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At the heart of volunteerism are the ideals of service and solidarity and the belief that together we can
make the world better.  In that sense, we can say that volunteerism is the ultimate expression of what
the United Nations is all about”

UN Secretary General Kofi Annan

“I lack money and property, but I do not lack ideas” says Ms. Onn in Preen village, Kampong Thom
Province. One of her ideas was to organise a “Pot and Pan Association”, which solved a concrete
problem of the villagers. The importance of the work of Ms. Onn in her village goes far beyond the “pot
and pan association”. The work of volunteers like her helps in the building of strong and cohesive
communities. It fosters trust between citizens and helps develop norms of solidarity and reciprocity,
which are essential to stable communities. Moreover, by helping to build this ‘social capital’ this
volunteering can also play a role in economic regeneration.

Social capital is a critical factor for the success of development efforts, especially, anti-poverty
programmes. Therefore, in the UNDP Poverty Report for 1998 it is recommended that anti-poverty
programmes at community level should be firmly based on social mobilization.  The Italian researcher
Robert Putman found that differences in performance between regions can be accounted for largely
by differences in levels of features of social organization, such as trust, norms and networks.1; he
suggest that for political stability, for government effectiveness, and even for economic progress social
capital may be even more important than physical or human capital.

In many places in Cambodia we have noticed a reconstruction of not only of the physical structures of
the pagodas, but also of the social organisation in the community and a resurgence of volunteering,
rebuilding trust and solidarity. In the next pages 5 Cambodian villagers tell their story and talk about
their volunteer work. With this publication we like to highlight the importance of the work of these
volunteers and with them the work of hundreds of other Cambodians who are voluntarily contributing
to the rebuilding of their community; efforts that deserves to be taken into account when elaborating
policies and development programmes and projects.

Dominique Aït Ouyahia-McAdams

Resident Representative UNDP

Preface

1 Robert Putnam, Study of regional government in Italy (1993)
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Solidarity, reciprocal relationships and
voluntary action are alive all over the world. They
are not always easy to recognise, as they can
take many forms  in different cultures and
contexts. But whatever form they take, they are
important contributors to development.
Development would be difficult, if not impossible,
without a sense of obligation towards the
community - sometimes called “social capital”.1

Volunteering is a direct result of such a sense of
obligation. At the same time the concrete results
of volunteer work reinforce  a sense of trust and
commitment in a community.

In Cambodia, the dramatic events in the
1970s destroyed most existing social structures
and social capital. The war also negatively
affected  trust between members of the same

Introduction
Volunteering and Development

History of Volunteering in Cambodia
Is Every Household an Island?

At first sight there does not seem to be
much solidarity among people in Cambodia.
People even have questioned whether there is
such a thing as a “community”at all Khmer villages
consist of a number of houses scattered along
the road without any central meeting point;there
seem to be few or no organisational structures
linking villagers together beyond those among
relatives. “Every household is an island”, an
anthropologist2 once wrote.

However, the anthropologist continues:
no household lives in isolation. There are many
bonds linking them together, but they are not
always easy to recognise. They can be flexible,
complex and changing at different occasions,
serving different interests. Absence of clearly
identifiable and stable organisational structures

1 There is no generally accepted definition of “social capital”. One definition by the Michigan State University: “Social capital is a person’s or
group’s sympathy or sense of obligation toward another person or group that may produce a potential benefit advantage, and preferential
treatment to that other person or group of persons beyond that which might be expected in a selfish exchange relationship.

in a village does not mean that there is no unity
or solidarity: it just looks different from what we
are used to. A closer look at Cambodian village
life shows that there are mutual help groups for
house construction, cow exchange groups, well
digging groups, ceremony preparation groups,
savings and credit groups, pot and pan sharing
groups, etc. Some are fairly well structured, but
most are organised very loosely.

