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Song ngif Viét Anh

Vao thang Giéng, hai nha ngoai giao chuyén nghiép Sophea Eat va Keo Chhea dd két thic su chia cdch
kéo dai 14 ndm & nhiing vi tri ngoai giao khdc nhau khi Eat dugc bé nhiém lam dai st cia Campuchia
tai Lién Hdp Quéc va chuyén dén Hoa Ky cong tdc, ndi ma chdng ba, Keo, dang phuc vu vdi tu cdch nha
ngoai giao hang ddau cta nudc nay tai Washington tu' ndm 2022. Cac chdic vu cua ho phu hgp vdi su
quan tdm manh mé cta Hoa Ky véi Campuchia va cdc nudec ASEAN khdc nhu la mét phén cua cdc né luc
cta chinh quyén Téng théng Biden nhdm tdp hop su ting hé khu vuc cho chién ludc d6i phé véi Trung
Quéc & khu vuc An 6 Duong-Thdi Binh Duong.

D6 khong phai la nhiém vu dé dang cho hai vi dai si. Chinh quyén Téng thong Biden dang bi séc
trudc viéc Campuchia dang nhanh chéng trd thanh mot nha nudc doc dang ngay cang dan ap khi
thang trudc da cdm Pang Anh nén (Candlelight Party) d6i lap chinh ctia dat nudc tham gia cudc téng
tuyén ctf vao thang Bay tdi. Hoa Ky cling lo ngai rang Campuchia dang cho phép Bac Kinh xdy dung
mot can cl hai quan trén Vinh Thai Lan dé quan ddi Trung Quéc doc quyén sif dung. Nhung Tong
thong Joe Biden cling danh gia cao su ting ho ctia Campuchia d6i v8i cac nghi quyét clia Lién hgp
qudc do Hoa Ky hdu thuan chéng lai cubc chién clia Nga & Ukraine trong 15 thang qua.
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Ambassador Keo Chhea (Courtesy Keo Chhea/Cambodian Embassy)

Keo va Eat da vugt qua chinh tri ngi bo khé khan ctia Bo Ngoai giao Campuchia dudi thgi Tha tudng
Hun Sen, nha ldnh dao doc doan da cai tri dat nudc tif ndm 1985. Eat bat dau su nghiép cung nam dé
tai Cuc Thong tin ctia B va da thang tién 1én cac vi tri bao gom ca Pai s Campuchia tai Thai Lan va
Quéc vu khanh phu trach cac van dé chdu A-Thai Binh Dudng. Cac cong viéc d6i ngoai clia Keo bao
gdm cac vi tri Bi thu thi nhat tai cac dai s quan Campuchia & An 6 va Brunei cling nhu cac vi tri dai
dién cho Phnom Penbh tai tru s& ctia ASEAN & Jakarta, Indonesia.

T6i da ndi chuyén véi Keo and Eat vé nhiing n6 luc ctia Campuchia nham can bang quan hé véi Trung
Quodc va Hoa Ky, cudc dan ap lién tuc cta chinh phi Campuchia déi v8i nhitng nguai bat dong chinh
kién va truyén thong doc lap, va trién vong dat nudc trd thanh mot ché do doc tai dudi thai con trai
day tham vong chinh tri cGa Hun Sen, Hun Manet.

Tinh hinh quan hé Hoa Ky - Campuchia hién nay nhu thé nao?

KEO: N6 da tung gap ghénh, nhung sau khi Campuchia chu tri thanh cdng HGi nghi cap cao dac biét
Hoa Ky - ASEAN nam 2022 va viéc ching t6i thé hién vi thé thuc su ctia minh vdi tu cach la mot quéc
gia trung lp, cac chinh tri gia Hoa Ky hiéu rang ching t6i khéng diing vé phia Trung Quéc va diéu dé
da cai thién quan hé song phudng rat nhiéu.

Ban than ching téi khong than Trung Qudc nhu gidi truyén thong Hoa Ky ndi, nhung ching t6i can
phai ton tai. Chlng toi tin tudng vao quan hé vdi phudng Tay va Hoa Ky. Nhung cac ban dang & dau?
Chung t6i can lam an v@i ca hai bén va ngudi Trung Quoc dang & day, nhung ngudi My & dau? Tré em
Campuchia hao hic hoc & Hoa Ky. Va ngay ca cac nha lanh dao clia chling t6i, tat ca con cdi cia ho
déu hoc 8 Hoa Ky, Uc hodc Chau Au, khdng phai & Trung Quéc.



