollar a day for his family of seven.

            "The Khmer Rouge didn't do what they promised. They changed 
their policies," says the 51-year-old man. "I was wounded but the Khmer 
Rouge gave me nothing and I have also received nothing from this 
government."
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