Besides these loosely structured forms
of mutual help, there also exist clearer
organisational structures, although often not at
village level. Ask a Khmer living in the countryside
where he belongs, and he likely will not only
mention the name of his village, but also that of
the Wat and its surrounding villages. A Wat usually
serves three to eight villages, and is the main link

community. People working in development
activities commonly perceive a lack of trust within
Cambodian communities as a major constraint to
develop-ment.  Even though a lack of trust still is
a main issue in some communities, many other
communities have started processes to recover
or rebuild  local structures that  support and
promote volunteer efforts.

Such processes require people who are
willing to work together in a spirit of solidarity, who
are trusted by their community and have the ability
to motivate others to take up voluntary action. In
this publication we will highlight the work of such
Cambodian volunteers at the grassroots level, as
well as their importance for development efforts
in Cambodia.

2 Bibliography 9. Ovesen, J et al.
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between them. The head of the village is the
village chief and represents the government; the
head of the larger “community” is the abbot
representing religion. However, the Wat not only
is a religious centre; it is also a social, cultural,
and often an educational centre. It is a large area
that contains at least a pagoda, houses of monks
and sometimes nuns, a meeting hall (salaa) and
a school where monks learn  the Buddhist
teachings (Pali). Sometimes it also houses a
regular school and an orphanage. The Wat is thus
multifunctional: it is a place of religion, of study,
of consolation, of meeting, socialization and rest,
a place for orphans or travellers to stay, and a
place to celebrate ceremonies and festivals. It is
the place where people from different villages
meet and socialize. We can often find well-
organized forms of self-help and solidarity at the
Wat.

The Wat consists of the abbot, monks,
acaars, and sometimes nuns. Acaars are the
laymen leaders of the Buddhist congregation.
They are older man who usually have been monk
in the past but have resumed civilian life. Many
villages have an acaar. Acaars and other wise
old men and women from the villages, cah tum,
gather in the Wat Committee. This is the most
important organisation in the Wat and is the main
link between the pagoda and its surrounding
villages. The Wat Committee is responsible for
the material needs of the monks, maintenance
and repair of buildings and organisation of
activities in the villages. The Committee members
raise money from the villagers during ceremonies
and decide with the monks how to spend it. Part
of the money is spent for the monks, part for the
pagoda and part for the villages and its people.
Wat Committees are able to gather and organize
the material and human resources needed to build
schools, roads and bridges. They are also able
to set up associations that are meant to help out
poor people in times of need.

The main reason for people to contribute
money, rice or labour is to gain merit for next life.
At the same time it is practical: the contributions
are used to develop the village in this life and to
sustain the institution that enables people to gain
merit. Gaining merit is a  powerful motivation and
is often the main drive for social action. Organizers
of social and development activities are often
religious people who want to gain merit for next
life. At the same time, they also are rewarded in
this life, as they gain prestige and respect from
the villagers. They are usually older people who
are considered to be honest and are called upon
in case of conflicts. They know how to organize,
are praised for their wisdom and are trusted by
the people, especially when money issues are
involved. They are often member of a Wat
Committee or indirectly connected to the pagoda.
Men outnumber women in the Wat Committee.
However, women often lead the special
commissions that are set up by the Wat
Committee to carry out particular activities.

It is only during the last few years that
people, increasingly, start to recognise the
existence of many traditional forms of solidarity
and self help in Cambodian rural society. The
sixties were for many Khmer living in the
countryside “the golden age”, with many of such
self help groups and structures. However, in some
villages these forms of cooperation seem to have
disappeared due to the war. The Khmer Rouge
succeeded in breaking down all existing social
institutions, from religious organisational
structures to the family unit. During the Khmer
Rouge regime, people learnt to distrust one
another and started to hate communal works.
Negative experiences have made some people
reluctant to work for the common good without
pay, even if it were to directly benefit them. This
is especially the case in villages with people that
originally came from many different regions in
Cambodia. As a result of the Khmer Rouge’s policy
to relocate people constantly to other places,
some vil lages in Cambodia are very
heterogeneous.  Not all people returned to their
native villages after the war: many had no family
left to return to and decided to stay. It were often
these heterogeneous villages that also absorbed
many refugees returning from the camps in
Thailand in 1993. Time may be needed to rebuild
trust and mutual cooperation in these places.

