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Dear Shui Meng,
Thank you so much for sharing with us - and with all those following the session online – the day that changed your live, the struggle that has defined your live ever since, and the pain that remains with you every day. Your husband Sombath Somphone was forcibly disappeared almost 12 years ago and you still don’t know anything about his fate or whereabouts, you still have neither truth nor justice. 
The enforced disappearance of your husband is one of so many – too many – cases we get knowledge about in this Committee. But, besides the fact that each case is individual, this case is particular in several respects. Sombath Somphone was a well-known, dedicated and passionate community worker, he was honoured with awards beyond his country. His disappearance did not happen mysteriously in an unknown place but was recorded by police traffic CCTV cameras. International NGOs like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch campaigned on his behalf. International media reported. The European Parliament EP called for his release, and so did parliamentarians from the region. UN bodies like the Human Rights Committee questioned the Laos government. On top of that your own tireless efforts are based on your professional expertise, your profound knowledge of international structures and experience in international solidarity networking. 
Given these conditions, it would be reasonable to expect that there would be at least some kind of progress to report. But no - Sombath Somphone remains disappeared, his fate and whereabouts still unknown to you, his family and friends.
And no matter what the conditions are or what is particular about this case, the pain and the suffering is with you every day. And as you said so clearly, this is despite the passing of time, because with time hope fades. Whereas initially you thought state authorities couldn't deny something so clear, over the time you were confronted with ignorance, disregard, inaction, negligence, and outright lies. And so were all the others who are committed to Sombath’s faith. 
This is what so many victims of enforced disappearance have to deal with, often exacerbated by reprisals and existential distress. Sombath Somphone’s case clearly shows that an enforced disappearance has not only serious consequences for family and friends who are left behind. It very often has a chilling effect on the civil society of the given community or country. An intentional deterrent effect. After your husband’s disappearance, civil society organizations in Laos were in fear, became more careful in their work or even inactive. We can assume that this has pleased those responsible for Sombath’s disappearance.
You – as victims in so many countries - rightly have high expectations of the UN Committee on Enforced Disappearances. However, the Lao government has signed, but not ratified the convention. Therefore, CED has no formal means to review the situation in Laos or ask for information in particular cases. Unfortunately, this applies to many countries in Asia where only few states have ratified the Convention so far. CED is sincerely committed to change this, intensifying its outreach to governments and the broader human rights movement. Last year, we had a fruitful meeting with the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights. In November, the OHCHR regional office and CED will organize several workshops with state and CSO representatives in Bangkok. And in January, the World Congress on Enforced Disappearance will gather activists and diplomats, victims and UN representatives to discuss ways forward in the fight against enforced disappearances. 
Regrettably, the impact of a UN Treaty Body has its limitations. Essential for things to change is serious political will by the government to act. We will appeal to the Lao government to demonstrate this political will. And we will never forget the victims.
We thank you wholeheartedly that you found the time and energy to address our Committee. We sincerely congratulate you for your passion and your energy, and for not being discouraged by years of ignorance and denial. We all hope that the search for your husband will one day bring to light what really happened, as you have the right to know the truth.




