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P A R T O N E : Brief O v e r v i e w of the Country* : 
For more than three decades, Cambodia , because of 

its unique situation, has had no official census since 1962. 
The first phase of a government census (1997-99) was in
terrupted by another violent change of power in July 1997. 
To what extent the turmoil and uncertainty damaged the 
reliability of information gathering w i l l be difficult to as
certain but they undoubtedly affected the initial phase of 
the census. 

W A T E R E D B Y 
S W E A T A N D 

By Nancy Pearson Arcel lana 

W O M E N S 
T E A R S 

Nevertheless, Cambodia currently estimates the popu
lation at 10.7 mi l l ion wi th approximately 53 percent being 
female. The female population is higher at 58 percent for 
the over-40 age group. The population is believed to be 
increasing at a rate of 2.8 percent per year. Cambodia con
tinues to be primarily an agrarian society with an over
whelming 86 percent of the people residing in rural areas. 

The burdens of trauma, war, and on-going civi l dis
turbances rest heavily on the shoulders of Cambodian 
women with nearly every fourth household headed by a 
female. Interestingly, a W o r l d Bank survey which assessed 
poverty— based on f o o d consumpt ion—found that fe
male-headed households fare much better than their male-
headed counterparts. According to the survey, the female-
headed households "account for 23 percent of population 
but they account for only about 15 percent of poor." The 
W o r l d Bank report naively concludes: "Overa l l , it does 
not appear to be the case that female-headed households 
are generally more vulnerable to poverty than those 
headed by males; in fact the opposite seems to be the case. 
In this respect gender and poverty patterns by household 
headship are similar to those observed in other East Asian 
countries such as Vietnam and Indonesia." The report 
should have acknowledged that despite women's severe 
disadvantages and poverty— often to their o w n physical 
detriment—they prioritize the food security of their chil
dren and families over expenditures common to men (i.e., 
alcohol, gambling, entertainment, etc.). 

^^^^^^ 
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Literacy Rates: A g e d 15 and above 

T o t a l M a l e F e m a l e 
T o t a l 68.7 81.8 58.0 
U r b a n 80.2 90.6 71.5 
R u r a l 66.8 80.3 55.7 

T h e s e b u r d e n s are a g g r a v a t e d b y 
a v e r y l o w l i t e racy rate a m o n g C a m 
b o d i a n w o m e n . (See box o n L i t e r a c y 
Rates.) A m o n g those w h o are l i terate , 
a g e d s e v e n a n d a b o v e , 96 p e r c e n t 
h a v e N O T c o m p l e t e d e v e n s e c o n d a r y 
l e v e l e d u c a t i o n . T o m a k e m a t t e r s 
w o r s e , a l m o s t 62 percent of females 
h a v e not e v e n c o m p l e t e d the p r i m a r y 
l e v e l . T h e l egacy of the K h m e r R o u g e 
r e g i m e has r e s u l t e d i n o n l y 1.5 per 
cent of the p o p u l a t i o n a c h i e v i n g lev
els b e y o n d s e c o n d a r y e d u c a t i o n . T h e 
g i r l - c h i i t i is s i g n i f i c a n t l y d i s a d v a n -
tagetf a n d represents m o r e t h a n ha l f 
o f the c h i l d l a b o r force, e s t i m a t e d to 
be a b o u t 10 p e r c e n t of a l l c h i l d r e n 
a g e d 7-14. 