In other, more homogeneous villages
where former inhabitants returned after 1979,
there often was a resurgence of solidarity and
mutual cooperation directly in the first years after
the fall of the Khmer Rouge in 1979. People
cooperated and helped each other to rebuild their
lives: to build houses, clear the forest and share
whatever resources they had for farming.  Very
visible, for example, is the quick restoration of
Wats in Cambodia. One of the most remarkable
and first activities of the Khmer people after the
war, was the rebuilding of pagoda’s throughout
the country. In 1969 there were an estimated 3,369
active Wats and 65,062 monks. Few Wats
survived the Khmer Rouge, and there were no
monks left. From 1979 onwards people started
rebuilding Wats: in 1981 there were 740 active
Wats and in 1982 its number had increased to
1821. In 2000 there were again 3,731 Wats and
50,873 monks. This not only indicates a
resurgence of religious life, but also points at the
importance and centrality of the Wat in rural
Cambodia. Many Khmer in exile, living in the
United States or in France, contributed to
rebuilding pagoda’s in their native villages.

There are also other, new factors at play.
The cash economy that is increasingly gaining
ground in rural Cambodia, alters traditional forms
of mutual help. Villagers now can hire a worker to
help harvest, instead of asking the help of a
neighbour and returning another favour at a later
point. Relations change and will keep on changing.
Solidarity and mutual help will also be affected,
but may find new forms.
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3 Many people we spoke to, refered to the period before the war as a beautiful period. Historians, such as David Chandler, have used the term
“golden age” to indicate the way this period was perceived especially by people living in the countryside. However, it is important to realize that
there were many problems during this time and that it definitely was not a golden age for everyone.

From a “Golden Age”3 to War and Conflict

Onn, Chan, Vantha, Phlong and Ye
were all children or youngsters in the fifties and
sixties, the decades before conflict and war in
Cambodia started.

Ye’s parents were rice farmers. When
Ye still was a young boy, he followed the Khmer
tradition to become a novice for a limited time
period in order to show gratitude to his parents.
He went to live at neighbouring Wat Prasaat III.
At the time he was eager to go. Ye: “not only would
my parents be freed from sin if their son were
ordained, it was also my only opportunity to
receive education.” There was no school in the
village and it was only in the Wat
that he could learn how to read and
write Khmer, study mathematics,
Pali and the Buddhist Dharma. It
was in the 1960s that Wat Prasaat
III started to flourish. Ye
remembered that there was a
committee in the Wat. They used
to raise money and paddy rice from
the villagers in order to build a
meeting hall and houses for the
monks. Part of the money was kept
by a separate association, called
the construction association.
Villagers who needed money, for
example to build a house, could borrow money
from this association at a low interest rate. This
prevented villagers from going to informal
moneylenders who asked too high interest rates.
When Ye was 17 years old, he decided to
abandon monk hood and help his parents in the
rice fields.

At that time, Phlong was only six years
old and had started going to school. His father
and elder brothers were busy rice farming near
Rohaal village every day. When they returned,
he watched his father make nicely decorated

knifes and crossbows. When Phlong was 13 years
old, he started helping his father rice farming.  He
remembered that grandfather Tit used to tell the
stories that were depicted at the walls of Angkor
Wat during Khmer New Year. Phlong grew up in
the neighbourhood of the great temples and
watched the tourists who came to visit them. The
crossbows and knifes his father made were sold
to tourists. Other villagers sometimes sold music
instruments to tourists. Hoeurb, a well-known
musician in Rohaal, had learned how to make
traditional music instruments and how to play
music from his father. Eight musicians would
gather at his house every evening to play music.

