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October 6, 2006

Ambassador Richard A. Boucher

Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs

Room 6254

Department of State

Washington, D.C. 20520

Fax:   202-736-4333

Re:  Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury, Bangladeshi journalist

Dear Assistant Secretary Boucher:

The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, an independent bipartisan federal agency, is concerned about the case of Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury, who publishes and edits the Weekly Blitz, an English-language newspaper, and the Bengali-language weekly Jamjamat in Dhaka, Bangladesh.  Mr. Choudhury, who is a citizen of Bangladesh, faces charges in his country because of his desire to travel to Israel.   We understand that Mr. Choudhury’s next court date is October 12.

A Commission delegation, in which I participated, visited Bangladesh in February-March of this year.  With the assistance of the U.S. Embassy, the delegation met with a broad range of individuals, including Mr. Choudhury.   We were moved by Mr. Choudhury’s account of his efforts in his various publications to address religious extremism as a dangerous trend, as well as his writing on relations between Bangladesh and Israel.   

We were also concerned by Mr. Choudhury’s description of the reaction of the Bangladeshi authorities to those efforts.  According to Mr. Choudhury, in 2003 he accepted an invitation to attend a conference in Israel, which he described as an international symposium on peace.  After arriving at Dhaka Airport to begin his journey, Mr. Choudhury was questioned regarding his travel plans.  Mr. Choudhury readily admitted his intention to travel to Israel and his invitation to attend a conference there.   When challenged, he steadfastly refused to abide by Bangladesh’s official prohibition on travel to Israel or to accept the argument that Israel is an “enemy” of Bangladesh.  As a result, Mr. Choudhury was taken into custody and subsequently held incommunicado, with no notification to his family or friends.  According to Mr. Choudhury, he was severely interrogated, to the extent of being tortured, while in detention.   Although subsequently released (and thus able to meet with our delegation), Mr. Choudhury has been entangled ever since in a lengthy legal battle, which has prevented his travel abroad, including to the United States to receive an award from the American Jewish Committee.  While still in Dhaka, the Commission delegation raised Mr. Choudhury’s case with Bangladesh’s Foreign Secretary who confirmed that Bangladeshi passports are marked for travel to all countries except Israel.

Recently, the Commission has received some disturbing allegations regarding Mr. Choudhury’s legal difficulties, namely that the judge assigned to the case is himself linked with Islamic extremists and that the authorities are pressuring Mr. Choudhury to dismiss his defense attorney, Mr. S.N. Goswami, a prominent Hindu attorney and the Secretary General of the Bangladesh Minority Lawyers Association.          

Moreover, we have just heard today the deeply disturbing news that Mr. Choudhury has been severely beaten and robbed during an attack, in broad daylight, on his newspaper office.  Although Mr. Choudhury was able to identify at least one of his assailants, an official of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party, which leads Bangladesh’s current government, the police have allegedly refused Mr. Choudhury’s request, made in person, to take action or even to record his complaint regarding the attack.           

The Commission respectfully requests that you convey to the appropriate authorities in Bangladesh the United States government’s concern that Mr. Choudhury be provided full due process of law and that both the assault on him that has just taken place and his earlier allegations of mistreatment be thoroughly investigated and those responsible be charged and brought to justice.  Further, we understand that police protection provided to Mr. Choudhury was withdrawn prior to the attack.  Restoring such protection seems essential to protect him from further violent attacks.

This Commission has repeatedly called on the U.S. government to strengthen the “voices of moderation” in countries like Bangladesh where the rule of law, democratic institutions, and respect for human rights are under assault by violent extremists.   Mr. Choudhury has been one of those voices and should not be silenced.   

The Commission requests your personal attention to this matter and looks forward to hearing from you.  

Sincerely,
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Felice D. Gaer

Chair

cc:
The Honorable Barry F. Lowenkron, Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy,



Human Rights and Labor


The Honorable John V. Hanford III, Ambassador-at-Large for International



Religious Freedom


The Honorable Elliott Abrams, Deputy Assistant to the President and Deputy



National Security Advisor for Global Democracy Strategy


The Honorable Michael Kozak, Special Assistant to the President and Senior 



Director for Democracy, Human Rights, and International Operations


The Honorable Patricia A. Butenis, U.S. Ambassador to Bangladesh

CC: Steve Liston, Director, Office of International Religious Freedom

       Michael Mates, Foreign Affairs Officer, Office of International Religious Freedom

The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom was created by the International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 to monitor the status of freedom of thought, conscience, and religion or belief abroad, as defined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and related international instruments, and to give independent policy recommendations to the President, Secretary of State, and Congress.
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