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Press Release 

 

Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan Sentenced to Life Imprisonment for Crimes Against Humanity  

  

Today, the Trial Chamber of the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC) found 

Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan guilty of crimes against humanity committed between 17 April 1975 

and December 1977 and sentenced them to life imprisonment.  

 

Nuon Chea was the Deputy Secretary of the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK) and a member of 

both the CPK Central and Standing Committees. Nuon Chea, with Pol Pot, exercised the ultimate 

decision-making power of the Party. Nuon Chea officially exercised the role of Acting Prime Minister 

of DK on several occasions from September 1976 up until 1977 when Pol Pot resumed his duties. Due 

to his seniority within the CPK leadership, Nuon Chea enjoyed oversight of all Party activities 

extending beyond the roles and responsibilities formally entrusted to him during the DK period. Khieu 

Samphan became a candidate member of the CPK Central Committee in 1971 and a full-rights 

member in 1976. He was one of two members of Office 870 which oversaw the implementation of the 

decisions of the CPK Standing Committee. As a member of Office 870 he was responsible for 

commerce and played an important role in matters of economics and foreign trade in the Democratic 

Kampuchea (DK). In April 1976, Khieu Samphan was appointed President of the State Presidium. 

While this was a largely symbolic role with no executive power, he had the confidence and trust of the 

other members of the Party Centre and he participated in meetings of the Central and Standing 

Committees.  

 

The Trial Chamber found that, together with members of the Standing and Central Committees, 

government ministers and Zone secretaries, both Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan participated in a 

joint criminal enterprise to achieve the common purpose of implementing a rapid socialist revolution 

through a ‘great leap forward’ by whatever means necessary. The Chamber found that this common 

purpose was implemented through, amongst other means, policies to forcibly displace people from 

cities and towns and between rural areas. As a result, during the first phase of the movement of the 

population at least two million people were forcibly transferred from Phnom Penh in April 1975 by 

Khmer Rouge soldiers under false pretexts and threats, often at gunpoint, with almost no prior warning 

and in terrifying and violent circumstances. At the time of its expulsion, the population of Phnom Penh 

was severely weakened by the experience of a long siege characterised by food shortages. In this 

weakened condition, the population was forced to march to rural areas during the hottest time of the 

year and without adequate food, water, medical care, accommodation or transportation. Without 

exception, the entire population of Phnom Penh was evacuated, including monks, the old and the 

young, the sick and injured from the city’s hospitals, pregnant women and those who had recently 

given birth. There were numerous instances of Khmer Rouge soldiers shooting and killing civilians 

during the course of the evacuation, while many others died of exhaustion, malnutrition or disease. 

 



 

During the second phase of the movement of the population, between September 1975 and December 

1977, at least 330,000 to 430,000 people were forcibly displaced from various locations throughout 

Cambodia. Most people were ordered to leave their locations and transferred under armed guard. 

Those who refused transfer or attempted escape were arrested, detained or transferred in a further 

round of movements.  People were transported by different means, including truck, boat, ox cart and 

on foot. People were constantly monitored, had no water and insufficient food, and were not allowed 

to carry any belongings. Those transported by truck were guarded by armed Khmer Rouge soldiers, 

who shot at those who tried to escape. Due to exhaustion, starvation or illness, some people died. 

 

The Trial Chamber also found that Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan implemented the common purpose 

through a policy to target former Khmer Republic officials. As a result of this policy at least 250 Lon 

Nol officials who had been transported from Pursat to Tuol Po Chrey were executed immediately after 

17 April 1975. 

 

Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan were, through their participation in the joint criminal enterprise, found 

to have committed the crimes against humanity of murder, political persecution and other inhumane 

acts (comprising forced transfers and attacks against human dignity) during movement of population 

(phase one); political persecution and other inhumane acts (comprising forced transfers and attacks 

against human dignity) during movement of population (phase two); and murder and extermination 

through executions of Khmer Republic officials at Tuol Po Chrey. Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan 

were also found to have planned, instigated and aided and abetted the crimes of extermination (during 

movement of population (phases one and two)), other inhumane acts (comprising enforced 

disappearances) (during movement of population (phase two)) and political persecution (at Tuol Po 

Chrey). Additionally, Nuon Chea was found to have ordered these crimes. 

 

The Chamber found only Nuon Chea to be responsible as a superior for all crimes committed in the 

course of the movements of population and at Tuol Po Chrey, a factor which was considered in 

sentencing. 

In sentencing, the Trial Chamber considered the gravity of the crimes, including that they were 

committed across the whole of Cambodia during a more than two-and-a-half-year period against a vast 

number of victims, which is among the highest of any decided case concerning international crimes. 

The gravity of the crimes was further illustrated by the conditions of forced transfer, which were 

severe, unrelenting and inhumane. Further, the crimes had serious and lasting impact upon the victims, 

their relatives and Cambodia in general. The Trial Chamber found a number of aggravating 

circumstances had been established (Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan were well-educated and knew 

the import and consequences of their actions; the crimes were committed in abuse of their positions of 

authority and influence; and many victims were vulnerable and defenceless), with limited mitigating 

circumstances. The Chamber sentenced both Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan to life imprisonment, 

noting that they each have the right to appeal the convictions and sentence imposed. 

The Trial Chamber found that, as a consequence of the crimes of which Nuon Chea and Khieu 

Samphan have been convicted, the Civil Parties and a very large number of additional victims have 

suffered immeasurable harm, including physical suffering, economic loss, loss of dignity, 

psychological trauma and grief arising from the loss of family members or close relations. The 

Chamber consequently endorsed the implementation of 11 reparation projects that have been designed 

to appropriately acknowledge the harm suffered by Civil Parties as a result of the commission of the 

crimes at issue in this trial and to provide benefits to the Civil Parties that address this harm. The 

following projects were endorsed: the institution of a National Remembrance Day project; the 

construction of a memorial in Phnom Penh to honour victims of forced evacuations; a testimonial 

therapy project; self-help groups; a permanent exhibition; a mobile exhibition and education project; 

the inclusion of a chapter on forced population movement and executions at Tuol Po Chrey within the 



 

Cambodian school curriculum; the construction of a peace learning centre; a booklet on adjudicated 

facts and civil party participation at the ECCC; two editions of the verdict in Case 002/01; and 

inclusion of Civil Party names on the ECCC website. 

The substantive hearings in this trial commenced on 21 November 2011 and concluded with closing 

statements on 31 October 2013. During the 222 days of trial, the Trial Chamber heard testimonies 

from 92 individuals, including 53 fact witnesses, 5 character witnesses, 31 Civil Parties and 3 experts. 

An unprecedented number of 103,724 people attended the trial. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

For further information, please contact: 

 

Mr. Lars Olsen 

Legal Officer 

Mobile: +855 (0)12 488 023 

Land line: +855 (0)23 861 669 

Email: olsenl@un.org 

 

 

 

Mr. Neth Pheaktra 

Press Officer 

Mobile phone: +855 (0)12 488 156 

Land line: +855 (0)23 861 564 

Email: neth.pheaktra@eccc.gov.kh  
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