ASEAN PARLIAMENTARIANS
APHRI FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

February 11, 2016

The Honorable Mr. Barack Obama
President of the United States of America
The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20500

Dear Mr. President,

As members of parliament from Southeast Asia, dedicated to the promotion and
protection of human rights, we write to express our desire for you to make discussion of
human rights and the democratic aspirations of the people of ASEAN a priority during
the upcoming summit at the Sunnylands estate in California on 15-16 February 2016.

As you are surely aware, democracy is struggling in Southeast Asia. Many countries in
our region have taken dramatic steps backward in the past two years. While Southeast
Asia appeared to be on the cusp of a genuine political transformation only a few years
ago, more recently the region has instead witnessed military takeovers, the rollback of
fundamental rights, intensifying government-sponsored discrimination against ethnic and
religious minorities, and the increasing persecution of activists and opposition voices,
including fellow parliamentarians.

These setbacks constitute a fundamental threat to the future of the ASEAN Community
and the US relationship with it. While we recognize and understand your administration’s
desire to strengthen trade and security cooperation with Southeast Asian governments, we
urge you to proceed with caution. Human rights, democracy, and basic dignity cannot
take a backseat to economic or security prerogatives. Open dialogue on fundamental
political and rights-based questions is vital to ensuring the sustainability of bilateral
relationships and promoting broad-based benefits of trans-Pacific cooperation.

When you sit down with ASEAN leaders in California, we urge you to press them on
unfulfilled human rights commitments and to directly raise specific concerns with them.
Among the outstanding issues to address are the continued detention of political
prisoners, the rampant violation of land rights through arbitrary land confiscation, the
denial of free elections, and restrictions on fundamental rights to freedom of expression,
association, and assembly that impact too many residents across the ASEAN Community.

We also urge you to continue to speak directly with civil society and listen to the voices
of the people of ASEAN. In many cases, restrictive laws and government policies have
made it harder for them to support the development of the democratic societies that are



vitally important to political and economic success. These individuals are our constituents
and the true engines of dynamism and growth in the ASEAN region. Collaboration with
the region’s political and economic leadership must be paired with a genuine
commitment to addressing the concerns of a broader spectrum of voices.

Our constituents demand and deserve governments that respect their rights and dignity.
The United States is uniquely positioned to support our demands for accountability from
our region’s leaders, and the upcoming summit presents a distinct opportunity to do just
that. We hope you will aid us in our efforts to achieve a more democratic and truly

people-centered ASEAN Community.
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