February 16, 2007

The Honorable Condoleeza Rice

Secretary of State

U.S. Department of State

2201 C St. NW

Washington, DC 20520

Dear Secretary Rice:

I am writing to express my gratitude for the impressive work demonstrated by the Department of State, particularly by the U.S. Ambassador to Bangladesh Patricia Butenis, on behalf of Bangladeshi journalist Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury. 

Mr. Choudhury is a moderate Muslim journalist facing sedition charges because of his belief in the importance of an interfaith dialogue between Jews and Muslims and articles he published critical of Islamic extremism. Under Bangladeshi law, sedition is a crime punishable by death.  
Mr. Choudhury was detained in November 2003 at Zia International Airport in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on his way to board a flight bound for Tel Aviv, Israel, to participate in the annual Hebrew Writers Conference. Mr. Choudhury’s passport was seized, along with considerable sums of money and several personal items. On that same day, police raided his home and newspaper office, seizing files and computers.

Since Bangladeshi law prohibits travel to Israel, Mr. Choudhury was first cited for a minor passport violation. He subsequently was charged with sedition, accused of espionage as an Israeli spy, and incarcerated for 17 months. He was subjected to harsh interrogation techniques and received no treatment for a debilitating case of glaucoma. In large part due to the work of Ambassador Butenis’ predecessor, Ambassador Harry Thomas, Mr. Choudhury was finally released on bail in April 2005.

Despite public pledges from senior Bangladeshi government officials that all pending legal action against Mr. Choudhury would be dropped, the government pressed forward with its prosecution on charges of sedition. Then a judge with alleged ties to an Islamic extremist group ruled that Mr. Choudhury would stand trial for sedition. His next hearing is scheduled for February 28, 2007.

We are making progress in Congress to call attention to this important human rights case. Along with my colleague Rep. Nita Lowey (D-NY), I introduced House Resolution 64 which urges the Government of Bangladesh to drop all charges against Mr. Choudhury. I am encouraged that H.Res 64 passed the House Committee on Foreign Affairs yesterday and now awaits placement on the calendar to be considered on the floor of the House of Representatives.

Congress must work with the State Department to send a clear message: we cannot allow moderate voices in the Muslim world to be silenced. I look forward to the day when Mr. Choudhury can publish his newspaper free from government persecution.
Please convey my deepest appreciation to Ambassador Butenis and her team at Embassy Dhaka for their dedication to the cause of freedom and human rights.

Sincerely,






Mark Steven Kirk






Member of Congress
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