T o b r i n g l[\c rea l i ty of the s i t u a 
t i o n c l o s e r to h o m e , b a s i c s e r v i c e s 
s u c h as p o t a b l e w a t e r , toi let fac i l i t ies , 
ancf e lectr ic i ty are u n a v a i l a b l e to m o r e 
t h a n 90 p e r c e n t of the p o p u l a t i o n . 
T h i s i n e v i t a b l y resul ts i n a d d i t i o n a l 
t i m e - c o n s u m i n g labor for w o m e n a n d 
y o u n g g i r l s . T h e p e r v a s i v e lack of ac
c e s s to b a s i c e d u c a t i o n , p r i m a r y 
h e a l t h care, i m m u n i z a t i o n antf s o c i a l 
w e l f a r e services has resu l ted in a h i g h 
c h i l d ( u n d e r five) m o r t a l i t y rate of 181 
p e r 100,000 l i v e b i r t h s - e s t i m a t e d at 
o v e r 80,000 d e a t h s per y e a r . M a l n u 
t r i t i o n is c i t e d as a m a j o r u n d e r l y i n g 
c a u s e of s u c h t f ea ths . In a d d i t i o n , 
C a m b o d i a has the h ighes t m a t e r n a l 
d e a t h r a l e i n A s i a - 6 0 0 - 9 0 0 p e r 
100,000 l i v e b i r t h s . I h e h i g h rate of 
a n e m i a a m o n g p r e g n a n t w o m e n (50 
percent) c e r t a i n l y c o n t r i b u t e s to the 
i n c i d e n c e of b i r t h c o m p l i c a t i o n s re
s u l t i n g i n d e a t h 

T h e First Socio-economic Dcvclop-
nwnt Plan 1996-2000 of the M i n i s t r y 
of P l a n n i n g of the R o y a l G o v e r n m e n t 
of C a m b o d i a ( F e b r u a r y 1996) states: 
"For some, the rapid liberalization 
of the economy has resulted in ex
ploitation. T h e psycho-social condi
tions of a nation recovering from 

massive destruction adds to the v u l 
nerability of people, many of w h o m 
are isolated from the traditional net
w o r k s of soc ia l pro tec t ion . T h e 
breakdown of many nuclear and ex
tended family units has had a sig
nificant impact on the protection of 
individuals , most notably for chi l 
dren." T h i s is c l e a r l y a n u n d e r s t a t e 
m e n t c o n s i d e r i n g the a l a r m i n g rise of 
street c h i l d r e n , f o r c e d p r o s t i t u t i o n , 
t r a f f i c k i n g i n w o m e n a n d c h i l d r e n , 
a n d d o m e s t i c v i o l e n c e . T h e s e w i l l be 
f u r t h e r d i s c u s s e d i n the s e c o n d sec
t i o n of this ar t ic le . 

E c o n o m i c l i b e r a l i z a t i o n i n C a m 
b o d i a b e g a n i n 1985. P r i o r to that the 
e c o n o m y w a s o r g a n i z e d p r i m a r i l y 
a l o n g c e n t r a l l y - p l a n n e d l ines . P r i v a t e 
p r o p e r t y r i g h t s w e r e r e s t o r e d a n d 
g o v e r n m e n t c o n t r o l o f p r i c e s w a s 
a b o l i s h e d i n 1989. A f t e r the s i g n i n g 
of the Par is Peace A c c o r d i n 1991, eco
n o m i c l i b e r a l i z a t i o n w e n t i n f u l l 
s w i n g . 

P e r h a p s d u e to the m a s s i v e i n 
f l u x of i n v e s t m e n t s a n d c o n s u m e r 
needs of the i n t e r n a t i o n a l d o n o r a n d 
serv ice agencies , the fastest g r o w i n g 
sectors i n the c o u n t i y w e r e i n d u s t r y — 
espec ia l ly c o n s t r u c t i o n — a n d stMvices, 
w i t h the hote l a n d res taurant c o m p o 
nent e x p a n d i n g by the w i d e s t margin 
(21 percent a year ) . 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y b u t not s u r p r i s 
i n g l y , a g r i c u l t u r e — b y far the largest 
s e c t o r — w a s c o n s i d e r e d the m a i n 
d r a g o n e c o n o m i c g r o w t h . It g r e w at 
a m e r e 2.6 percent d u r i n g the p e r i o d 
(1990-95), s l i g h t l y b e l o w the rate of 
p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h . Rice p r o d u c t i o n 
i n p a r t i c u l a r d i d not increase at a l l 
over the s a m e p e r i o d . T h e g o v e r n 
ment a c k n o w l e d g e s that f o o d shor t 
ages w e r e c o m m o n i n man\ areas a n d 
a g g r a v a t e d by the d i f f i c u l t i e s s u r p l u s 
p r o d u c e r s faced in t r a n s p o r t i n g the i r 
p r o d u c e . T h e g o v e r n m e n t a d m i t s 
that, " T h i s p o i n t s to f o o d i n s e c u r i t y 
i n the r u r a l areas as a ma jor p r o b l e m 
a n d d e m o n s t r a t e s that e c o n o m i c w e l 
fare is not d i r e c t l y p r o p o r t i o n a l to the 
leve l of G D P per c a p i t a . " In fact, " c o n 
s iderable inequalit\ exists, both across 

