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**FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE**

COHRE Media Release – 8 May 2007
Cambodian families ask Australian government to help halt forced eviction
More than 700 people (nearly 150 Cambodian families) living adjacent to the site of the new Australian embassy site in Phnom Penh are in danger of being forcibly evicted from their homes by local authorities, ostensibly to allow for beautification and development of the city. 
The families, known locally as “Group 78”, have resisted these plans by proactively devising their own renovation plans with the assistance of local architecture students. The Group 78 community has tried to incorporate the wishes of the Phnom Penh Municipality as well as its own needs into the development plans to create a feasible alternative to forced eviction. 
Group 78 is now asking for support for these upgrading plans from the Australian government. The Geneva-based Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), has joined them in this call, warning that there is the prospect of serious human rights violations taking place on Australia’s doorstep if the families are forcibly evicted. 
Jean du Plessis, Executive Director (a.i.) of COHRE, said today, “Australia has a duty to ensure that such flagrant violations of human rights do not occur on the doorstep of one of its overseas missions. In the spirit of the numerous multilateral agreements on human rights and development to which it is a party, Australia must ensure that forced evictions do not occur in Cambodia, and in particular right next to the site of its own new embassy in Phnom Penh. The Australian government’s support for the communities’ upgrading plans is crucial in ensuring that the residents get to keep their homes and land - on which some have lived for more than two decades.” 

The Group 78 community faces the threat of forced eviction despite the fact that households have produced documentation supporting their possession and occupation of the land since the early 1980s. The community has established small businesses, built structures on the land, and used the land as collateral for loans. Group 78 has been officially recognized by local authorities and the Phnom Penh Municipal Cadastral Office through the issuance of house statistic receipts in 1992. The community has satisfied the requirements of the 2001 Land Law of Cambodia, which grants ownership to occupiers of land whose peaceful and uncontested possession exceeds five years.

Du Plessis warned, “If evictions are ultimately carried out, we are concerned that the families will not only lose what is rightfully theirs, but will be removed to barren fields with no basic sanitation services, no sources of food or potable water. This would be in clear breach of international human rights laws including the International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) to which both Cambodia and Australia are party.”
The Group 78 community and architecture students have invited the Australian Ambassador, along with other stakeholders to view the onsite upgrading plan on 8 May 2007 at 8.00am at the World Vision Office in Phnom Penh.

Mr. Kheng Sorath, a resident from Group 78 said, “I have noticed that people throughout the country are living with fear … particularly the poor people who are living in the area where land price is good. I was happy upon hearing the word ‘development’. I think other people had the same feeling. But now we are fearful of the word ‘development’. Because most of the development takes the communities’ land and houses away and offers very little compensation” 
COHRE’s Du Plessis added, “International law demands that governments and local authorities only evict in highly exceptional circumstances, after full consultation with the affected communities, and after consideration of all possible alternatives to eviction. It is clear that this has not occurred in the case of the Group 78 community. COHRE urges the Australian embassy in Phnom Penh to support the community’s upgrading plans and to request the Cambodian government to engage with the community in a consultation process aimed at developing the site without the need for evictions or other human rights violations.”
For interviews or additional information contact Dan Nicholson, Coordinator of COHRE’s Asia and Pacific Programme, on +61-409-328289 or dan@cohre.org.
For more information about Group 78, please contact Phann Sithan, Housing Rights Taskforce (Cambodia), on + 855 12 707 960.
