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I am writing about Senate Bill 652, proposed by Senator Gordon Smith (R-OR), which now rests with the Senate Finance Committee, where you are a member.  The rationale behind the bill is sound—extending tariff relief in an effort to stimulate economies in the world’s poorest nations and to fight radicalism.  But as you have shown with your stance on US-Korea free trade, these trade benefits should not be given to the detriment of American interests.

One of the nations slated to benefit from SB652 is Bangladesh, which maintains a blatant disregard for an overwhelming and bi-partisan sense of the US Congress.  Bangladesh is home to Muslim journalist Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury who was imprisoned and tortured after exposing the rise of radical Islam, advocating relations with Israel, and urging religious equality.  Only after relentless efforts by Chicago area human rights advocate, Dr. Richard Benkin and US Congressman Mark Kirk (R-IL) did the Bangladeshis release Choudhury.  They also promised to drop the charges against him.  But two years later, he still faces a trial for “sedition, treason, and blasphemy,” which are capital offenses.  With active support from the US State Department and by a vote of 409-1, the US Congress recently called on the Bangladeshis to keep their promises and end their harassment of Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury.

Congressman Kirk and Dr. Benkin have made it clear that a major reason why the Bangladeshis have gone as far as they have in releasing this courageous opponent of radical Islam and not allowing him to be killed is the fact that they know they cannot get their coveted tariff relief as long as they continue persecuting him and other dissidents.  SB652 threatens to undermine years of human rights efforts.

I urge you to see that SB652 does not leave the Senate Finance Committee without specific language that requires Bangladesh to take verifiable human rights action and to keep its promise to drop all charges and end all harassment against Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury.  It is inconceivable that the US would award these coveted benefits to a country that remains actively in defiance of US policy.

You can get additional information on this case from Dr. Benkin (847-922-6426), who also is willing to testify to the Committee on this matter.  Senate Majority Whip Dick Durbin is also aware of the Choudhury matter.

Thank you,
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I am calling about Senate Bill 652, which now rests with the Senate Finance Committee where Senator Salazar is a member.  While the bill’s rationale is a good one, it threatens to undermine years of human rights work with the government of Bangladesh.  Bangladesh is home to Muslim journalist Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury, who was arrested and tortured after exposing the rise of radical Islam in his country, urging relations with Israel, and advocating religious equality.

After 17 months, the government released Choudhury only because of unrelenting human rights efforts by Dr. Richard Benkin of the Chicago area and Congressman Mark Kirk (R-IL).  But the government has not kept its promise to drop the admittedly false charges; and Congress (with State Department support) recently passed a measure urging them to do so immediately.

Throughout this three-year battle, the only thing motivating the Bangladeshis—according to both Kirk and Benkin—has been the knowledge that they will not get their coveted trade benefits until they clean up their human rights act and keep their promises about Choudhury.

I urge Senator Salazar not to let SB652 out of committee without specific language that requires Bangladesh to take verifiable human rights action and to keep its promise to drop all charges and end all harassment against Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury.  It is inconceivable that the US would award these coveted benefits to a country that remains actively in defiance of US policy.

Senator Salazar can get additional information on this case from Dr. Benkin (847-922-6426), who also is willing to testify to the Committee on this matter.  Senate Majority Whip Dick Durbin is also aware of the Choudhury matter.

Thank you.