a n d w i t h i n r e g i o n s . " 

C a m b o d i a seems to be f o l l o w i n g 
the f o o t s t e p s of m a n y o t h e r A s i a n 
g o v e r n m e n t s . R a t h e r t h a n focus o n 
s u s t a i n a b l e a g r i c u l t u r e , f o o d self-suf
f ic iency, a n d secur i ty , the g o v e r n m e n t 
is a d v o c a t i n g a n d f o c u s i n g o n the ex
p a n s i o n of m o r e c o m m e r c i a l or cash 
c r o p d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n , espec ia l ly rubber 
p l a n t a t i o n s . In a d d i t i o n , the scale of 
d e f o r e s t a t i o n i n C a m b o d i a is m a s s i v e 
a n d a l a r m i n g . A p r i n c i p a l g o v e r n 
m e n t o b j e c t i v e is the " c o n t r o l l e d , 
m a n a g e d e x p l o i t a t i o n of the forests" 
a n d m o r e accurate G D P ca lcu la t ions 
i n the f u t u r e t a k i n g in to account " r e 
s o u r c e d e p l e t i o n . . . [ a n d ] the destruc
t ion of n o n - r e n e w a b l e resources . " 

P A R T T W O : T h e f o l l o w i n g s e c t i o n 
h i g h l i g h t s g o v e r n m e n t s t a t e m e n t s * 
a n d r e a l i t y as p e r c e i v e d b y a n u m 
b e r of C a m b o d i a n s w o r k i n g i n v a r i 
o u s areas of d e v e l o p m e n t a n d s o c i a l 
s e r v i c e s r e g a r d i n g i s s u e s of d o m e s 
t ic v i o l e n c e ; f o r c e d p r o s t i t u t i o n ; the 
g i r l - c h i l d ; a n d m e n t a l h e a l t h . 

D O M E S T I C V I O L E N C E 
" T h e m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f v i o l e n c e 
w i t h i n m a n y h o u s e h o l d s a n d w i t h i n 
s o c i e t y are e v i d e n c e of the i s o l a t i o n 
a n d i n s e c u r i t y fe l t b y m a n y . . . . D o 
m e s t i c v i o l e n c e a n d r a p e are a l s o 
c r i t i c a l p r o b l e m s . P r e l i m i n a r y f i n d 
i n g s o f a recent s u r v e y i n d i c a t e that 
d o m e s t i c v i o l e n c e is m u c h m o r e per
v a s i v e t h a n o r i g i n a l l y t h o u g h t ; a n d 
t h a t t h e l e v e l s o f v i o l e n c e are ex
t r e m e l y h i g h a n d o c c u r across soc io 
e c o n o m i c c lasses a n d g e o g r a p h i c a l 
r e g i o n s . " 

In the w o r d s o l a \ o u n g m a l e 
C a m b o d i a n d e v e l o p m e n t w o r k e r re
g a r d i n g the inc idence ol domest ic v i o 
l e n c e : " V i o l e n c e has b e e n u s e d to 
c h a n g e each r e g i m e a n d g o v e r n m e n t 
i n C a m b o d i a . This has been seen as 
the w a y to r e s o l v e p r o b l e m s . It is not, 
s u r p r i s i n g that it has b e e n c a r r i e d 
d o w n to the f a m i l v l e v e l . " S u r p r i s i n g 
or not , u n d e r s t a n d a b l e or not g i v e n 
C a m b o d i a ' s h is tor ) ' , the s i t u a t i o n is 
a p p a l l i n g . 
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T h e C a m b o d i a n W o m e n ' s C r i s i s 