Chién ludc An Do Ducng - Thai Binh Dudng clia Chinh quyén thong théng Biden c6é muc dich ro
rang la chéng lai anh huéng cia Trung Quéc trong khu vuc. N6 dd dnh hudng dén Campuchia
nhu thé nao?

EAT: Ching t6i cdm thay bi dp luc. Chlng tdi biét rang Hoa Ky rat lo ngai vé viéc trién khai slic manh
ngay cang tang clia Trung Qudc, nhung nhiing gi ching t6i c6 thé [am la cung cap mot s6 dién dan dé
tat ca cac cudng qudc nay cung nhau hgp tac va lam viéc vi Igi ich chung. Chldng t6i ing hd Chién ludc
An D6 Duang-Thai Binh Dudng hodc bat ky chién lugc nao thic ddy hda binh, 6n dinh va tién bo trong
khu vyc.

Diéu chlng t6i khdng thé chap nhan la bat ky chién [udc nao cé thé gdy tén hai dén su tién b va 6n
dinh trong khu vuc. Ching téi hy vong réng Chién lugc An D Dudng-Théi Binh Dudng sé& tranh don
chdng téi vao chan tudng. Ching tdi dang c6 gang [am ban véi tit cd moi ngudi. Ngudi Trung Quéc
cung cap rat nhiéu khoan dau tu vé cd sé ha tang va Hoa Ky la thi trudng l8n nhat ca ching toi, vi
vay ching t6i can ca hai cung ton tai va hudng Igi nhu nhau. Campuchia bi xem la mét nudc chu hau
ctia Trung Quéc, nhung dé chi la mét con thuyén nhé dang ¢é gang len 16i trong mot vung bién ¢é
nhiéu tau l&n.

Sophea Eat trd I6i mét cGu héi trong cudc hop bdo tai vdn phong bé ngoai giao & Bangkok, ngay 17
thang 6 ndm 2014. | Pornchai Kittiwongsakul/AFP qua Getty Images



Hoa Ky quan ngai rang chinh pht Trung Quéc dang phat trién Cin clf Hai quan Ream clia
Campuchia thanh mét cin cif cho quan ddi Trung Quéc. Hai ngugi c6 thé néi gi vé diéu d6?

KEO: Chung t6i sé khdng cho phép ho xay dung bat ky can cd hai quan nao trén dat nudc chlng toi.
NG trai vdi hién phap cia ching ti. Va thu tuéng clia ching tdi trong mét cudc hop tai Nha Trang da
tuyén bé rang Campuchia sé khdng bao gid cho phép bat ky can cf hai quan nao cta Trung Quéc.

Chinh phi Campuchia da cam dang dai lap chinh canh tranh trong cudc téng tuyén cif vao thang
7, két an nha lanh dao Kem Sokha 27 nam tu vé nhiing gi ma Hoa Ky cho la tdi phan quédc ¢6
dong cd chinh tri, va da dong clia hau hét cac cd quan truyén thong doc lap cua dat nudc. Ong ba
6 thé bao vé diéu do nhu thé nao?

EAT: T6i d& séng trén thé gidi nay gan sau thap ky va trai qua nhiéu thay doi ché dé khac nhau va rat
nhiéu dau khé, bao gobm ca nan diét ching. T6i da trai qua nhiing thgi ky ma ching téi khéng c6
quyén con ngudi nhu dudi thai Khmer Do. Vi vay, hdy nhin xung quanh dé xem c6 ai tét hon Hun Sen
ngay bay gid khong. Toi sé bd phiéu cho bat c(f ai cé thé lam tét hon Ong ay.

Nhung ching t6i can trong vdi nhiing thay déi dot ngdt. Va Campuchia khong phai chi do mét ngudi
[anh dao.

Vi thé cia Campuchia v@i tu cach la mot quéc gia doc tai doc dang dat no & [é trai trong cau
chuyén ctia Tong théng Biden vé “tran chién giita dan chii va chuyén quyén” toan cau. Lam thé
nao d€ hai vi vugt qua diéu dé vdi tu cach la dai dién chinh thiic chia Campuchia tai Hoa Ky?

