
17 November 2017
Vietnam: Three human rights defenders arrested after meeting the EU Delegation in Hanoi

On 16 November 2017, human rights defenders Pham Doan Trang, Bui Thi Minh Hang and 
Nguyen Quang A were arrested by police after attending a meeting with the European Union 
Delegation in Hanoi to discuss human rights issues ahead of the EU - Vietnam Human Rights 
Dialogue, scheduled for 1 December 2017. After being kept incommunicado without access to legal
representation, the human rights defenders were released. They remain under surveillance. 

Pham Doan Trang is a human rights defender, blogger and journalist. She is the founder of online 
law and human rights magazine Lu t Khoaậ  and a member of the editorial board of newly launched 
The Vietnamese, an independent news website which aims to raise public awareness on politics 
and human rights in Vietnam. She has also worked for major Vietnamese media agencies such as 
VnExpress, VietNamNet, Vietnam Week, HCMC Legal Daily and the English language website 
Vietnam Right Now. In 2012, after being arrested and interrogated, she published a recording of her
interrogation and was resultantly forced to temporarily leave the country. She returned to Vietnam 
in January 2015.

Bui Thi Minh Hang is a human rights defender, blogger, and documenter of human rights violations
in Vietnam. She also advocates for freedom of religion and has provided support to victims of land 
grabs. In 2011, Bui Thi Minh Hang was arrested and sent to a “re-education camp” for six months 
as a result of her activism. In June 2012 the human rights defender was released, however she was 
arrested again in February 2014 while visiting a former prisoner of conscience. In August 2014, she 
was sentenced to three years in prison for “causing public disorder”. She was released in February 
2017.

Nguyen Quang A is a human rights defender and a prominent member of Vietnamese civil society. 
In 2007, he co-founded the Institute of Development Studies (IDS), an independent, non-profit 
think-tank, since closed, that frequently questioned the government's policies. In 2013, he co-
founded the Civil Society Forum in response to Decree 72, a party document that limits online 
expression. The forum has, among other activities, organised protests against environmental 
damage and promoted the participation of independent candidates for Parliament elections. Lately, 
Nguyen Quang A has been extremely vocal regarding the 2016 Formosa spill, an industrial disaster 
which caused tens of thousands of fishermen to lose their source of livelihood.

On 16 November 2017, human rights defenders Pham Doan Trang, Bui Thi Minh Hang, Nguyen 
Quang A and Chi Tuyen met with the EU Delegation in Hanoi ahead of the EU-Vietnam Human 
Rights Dialogue. They discussed the current human rights situation in Vietnam, including the 
Formosa spill, along with freedom of religion in the country. Following a two hour meeting, at 
around 11:30 am, the four human rights defenders exited the EU building. Bui Thi Minh Hang and 
Pham Doan Trang left together, while Nguyen Quang A and Chi Tuyen left separately in a different 
direction. Shortly after leaving, Bui Thi Minh Hang and Pham Doan Trang were arrested together 
by roughly 10 policemen and were brought to separate police stations. Pham Doan Trang’s phone 
was confiscated along with her laptop. Nguyen Quang A was arrested separately on his way home. 
Around midnight, police escorted Pham Doan Trang back to her home in Hanoi, however she has 
not been able to make contact with anyone as neither her phone, nor her laptop were returned to her.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-vietnam-environment-formosa-plastics/vietnamese-protest-one-year-after-formosa-spill-disaster-idUSKBN1782GJ
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/profile/nguyen-quang
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/profile/bui-thi-minh-hang
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/profile/pham-doan-trang


Nguyen Quang A and Bui Thi Minh Hang were both released after a few hours. All three human 
rights defenders were interrogated during their detention.

Authorities in Vietnam have a habit of tightening the grip over human rights defenders and civil 
society ahead of international meetings. During the APEC Summit in Danang between 6 and 10 
November 2017, and afterwards, during the state visits of U.S. President Donald Trump and 
Chinese President Xi Jinping, several human rights defenders and activists were kept under house 
arrest and heavy surveillance. Reports also state that human rights defenders were harassed by 
policemen in plainclothes to prevent them from meeting with international officials or organising 
demonstrations. 

Front Line Defenders strongly condemns the arbitrary arrests of human rights defenders Pham Doan
Trang, Bui Thi Minh Hang and Nguyen Quang A, which it believes are solely motivated by their 
peaceful and legitimate work for human rights in Vietnam, and calls on the Vietnamese authorities 
to cease all further harassment of the human rights defenders.

Front Line Defenders urges the authorities in Vietnam to:

1. Immediately cease all forms of surveillance and harassment of Pham Doan Trang, 
Bui Thi Minh Hang and Nguyen Quang A, as it is believed that these measures are not 
only solely related to their legitimate human rights activities but, furthermore, constitute
a direct transgression of their rights; 

2. Immediately return the phone and laptop confiscated from Pham Doan Trang during 
her detention as they are manifestly unrelated to any criminal activity;

3. Cease targeting all human rights defenders in Vietnam and guarantee in all 
circumstances that they are able to carry out their legitimate human rights activities 
without fear of reprisals and free of all restrictions including judicial harassment.


