
Ref:

NOMINATIONS SPUR FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

Two Vietnamese are in Nobel reckoning

QUYNH DA0

TWO prominent Vietnamese
democracy and human rights ad-
vocates, Thich Quang Do and
Nguyen Van Ly, have been nomi-
nated for the 2013 Nobel Peace
Prize. This is encouraging news
for a long-suffering people whose
oppression is little reported.

Quang Do, 84, is the Patriarch
of the Unified Buddhist Church of
Vietnam and an eminent scholar,
lecturer and writer in oriental
philosophy and Buddhist studies.
He has spent nearly three dec-
ades in detention for his peaceful
advocacy for more freedom for
his people.

Asked why Vietnam deemed
the elderly monk so dangerous
that they kept him isolated in this
way, he replied: 'Because I live ac-
cording to the Buddhist principles
of compassion and tolerance. I re-
fuse to live in hatred and rancour
like them. So they keep me locked
up, in exile, prison or house arrest.

"In 2001,1 launched an 'Appeal
for Democracy in Vietnam', call-
ing for a multi-party system and
free elections under UN supervi-
sion. If Hanoi's leadership had
taken heed, they could have
spared the people much suffering.
But they are afraid of losing
power and all the perks and
privileges that go with it. That's

why they cling to the party's
monopoly and refuse to open to
political reforms."

The 66-year-old Catholic
priest Father Ly, who suffers par-
alysis of one side of his body as a
result of a stroke while he was in
prison and was recently diag-
nosed with a brain tumour, is also
considered dangerous by Viet-
namese authorities. He has spent
the past 37 years either in prison
or under house arrest. He
founded Block 8406, an organis-
ation that brings together peace-
ful advocates for freedom and
human rights both within and
outside Vietnam. Sentenced to a
total of 53 years imprisonment
and 10 years under house arrest,
he remains unshakeable in the
cause he pursues. "I do not accept
these sentences," he says. "I do not
consider myself a criminal but a
prisoner of conscience. Imprison-
ment, that is the price to pay for
those who fight for a just cause."

The Vietnamese communist
regime's human rights record has
been atrocious. After Ho Chi
Minh took control of the north of
the country in 1954, he signed a
decree outlawing freedom of the
press. Recently published official
records revealed that more than
172,000 North Vietnamese

peasants classified as landlords
were killed during the Maoist-
style "land reform" campaign in
the 1950s. Most were later found
to have been "wrongly classified".
After their victory over South
Vietnam in 1975, more than a mil-
lion South Vietnamese personnel
were incarcerated in the dreaded
"re-education camps" without
trial for years. More than 65,000
political executions took place
after "peace" was restored.

Vietnam ranks 172nd of 179
countries in the 2013 Reporters
Without Borders Press Freedom
Index, just ahead of China and
slightly better than North Korea,
and, according to Transparency
International, is among the most
corrupt countries in the world.

So how has Vietnam managed
to escape international media
scrutiny all these decades? The
nominations of these two Viet-
namese human rights advocates
for the Nobel Peace Prize are
more than timely. The majority of
the Vietnamese-Australian com-
munity are former refugees. They
cherish the privilege to live in
Australia, a free and democratic
nation, and, in this election year,
would reward a party that helped
further the cause of human rights
in Vietnam.

Quynh Dao is a
Melbourne
author and
member of
Amnesty
International
Australia. This
piece was
written with
Que Me:
Action for
Democracy in
Vietnam and
VOA online
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