C e n t e r ( C W C C ) w a s set u p less t h a n 

a y ea r ago to c h a n g e that pa t t e rn a n d 

w o r k t o w a r d the e l i m i n a t i o n o f a l l 

f o rms of v i o l ence aga ins t w o m e n (do

m e s t i c v i o l e n c e , f o r c e d m a r r i a g e , 

p r o s t i t u t i o n , r a p e , e tc . — S e e s i d e 

story ) . In s u c h a sho r t t ime , it has a l 

r eady s e r v ed a l m o s t 150 w o m e n a n d 

w o n a l a n d m a r k c i v i l l a w case. 

T h e C W C C ass is ted i n a c i v i l su i t 

a g a i n s t a n a b u s i v e h u s b a n d — w h o 

h a p p e n s to be a n e m p l o y e e of the 

U N D P i n C a m b o d i a —fo r b o t h w i f e 

ba t t e ry a n d c h i l d abuse . T h e c o u r t 

a w a r d e d the w i f e a d i v o r c e , c u s t o d y 

of the c h i l d r e n , the f a m i l y h o m e , a n d 

en t i t l ement to c h i l d s u p p o r t a n d a l i 

m o n y . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , the h u s b a n d 

d i d not agree to a p p e a r or ab i d e by 

the cour t ' s d e c i s i o n . H e refuses to v a 

cate the f a m i l y h o m e , c o n t i n u e s to 

h o l d one c h i l d , a n d has h i r e d a r m e d 

m e n to secure the c o m p o u n d . T h i s 

forced the j udge to i ssue arrest w a r 

rants for a l l par t i es s t a n d i n g i n the 

w a y of the i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f the 

judgemen t . 

T h e U N D P w a s reques ted to gar

n i s h the e m p l o y e e ' s wages a n d r em i t 

it d i r e c t l y to the w i f e . T h e U N D P , 

h o w e v e r , c l a i m s i t c a n n o t do this 

w i t h o u t the consent of the e m p l o y e e 

or p e r m i s s i o n f r o m the h e a d off ice i n 

N e w Y o r k . T h i s is i n d e e d un f o r tuna t e 

g i v e n the fact that the h u s b a n d has 

been c onv i c t ed of severe abuse of h i s 

w i f e a n d c h i l d r e n . C e r t a i n l y , it is no t 

i n the interest of the w o m a n for the 

U N D P to fire the e m p l o y e e bu t the 

U N D P c o u l d set a s t r ong e x a m p l e a n d 

ce r ta in l y b r i n g p r e s su r e to bear u p o n 

the e m p l o y e e to c o m p l y w i t h the 

cour t ' s j udgemen t . T h i s c o u l d be a 

s t r ong e x a m p l e o f the U N ' s c o m m i t 

m e n t a n d w o u l d be a t r e m e n d o u s 

s u p p o r t a n d serv i ce to the a d v a n c e 

ment of w o m e n ' s h u m a n r i gh ts . 

F O R C E D P R O S T I T U T I O N 

" A n a l a r m i n g aspect o f the l i v e s 

o f too m a n y y o u n g g i r l s a n d w o m e n 

is t h e i r ' c o m m o d i t i s a t i o n . ' A n x i o u s 

to d o w h a t t h e y c a n to p r o v i d e f i n a n 

c i a l s u p p o r t f o r t h e i r f a m i l i e s , s o m e 

o f t h e m are t r i c k e d i n t o l i v e s o f deb t 

a n d v i r t u a l s l a v e r y . M a n y h av e f e w 

a l t e r n a t i v e s b u t p r o s t i t u t i o n , w i t h 

the h i g h r i s k s o f c o n t r a c t i n g H I V / 

A I D S w h i c h s u c h a l i f e e n t a i l s . 

