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BODY:
Five Western activists, including a European Parliament member, were freed by Laos Friday after two weeks in jail for staging pro-democracy protests in the Southeast Asian communist nation.

After a trial lasting less than three hours, the five members of the Italian-based Transnational Radical Party were ordered deported by the Lao People's Court in Vientiane, the Lao capital.

Later Friday, two of the activists - Olivier Dupuis, a Belgian member of the European Parliament, and Russian Nikolai Kramov - arrived in Bangkok en route to Rome. 

"Our goal was to show solidarity with those seeking democracy in Laos and to open the eyes of the Western public opinion," Dupuis told The Associated Press.

Laos' communist regime, which has ruled since the end of the Vietnam War in 1975, tolerates no political dissent. Human rights groups say at least five Lao nationals involved in the 1999 protest are still being detained without trial.

"Laos is not as bad as North Korea but it is still one of the most oppressive countries in the world," Dupuis said.

His three Italian colleagues, Silvja Manzi, Bruno Mellano and Massimo Lensi, were scheduled to fly directly from Vientiane to Rome on a special flight with an Italian government minister.

The five men were arrested Oct. 26 after holding two separate demonstrations in front of the presidential palace and a university in the outskirts of Vientiane, where they handed out leaflets.

They staged the demonstrations to commemorate the second anniversary of a rare democracy student protest in Laos.

Dupuis, 43, said he and Kramov were seized by some students at the university and handed over to the police before being transferred to jail.

He said he was kept handcuffed for two days. The first day he was shackled by wooden stocks around his ankles that bruised and grazed his skin. He said the food and health care at the prison were inadequate.

Dupuis said that in the jail he met prisoners who said they had been held without trial "for 16-17 years." Some had been driven crazy through torture, he said. After five days, the Laotian prisoners were isolated from them, he said.

"I knew the situation was bad but after experiencing 15 days in jail and listening to other prisoners I realized it is worse than I had thought," he said.

He did not know if the Lao prisoners were political detainees. The U.S. State Department says there are only a handful of political prisoners in Laos.

The Lao court sentenced the five men to two years in jail, but ruled that they should serve only two weeks, which they had already done since their detention on Oct. 26,

They were also fined 2 million kip (dlrs 222) each and ordered to pay 5,000 kip (U.S. 55 cents) each as court cost.

Dupuis said the verdict was obviously a compromise by the Lao authorities, who faced intense pressure from the European Union to free the five activists.

They had faced a maximum jail term of five years for interfering in Laos' internal affairs.

On Thursday, Romano Prodi, the president of the European Union's executive commission, warned Laos to quickly find a satisfactory solution to the detainees case or risk damaging relations with the EU.

The EU is a major aid donor to Laos, one of Asia's poorest countries, which relies on foreign assistance for about 80 percent of its public investment.
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