
 

 

 

FREEDOM DEFENDER: Sorn Ramana  
A civil society leader fights for basic rights like free speech and 
access to the internet in Cambodia.  
March 2015 

US foreign aid works best as a tool in the hands of the right local 
leaders—those who stand up for accountability, make demands of 
government, and get results. 

A proposed cybercrime law in Cambodia would limit the voice of everyday citizens by 
criminalizing any online communications that “undermine” the integrity of government 
agencies or officials. In response, civil society organizations are actively advocating 
for Cambodians’ freedom of expression in the Free the Net campaign.  

Sorn Ramana, a 29-year-old project coordinator at the Cambodian Center for Human 
Rights, says the campaign is important, as it will counter an opaque legislative 
process.  

Civil society groups received a leaked version of the cybercrime law in April 2014, 
but the government announced it had “scrapped” the drafted law in December. 
Ramana is concerned, however, that the most repressive elements of the law could 
still be adopted without any consultation with citizens. 

“We want people to express themselves, participate in political life and a multiparty democracy, and be able to raise 
their voices without fear or manipulation,” says Sorn Ramana, 29, of the Cambodian Center for Human Rights. 
Patrick Brown / Oxfam America	  
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LOOKING BEYOND THE NUMBERS 
Cambodia appears to be a nation bouncing back from the wars of the past century. 
The country is growing its economy by more than seven percent per year. It’s seeing 
more foreign investment, construction is booming, and more children are in school.  

But behind the macroeconomic numbers, leaders of Cambodia’s nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) sector have a slightly different perspective. While full of hope, 
they still see serious rural poverty, a budget relying heavily on foreign aid, and a 
repressive political environment. 

The controversial “cybercrime” bill introduced into the National Assembly last year is 
just one of many battles for civil society. The bill outlines multiple regulations that 
everyday citizens could violate. One article in the leaked proposed text says, “Any 
content in any medium that can be translated into social disorder, violate the 
country’s sovereignty, or defame an individual politician will be punishable by 1–3 
years in prison and fined between 2 million and 6 million riels [$490–$1,470].”  

YOUNG PEOPLE BUILDING DEMOCRACY 
Ramana is concerned about the future if young people can’t communicate freely. 
People between the ages of 15 and 30 comprise 33 percent of Cambodia’s 
population, and are more and more active on social media. Facebook has 1.4 million 
users online every month, about 10 percent of the population.  

“Freedom of expression is like oxygen to a democracy.”  
—Sorn Ramana, Cambodian Center for Human Rights 

“The internet’s important; it’s how we can send a message around the world so 
people know what is happening here,” says Ramana.  

Ramana went to university to study finance, and volunteered in rural communities 
during school vacations. Despite the promise of a lucrative private sector job, she 
couldn’t deny the call to be a part of Cambodia’s development. So she shifted her 
career to international human rights, which she sees as crucial to Cambodia’s future. 

“The Constitution protects freedom of expression, and if we don’t let people speak 
out, what is the point of building a democracy?” says Ramana.  

Ramana also says it’s particularly important for Cambodians like her—those on the 
front line of defending human rights in a repressive atmosphere—to be connected to 
others through the internet.  

“If we know others around the world support us, we know we are not alone.” 