EAT: Néu ban nhin vao Campuchia so v8i Hoa Ky hodc Thuy Dién, Campuchia c6 thé khong ¢ thanh
tich t6t nhat vé mat dan chu. Nhung néu so sanh Campuchia vdi cac nudc khac trong khu vuc, ching
t6i khong dén noi nao.

KEO: Chiing t6i dang tién tdi dan chd. Chdng téi van pham sai [am. Van con mot sé van dé kho khan.
Déi véi ban, diéu dé ¢ vé doc doan, nhung chlng téi can gido duc ngudi dan cia minh trudc.

Ngudi dan hiéu vé quyén clia minh nhung lai quén quyén cia hang xém, rang khi ti€p cin quyén cula
minh, ho dang xam pham quyén ctia hang xém. Vi vay, ching t6i phai thuc hién mot luat dé ngan
chan diéu d6. biéu d6 c6 nghia la ching t6i doc doan?

[MGt s6 nha bao] sif dung danh nghia nha bao ctia ho dé tong tién nhiing ngugi budn ban doc dudng.
D6 a ly do tai sao chinh phi ndi “Anh khong phai la canh sat - anh la nha bao. Anh c6 thé viét bat cd
diéu gi anh muén, nhung khong dudc yéu cau moi ngudi dua tién.” D6 la ly do tai sao ching t6i dung
loai phuadng tién truyén thong do.

Thi tWéng Hun Sen da canh bao cac nha ngoai giao nudc ngoai vao thang 4 rang néu ho cé lién
hé véi Pang Citu qudc Campuchia dai lap hién bi cdm & Campuchia, ho nén “cat dirt quan hé
ngoai giao” vdi Campuchia. Va dng dy da tuyén b vao thang trudc rang nhiing lién hé nhu vay



“xuc pham tdi, xiic pham cht quyén cua t6i.” La nha ngoai giao chuyén nghiép, hai vi cdm thay
thé nao vé thai dé thu dich cia Hun Sen ddi véi cac nha ngoai giao nudc ngoai?

KEO: Ong dy la ngudi ciia nhan dan. Va 6ng ay ndi ngdn ngil clia ngudi dan. Ong dy khong nédi ngdn
ngll cGia cac chinh tri gia. D6 la cach 6ng ay két n6i véi ngudi dan.

C6 vé nhu Hun Sen dang chuan bi cho con trai Hun Manet ké vi minh, duWa Campuchia vao con
dudng tré thanh mét nha nudc chuyén ché giong nhu Triéu Tién. Diéu d6 c6 gi tét cho
Campuchia?

EAT: Néu Hun Manet [am t6t, néu 6ng dy cd thé gianh dudc su Gng hd cta ngudi dan, tai sao 6ng ay
khong thé trg thanh thu tudng? Gidng nhu con cai clia cac nha lanh dao khac trén thé gidi - t6i biét
rang Hoa Ky c6 mot nha lanh dao cé cha la mét nha ldnh dao tén la Bush. Ching ta c¢é thé c6 nhiing
dda con cua Tong thong Biden trd thanh tong thong Hoa Ky vao mét ngay nao dd, ai ma biét dugc?
Né&u Hun Manet la con trai cia nha lanh dao va c6 thé trd thanh nha lanh dao trong tuong lai, t6i
khéng cho rang diéu nay la sai.

Lam vd va chéng nha ngoai giao dai dién cho Campuchia tai Hoa Ky dé hay khé?

EAT: Cac vi tri cGia ching t6i 8 cac quoc gia khac nhau da ngan cach chlng toi trong mét thdi gian rat
dai - 14 nam. Chung t6i khong c6 nhiéu thgi gian dé ciing c6 moi quan hé ctiia minh. Su xa cach cé thé
pha v8 hodc cliing c6 moi quan hé ctia ban. Diéu tét khi chiing t6i cing lam viéc 8 mot quéc gia la
chlng t6i c6 thé tham khao y kién clia nhau. Diéu t6i té la ching toi khong bao gid thuc sy cé thdi
gian bén nhau. Diéu dé rat khoé khan vi cong viéc clia ching t6i - chdng t6i ludn ¢ nhiéu viéc phai
lam.

