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takes concrete steps toward reform, such 
as freeing opposition leader and political 
prisoner Aung San Suu Kyi. Suu Kyi has 
been under house arrest since her National 
League for Democracy party won Burma’s 
last democratic parliamentary elections in 
1990. 

The secretive manner in which the 
Charter was drafted also hinders the rati-
fication process. Civil service groups such 
as trade unions, alienated by the closed 
door sessions, actively oppose ratification 
without further input.

The Charter’s weak language and 
ASEAN’s undefined role necessitate strong 
leadership and vision from the Secretary 
General in order to mold ASEAN into a 
legitimate mechanism for upholding the 
rights of citizens. Described as a per-
suasive politician, Pitsuwan received his 
Ph.D. in political science and Middle 
Eastern studies from Harvard University 
in the United States, then ran for a posi-
tion in the Parliament in his home town of 
Nakhon Si Thammarat, Thailand, where 
he served nine terms and was appointed 
Minister of Foreign Affairs. After leaving 
the foreign ministry in 2001, Pitsuwan was 
appointed as a member of the Commission 

on Human Security of the United Nations 
and served as an advisor to the International 
Commission on Intervention and State 
Sovereignty, which produced the well-
known Responsibility to Protect report. 
He also served on the International Labor 
Organization’s World Commission on the 
Social Dimension of Globalization. 

Whether the new ASEAN charter 
remains just an academic assertion of lofty 
goals or an institution of fundamental human 
rights depends largely on the decisions 
made in the next five years. Commissioners 
from the national human rights organiza-
tions of Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, 
and the Philippines met on January 29 to 
establish a framework for the proposed 
regional body, the ASEAN Human Rights 
Commission. During the two-day meeting, 
the commissioners proposed that members 
of the Commission be appointed by their 
respective foreign ministries from a list of 
candidates drawn by a selection commit-
tee consisting of national institutions and 
civil society. The proposal will go back 
to the four existing national commissions 
and individual national governments for 
further discussion before being submitted 
to ASEAN as a whole.  	 HRB
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Samphan referred to Pol Pot as a patriot 
and claimed that in the Khmer Rouge gov-
ernment “[t]here was no policy of starving 
people. Nor was there any direction set out 
for carrying out mass killings.” Samphan 
was charged with crimes against humanity 
and war crimes for his role in the Khmer 
Rouge regime. 	 HRB
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