In N o v e m b e r 1997 a lone, C W C C 

h e l p e d r e s cue 200 w o m e n f r o m a 

bro the l w h e r e they h a d been forced 

in to p r o s t i t u t i o n . B ro the l s h av e be

c o m e r a m p a n t a n d the s u p p l y of 

y o u n g w o m e n f r o m the p o o r r u r a l 

p r o v in c e s is u n e n d i n g . A s a w a y to 

raise c o m m u n i t y awareness a n d s top 

CAMBODIA SEEMS TO BE 
FOLLOWING THE FOOTSTEPS OF 

MANY OTHER AsiAN GOVERNMENTS. 
RATHER THAN FOCUS ON 

SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE, FOOD 
SELF-SUFFICIENCY, AND SECURITY, 
THE GOVERNMENT IS ADVOCATING 
AND FOCUSING ON THE EXPANSION 

OF MORE COMMERCIAL OR CASH 
CROP DIVERSIFICATION, ESPECIALLY 

RUBBER PLANTATIONS. 
the r ec ru i tment cycle , the C W C C asks 

w o m e n i f they are w i l l i n g to r e tu rn 

to the i r c o m m u n i t i e s to sha r e their 

s t o r i e s . M a n y of the w o m e n h a v e 

r i s k e d soc ia l i s o l a t i on a n d pre jud ice 

i n d o i n g so. T h e y of ten f i n d that they 

are not the o n l y v i c t i m s f r o m the i r 

c o m m u n i t y . In one v i l l age , as m a n y 

as 27 y o u n g w o m e n " d i s a p p e a r e d " 

a n d fami l ies have not heard f r om their 

d augh t e r s or seen the " j ob r e c ru i t e r s " 

aga in . 

T h e p r o s t i t u t i on of w o m e n a n d 

teenagers has been g r o w i n g at a l a r m 

i n g rates. In 1990, there we re a n est i 

m a t e d 1,500 pros t i tutes ; by late 1994, 

the f i gure rose to a n es t imated 17,000-

20,000. T h e C a m b o d i a n W o m e n ' s De

v e l o p m e n t A s s o c i a t i o n c o n d u c t e d a 

s u r v e y i n a n a t t empt to gauge the ex

tent of the p r o b l e m . T h e y f o u n d that 

soph is t i ca ted n e t w o r k s for abduc t i on , 

sale , a n d t r a f f i ck ing of w o m e n have 

b e en e s t a b l i s h e d b o t h d o m e s t i c a l l y 

a n d across i n t e r n a t i o n a l bo rders . T h e 

su r v ey a lso s h o w e d that 50 percent of 

c o m m e r c i a l sex w o r k e r s h a d been 

dece i v ed o r s o l d , 86 percent of them 

by their parents , re lat ives, ne i ghbors 

o r f r i ends w h o m the g i r l s / w o m e n 

h a d in i t i a l l y t rus ted . M o s t of ten, the 

reasons were to pay debts or he lp the 

f a m i l y s u r v i v e . . 'Xmong the y o u n g 

prost i tutes u n d e r 18 years, ha l f were 

s o l d w i t h the unde rs tan t f i ng that they 

w o u l d be p l a c ed in to domes t i c ser

v ice. 

i n a d d i t i o n to the b latant abuse 

o f w o m e n a n d g i r l s as a r e s u l t of 

forced p rosh tu t i on , the h i g h inc idence 

of H I V / A I D S pos i t i v e cases is hor 

r ib le . T h e C W C C p r o v i d e s e d u c a t i o n 

to w o m e n r e g a r d i n g H I V / A I D S a n d 

offers w o m e n the cho ice to be tested. 

They p r o v i d e c o u n s e l i n g serv ices be

fore, d u r i n g , a n d after the test ing pro

cess. H A L F of each batch of w o m e n 

tested so far have come u p 1IIV pos i 

tive. 1 his i n c ludes a g r o u p of w o m e n 

rescued f i o m a " h i g h - c l a s s " bro the l . 