KEO: D4 cling la mét gi ich cho Hoa Ky. B Ngoai giao Hoa Ky c6 thé goi cho t6i va néi “Nay, 6ng c6
thé dé nghi chinh phd ing hd nghi quyét nay cda Lién hdp quéc ma ching tdi dé xuat dugc khong?”
Sau d6, t6i ndi chuyén véi B6 Ngoai giao va tiép d6 tdi néi chuyén véi ba x3 t6i va ndi rang “Chiy -
Hoa Ky dang yéu cau ching ta ung ho nghi quyét ctia ho.”
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Welcome back to Global Insider’s Friday feature: The Conversation. Each week a POLITICO journalist

shares an interview with a global thinker, politician, power player or personality. This week, D.C.-based
China Correspondent Phelim Kine talks to Cambodia’s diplomatic power couple in the U.S. about their
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roles representing a one-party authoritarian country at a time when the Biden administration is
rallying allies and partners in a global pro-democracy face-off with China and Russia.

Follow Phelim on Twitter | Send ideas and insights to pkine@politico.com

Programming Note: We’ll be off this Monday for Juneteenth but will be back in your inboxes on
Wednesday.

The Conversation

Cambodian ambassador to the U.S. Keo Chhea speaks during a news conference in New York, Aug. 8,
2022. | Seth Wenig/AP Photo

In January, the career Cambodian diplomats Sophea Eat and Keo Chhea ended a 14-year stretch of
separation in different foreign postings when Eat took a post as the Southeast Asian country’s
ambassador to the U.N., moving to the U.S. where her husband Keo has been serving as Cambodia’s
top diplomat in Washington since 2022. Their postings coincide with intense U.S. interest in
Cambodia and other ASEAN member countries as part of the Biden administration’s efforts to rally
regional support for its strategy to counter China in the Indo-Pacific.

That’s no cakewalk for the two envoys. The Biden administration is dismayed by Cambodia’s spiral
into an increasingly repressive one-party authoritarian state that last month barred the country’s
main opposition Candlelight Party from participating in the general election in July. The U.S. is also
concerned that Cambodia is allowing Beijing to build a naval base on the Gulf of Thailand for
exclusive use of China’s military. But President Joe Biden has also been appreciative of Cambodia’s
support for U.S.-backed U.N. resolutions against Russia’s war against Ukraine over the past 15
months.
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Keo and Eat have navigated difficult Cambodian foreign ministry internal politics under Prime
Minister Hun Sen, the authoritarian leader who has ruled the country since 1985. Eat began her
career that same year in the ministry’s Information Bureau and has risen to positions including
Cambodia’s ambassador to Thailand and secretary of State for Asia-Pacific affairs. Keo’s foreign
service chops include stints as first secretary in the Cambodian embassies in India and Brunei as well
as positions representing Phnom Penh in ASEAN’s headquarters in Jakarta, Indonesia.

| spoke with Keo and Eat about Cambodia’s efforts to balance its relations with China and the U.S.,
the Cambodian government’s ongoing crackdown on political dissent and independent media, and
the prospects of the country becoming a dynastic dictatorship under Hun Sen’s politically ambitious
son, Hun Manet.

How is the U.S.-Cambodian relationship doing these days?

KEO: It used to be bumpy, but after Cambodia’s successful chairing of the 2022 U.S.-ASEAN Special
Summit, and our demonstration of our real position as a neutral country, U.S. politicians understand
that we aren’t on the Chinese side and that has improved bilateral relations a lot.

We are not pro-Chinese per se, as the media in the U.S. says, but we need to survive. We believe in
relations with the West and the U.S. But where are you? We need to do business with both sides and
the Chinese are here, but where is the U.S.? Cambodian children are eager to study in the U.S. And
even our leaders, all their children study either in the U.S., Australia or Europe, not in China.

The Biden administration’s Indo-Pacific Strategy aims to explicitly counter China’s influence in
the region. How does that affect Cambodia?

EAT: We feel under pressure. We know that the U.S. has great apprehension about China’s increasing
power projection, but what we can do is provide some forum for all these powers to come together
and work for the common good. We support the Indo-Pacific Strategy or any strategy that promotes
peace, stability and progress in the region.

