Genocide court indicts Khmer Rouge jailer
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The tribunal charged with dispatching justice for Cambodia’s late 1970s genocide has finally handed down its first indictment, charging the commandant of an infamous Khmer Rouge torture centre in Phnom Penh with crimes against humanity.

The indictment of Kang Kek Ieu, better known as Duch, was announced this week as the United Nations-backed tribunal finds itself under the spotlight following corruption allegations.

Officials at the court celebrated the indictment, however, as a signal that its work was starting in earnest. “The bell is now ready to ring and we are really pleased with this, because this really responds to the demands of the public, both in Cambodia and abroad,” said a spokesman, Reach Sambath, who added that he expected Duch’s trial to start by early October.

Duch is one of five Khmer Rouge leaders who have been charged by the tribunal seeking justice on behalf of the estimated 1.7m Cambodians, about a quarter of the country’s population at the time, who died under the regime between 1975 and 1979. Duch was charged with overseeing Tuol Sleng, a former elementary school that was converted into a political prison and interrogation centre in which thousands died.

The UN Development Programme, which has been managing international funding for the trial, is withholding money under instruction from donors, including the European Union and Australia, because of alleged kickbacks involving Cambodian employees.

The court was set up jointly by Cambodian and international authorities and has a total staff of 350, including 250 Cambodians. “We really hope that this [fund withholding] is a temporary delay,” said Helen Jarvis, a tribunal official. “For the Cambodians not to have been paid since the end of June is getting a little difficult.”

The trial is likely to spark mixed emotions among a population mostly born after the Khmer Rouge atrocities and frustrated by the delay in bringing the regime’s leadership to justice. Some of the five leaders charged are in ill health. Pol Pot , the Khmer Rouge leader, died under house arrest in 1998.

Ms Jarvis cited a recent survey by the International Republican Institute, the US-based political development group, which found that 86 per cent of respondents supported putting Khmer Rouge leaders on trial.

Still, the latest corruption allegations could add to concern at the court’s ballooning costs. The establishment of a tribunal was agreed in principle in 1999 but it was only set up in 2006 after extended debate between international donors and Cambodia on its organisation and operating rules.

Reach Sambath said that “spending has got a lot beyond expectations” but argued that it had not exceeded that of other international tribunals. The court had an initial three-year budget of $56.3m (€38m, £30m).

Tribunal verdicts will require agreement by four of five presiding judges. Three of the judges are Cambodians, with one each from France and New Zealand.
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