C o m m o n J N ' h e l d v i e w s a m o n g 

C a m b o d i a n s are that o n l y V i e t n a m 

ese w o m e n are prost i tutes, not K h m e r 

w o m e n , a n d they v o l u n t a r i l y chose 

the pro fess ion . F r o m a g r o u p of 103 

w o m e n rescued f rom a bro the l , o n l y 

o n e saicf she h a d voluntarily en te red 

p ro s t i tu t i on because her f am i l y des

perate ly neecied the mon ey . A b o u t 35 

percent of these w o m e n were u n d e r 

18 years. The r e w e r e 10 V i e t n a m e s e 

w o m e n in this g r oup , a l l of w h o m had 

been t r i cked by recruiters a n d b rought 

across the bo rde r i l l ega l l y . C l e a r l y the 

p u b l i c p e r c e p t i o n is h a v i n g a h a r d 

t ime c a t c h i n g u p w i t h rea l i ty . 

T h e G I R L - C H I L D 

" T h e m a i n p r o b l e m f a c e d b y 

r u r a l f e m a l e - h e a d e d h o u s e h o l d s is 

l a c k o f l a b o u r . . . T h e s e w o m e n face 

p r o b l e m s o f c h i l d care, h a v i n g n o 

b o d y to l o o k after t h e i r y o u n g c h i l 

d r e n w h i l e t h e y w o r k . T h e e l d e r 

d a u g h t e r s i n s u c h f a m i l i e s u s u a l l y 

h av e to t ake m u c h o f the r e s p o n s i 

b i l i t y f o r c a r i n g f o r t h e i r y o u n g e r 

s i b l i n g s , so that t h e y o f t e n d r o p ou t 

o f s c h o o l . " 
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Su r v i v a l often re
quires being i n 
conspicuous. The 
C a m b o d i a n 
W o m e n ' s C r i s i s 
Center ( C W C C ) 
has had to balance 

this need for privacy with an equal 
need for public visibility. Yet their 
P U B L I C office is a lesson in quiet 
but intense existence. 

I'm sitting in a small room of 
their center with Executive Direc
tor Chanthol Oung while she tells 
me about the inner workings of 
their fledgling organization. The 
going hasn't always been smooth 
and they've sometimes had to 
learn lessons the hard way. A t the 
same time they have had excep
tional success by anyone's stan
dards. The C W C C has already 
served almost 150 women since 
opening their doors in March 
1997. 

Chanthol has a license of 
law and public adminstration — 
A N D she finds good lawyers. •§ 
Recendy, one of the C W C C cl i - t 
ents won a landmark domestic £ 

re 
violence case in civi l court with 1 
the help of the Cambodian De- ^ 
fender Project. (See main story.) | 
I was so absorbed in the stories ^ 
of the women and how the cen- | 
ter is able to provide services ^ 
that I completely forgot to ask 
her what brought her into this 
line of work. Whatever her moti
vation, she exudes passionate in
terest and perhaps that passion 
sparks hope in the women who 
enter the C W C C ' s doors. 

I say doors — plural — because 
the C W C C has two places: the 
publ ic office and the women's 
shelter. The shelter, as women 
know, must be absolutely confi
dential in order to protect women 
from abusive husbands, pimps, 
brothel owners, and even law en
forcement personnel and h igh 
level government officials who are 
involved in the prostitution and 

traff icking of women and ch i l 
dren. In order to maintain this con
f i d e n t i a l i t y , the p u b l i c off ice 
serves as the intake center and has 
a capacity to house 10 women. 
During the first week, C W C C does 
intake assessment, counsel ing, 
and screening of the women be
fore moving them to the shelter. 

The shelter has been "home" 
to an average of 50 w o m e n a 
m o n t h since it opened even 
though the ideal capacity is about 
thirty. The women always make 
room for more. The women can 
stay in tVie shelter for up to six 
months . The C W C C p r o v i d e s 
food, medical assistance, clothing, 
literacy tra ining, counsel ing — 
both psychological as well as le
gal—and make referrals for vari
ous kinds of vocational training 
with other N G O s . In the first nine 

Chanthol Oung, Executive Director of the 
Cambodian Women's Crisis Center 

months alone, 10 women have 
availed of vocational training and 
five were already placed in factory 
jobs which C W C C located. Some 
women do want to reintegrate into 
their communit ies and C W C C 
helps them return. Thir ty-one 
women so far have taken that dif
ficult step. 