What we cannot accept is any strategy that would harm progress and stability in the region. We hope
that the Indo-Pacific Strategy will avoid forcing us in a corner. We are trying to be friends with
everyone. The Chinese provide a lot of investment in terms of infrastructure, and the U.S. is our
largest market, so we need both to coexist and benefit equally. Cambodia is seen as a Chinese client
state, but it’s just a small boat trying to maneuver in a sea of many big ships.
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Sophea Eat answers a question during a press conference at the foreign ministry office in Bangkok on
June 17, 2014. | Pornchai Kittiwongsakul/AFP via Getty Images

The U.S. is concerned that the Chinese government is developing Cambodia’s Ream Naval Base
into a platform for the Chinese military. What do you say to that?

Keo: We are not going to allow them to build any naval base in our country. It’s against our
constitution. And our prime minister in a meeting at the White House declared that Cambodia will
never allow any Chinese naval base.

The Cambodian government has banned the main opposition party from competing in the
general election in July, sentenced its leader Kem Sokha to 27 years in prison on what the U.S.
says are politically motivated treason charges and has shuttered most of the country’s
independent media outlets. How do you defend that record?

EAT: I've lived in this world for nearly six decades and gone through many different regime changes
and lots of suffering, including genocide. | have gone through times when we did not have human
rights at all during the Khmer Rouge time. So look around to see if there is anyone better than Hun
Sen right now. | would vote for anyone who could do better than him.
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But we are careful about drastic change. And Cambodia is not led by just one man.

Cambodia’s status as a one-party authoritarian state puts it on the wrong side of Biden’s
narrative of a global “battle between democracy and autocracy.” How do you navigate that as
Cambodia’s official representatives in the U.S.?

EAT: If you look at Cambodia compared to the U.S. or Sweden, Cambodia may not have the best
record in terms of democracy. But if you compare Cambodia to other countries in the region, we’re
not so bad.

KEO: We are moving toward democracy. We still make mistakes. There are still some rough issues. It
looks authoritarian to you, but we need to educate our people first.

People understand about their own rights, but they forget about their neighbors’ rights, that by
accessing their own rights, they are encroaching on their neighbors rights. So we have to implement
a law to stop that. Does that mean we are authoritarian?

[Some journalists] use their media identity to blackmail traders along the road. That’s why the
government says “You are not policemen — you are media. You can write whatever you want, but
don’t ask people for money.” That’s why we stopped that kind of media.

Prime Minister Hun Sen warned foreign diplomats in April that if they have contacts with
Cambodia’s now-banned opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party that they should “break
diplomatic relations” with Cambodia. And he declared last month that such contacts “insult
me, insult my sovereignty.” As career diplomats, how do you feel about Hun Sen’s hostility
toward foreign diplomats?
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KEO: He’s a man of the people. And he speaks the people’s language. He doesn’t speak politicians’
language. That’s how he connects with the people.

It appears that Hun Sen is prepping his son Hun Manet to succeed him, putting Cambodiaon a
path to becoming a North Korea-like dynastic authoritarian state. How healthy is that for
Cambodia?

EAT: If Hun Manet does well, if he can win the support of the people, why can’t he become prime
minister? Like children of other leaders around the world — | believe the U.S. had a leader whose
father was a leader called Bush. We may have President Biden’s children becoming president of the
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U.S. someday, who knows? Just because Hun Manet is the son of the leader and may become the
future leader, | don’t say this is wrong.

How easy or difficult is it to be husband and wife diplomats representing Cambodia in the U.S.?

EAT: Our postings in different countries separated us for a very long time — 14 years. We didn’t have
much time to strengthen our relationship. Separation can break or strengthen your relationship. The
good thing about us being stationed in the same country is that we can consult each other. The bad
thing is that we never really have time together. It’s very difficult because of our jobs — we always
have a lot to do.

KEO: It’s also a benefit to the U.S. The State Department can call me and say “Hey, can you ask your
government to support this U.N. resolution that we proposed?” | then talk to my headquarters and
then | talk to her and tell her “Be alert — the U.S. is asking us to support their resolution.”

Thanks to editor Heidi Vogt and producer Andrew Howard.
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