C o m m u n i t y educat ion is a 
c r i t i ca l concern and aspect of 
C W C C ' s efforts. Four months ago, 
the C W C C launched a T V video 
and radio spots on sex trafficking 
which are still being aired. One of 
the immediate results was the 

Hope 
Amids 

Despair: 
the Cambodian 
Women's Crisis 

Center 
By Nancy Pearson Arcellona 

awakening of the vice-mayor of 
Phnom Penh. Last 5 November, 
he brought district police chiefs 
from all city districts for an orien
tation where the C W C C showed 
their video, presented the issues, 
and asked for support in stopping 
the trafficking of women. The re

sults in the last weeks have been 
dramatic with a significant rise 
in rescues of w o m e n f rom 
brothels and arrests of people 
involved in trafficking. H o w 
are they able to trust the police? 
Chanthol calmly replied, "We 
only trust those who have been 
re ferred by our husbands , 
friends and former classmates." 
So far, that policy seems to have 
been a good one. 

In addition to the terrible 
emotional and physical scars in
flicted upon women and girls — 

many forced into prostitution are 
between the ages of 12 and 17 — 
the incidence of those testing posi
tive for H I V / A I D S is astounding. 
It confirms the U N D P assessment 
that Cambodia has the highest 
H I V t r a n s m i s s i o n rate in the 
world. It is highly unlikely that the 
new and expensive treatments 
now available in the West for pro
longing life w i l l be available to 
these poor women and girls. This 
fact, among others, makes places 
like the C W C C even more remark
able in their ability to spread hope 
in the midst of despair .) 
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The legacy of the Khmer Rouge 
regime continues to wreak havoc on 
the social fabric. The unusually high 
number of orphaned and abandoned 
children in Cambodia is but another 
of these tragic testaments. It is di f f i 
cult to assess their numbers although 
a "study in 1991 in the 11 most popu
lous provinces, [found that] one out 
of every 13 children was reported to 
have lost one or both parents. Forty-
five percent of these had lost both." 
These are the children most at risk of 
many forms of abuse —chi ld labor, 
physical and sexual abuse, and exploi
tation. Gir l -chi ldren suffer wi th long 
hours of work and lose opportunity 
to attend school. They are also at high 
risk of being sold to supplement fam
ily income. 

M E N T A L H E A L T H : A n entire nation 
affected by a legacy of armed conflict. 

"Cambodians are not only l i v 
i n g w i t h the dangers of cont inued 
l o c a l i z e d armed conf l i c t but also 
w i t h the consequences of two de
cades of c i v i l war. The direct conse
quences of this inc lude the dangers 
of land mines, of be ing displaced, of 
los ing fami ly members, and of l i v 
i n g w i t h violence as a w a y of l i f e . " 

The decades of war have scarred 
the land and countless numbers of 
people —both visibly and invisibly. It 
is estimated that one in 236 persons 
is an amputee and that there are an 
average of 300-500 vict ims of land 
mines per month. The vast majority 
of victims are men (18 to 35 years old). 
Five to eight percent of those maimed 
are women, seven percent children. 
These are the visible scars. The men
tal health of an entire nation is dif f i 
cult to gauge but the high rate of do
mestic and civi l violence is clearly an 
indication of the invisible scars left on 
the psyches of mill ions. 

Isis had the opportunity' to inter
view seven of the first 10 Cambodian 
psychiatrists w h o w i l l graduate in 
February 1998 after three and a half 
years of training through the Interna
t ional O r g a n i z a t i o n on M i g r a t i o n 

( l O M ) and the tutelage of Dr. A n g 
Sarun. Dr. Lavrantz Kyrdalen, head 
of the Department of Psychiatry of 
G jovik Fylkessykehus of N o r w a y , 
was just completing one year with the 
candidates and stressed the huge de
mand in Cambodia for mental health 
services. 

THE CAMBODIA WOMEN'S 

DEVELOPMENT ASSOCIATION 

SURVEY SHOWED THAT 50 PERCENT 

OF COMMERCIAL SEX WORKERS HAD 

BEEN DECEIVED OR SOLD, 86 

PERCENT OF THEM BY THEIR 

PARENTS, RELATIVES, NEIGHBORS 

OR FRIENDS WHOM THE GIRLS/ 

WOMEN HAD INITIALLY TRUSTED, 

COMMONLY-HELD VIEWS AMONG 

CAMBODIANS ARE THAT ONLY 

VIETNAMESE WOMEN ARE 

PROSTITUTES, NOT KHMER WOMEN, 

AND THEY VOLUNTARILY CHOSE THE 

PROFESSION. 

D r . Ka Sunbaunat, one of the 
Cambodian psychiatrists and chair
man of the Mental Health Sub-Com
mittee, Ministry of Health, w i l l be tak
ing over the leadership of the group 
after February. He said that though 
they are young, they are very commit
ted to strengthening their competency 
to transfer knowledge to the next gen
erations. Their challenge is tremen
dous. 

In spite of the fact that the social 
stigma against people w i t h mental 
health problems is very high in Cam
bodia , they are not abandoned by 
their family members. Ironically, this 
could be one of the "benefits" of not 
having any in-patient mental health 
facilities in the entire country. Fami
lies literally have nowhere to put their 
ailing family members. The outpatient 
clinic can provide a room and sedate 
a severely psychotic patient until he 
or she is able to go home. 

A s i n most other parts of the 
w o r l d , two-thirds of the pattents are 

women and one-third are men. H o w 
ever, there is a dearth of research re-
latecf to the mentally i l l , let alone the 
Impact on women, as mentally ill or 
care-givers. W i t h such significant 
numbers of women patients, it is en
couraging that one of the psychia
trists, Dr. A n g S o d y (the only woman 
in the batch of ten), is doing her re
search on the high incidence of post
partum depression disorders in Cam
bodian women and possible treat
ments. 

The most c o m m o n reported 
problems are depression, anxieU' dis
orders, and severe psychosis. Men are 
more likely to exhibit acute psycho
sis. The main problems for women are 
generai lv duo to their husbands, 
namelv, domestic violence and eco
nomic difficulties. The doctors believe 
l i ial thov vvili undoubledh' begin to 
see more mental health problems in 
women associated with the rise in 
iorced prostitution and the resulting 
incidence of I I IV/AIDS. 

It is deeply encouraging to wit
ness the dedication and commitment 
shown daily by these people who are 
stemming the tide of violence to build 
a healthier society. ^ 

* Information was culled from the follow-
iiig pulilisliL'd .sources m addition lo pur-
soiiiil interviews cited otiovr: 
+ Ministry of i^Uinninj;, ['he rxoyal G o v 
ernment oi Camfiodia . trst Soi locioiioiiiw 
nevclopiiicitl riiiii /9y6-2000." [19961 
U N PopuUition Fund incoordinatum with 
the Ntitionol Institute of Statistics, Minis
try of Planning, C a m b o d i a . / V)»ogm;)/iic 
Siinic\/of Cimihoiim, 1996 Cciicnil Rcfwit, 
Octolx-r 1996. |1996] 

Pradham, M e n n o and Pre.scott, Nicholas. 
World Bank Discussion Paper No. ^7?^, O c 
tober 1997, A Poverty Profile of Ciiiiiboilin. 
|t997| 

Nnint/ Pcnrsoii Arcclliuia, ^A.S.W., is nii 
Aiiicriatii U'lio liiis Invd mid workcil in I lie 
P\ii\ippiiies for tlie piist seven i/eiirs -fnv years 
luitli llie Meniionite Centrnt Coniniiltee iiiork-
ing li'iili street eliilciren iinii peace nnd conflict 
issues liutli the Niilioiwl Council of Churches 
III the Pliilippiiies. Slie liiis sem-d two yenrs 
IIS Research Manager for /sis liilernatioiial-
Maniln. 
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