Onn married in 1968. Her
family owned six hectares of rice
field. There were no roads yet in
Preen. The village consisted of
houses and rice fields and one
could walk only along the dikes
that separated the fields. Even
though people were not rich, she
remembered that time as a happy
period of relative prosperity. There
was a Pot and Pan Association and
a Funeral association in the village.
When people had to organise a
ceremony, for example for a

wedding or a funeral, they could borrow dishes
and pans from the Pot and Pan Association. In
case of a funeral, the Funeral Association would
collect money or food from all villagers in order to
help the family of the deceased. These
associations were very important for poor farmers,
as they prevented them from getting heavily
indebted to informal money lenders.

Ye, Phlong and Onn tell about a happy
life, relative affluence, mutual help and solidarity.
They all look back at a positive period. In the early
1960s Cambodia had the highest surplus of rice

In the following sections we will explore
the issues discussed above in more depth. We
will explore the question whether or not solidarity
existed in rural Cambodia before the war. If it
existed, to what extent has it disappeared and to
what extend has a resurgence of old traditions of
mutual help taken place? We also aim to get a
clearer picture of what forms  mutual help takes,
and who the volunteers - the people who
voluntarily take up social action for the common
good - are. In the following sections we will
present five cases of powerful social action and

solidarity in Cambodian society. We do not intend
to present new ideas or new insights from those
discussed above. The five cases are merely meant
as an illustration. They are the stories of Ye, head
of a very active Wat Committee at Wat Prasaat III
in Kampong Thom; of Phlong, musician and teacher
in Rohaal village near the Angkor temples; of Onn,
head of the Pot and Pan Association in Preen village
in Kampong Thom; of Chan, nun and health
educator at Wat Kampaeng in Battambang; and of
Vantha, Red Cross Volunteer at Kandaal Market in
Phnom Penh.

Vantha, Red Cross Volunteer,

Kandaal Market, Phnom Penh
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“not only would my par-
ents be freed from sin if
their son were ordained,
it was also my only op-
portunity to receive edu-
cation.”

per capita in the region and economic prospects
were promising.At the same time, the country was
increasingly feeling the effects of growing political,
economic and social instabil ity. This was
particularly the case in the urbanised
areas.Finally, everything changed in 1970 when
a coup brought General Lon Nol to power. It
marked the beginning of an era of conflict that
would last until 1989.

The coup and the period that followed
brought major changes to Cambodia. These
changes were also felt in the rural areas. The Lon
Nol regime allowed Americans to
bomb Cambodian territory in an
attempt to destroy the Viet Cong in
Cambodia. This had an enormous
destabil izing impact on the
countryside, as it did not only
destroy the Vietcong, but also many
Cambodian villages. Preen village
was heavily bombed in the early
1970s. Many people died. Onn and
the other villagers fled to family
living in safer areas or ended up
hiding in the forests if they had
nowhere to go. Preen village was
destroyed completely by the bombings: even
nowadays one can still see the bomb craters. The
bombings drove many Cambodians right into the
arms of a new communist movement operating
in the countryside: the Khmer Rouge. Cambodian
villages that first got bombed by the Americans,
next suffered from  fightings between Lon Nol
soldiers and the Khmer Rouge. In 1970 the Khmer
Rouge controlled already nearly 20% of the
country.

Fightings between Khmer Rouge and
Lon Nol soldiers started in the early seventies near
Rohaal village. Ye decided to re-
enter monkhood in order to escape
drafting into Lon Nol’s army. It was
1970 and he was 23 years old.
Three years later the Khmer Rouge
occupied the area and Ye became
a rice farmer once again, just like
all other monks. By that time the
Khmer Rouge had gotten hold on
the Angkor area already. Phlong:
“we had 24 hours to pack one bag
and leave, otherwise they would kill
us. Many had nowhere to go and
slept in the forest for several
months. We had to leave behind
everything.” The Angkor Park became a Khmer
Rouge stronghold with Rohaal village as one of
its bases. In 1973 Onn’s husband was called to
join the Lon Nol army, but he fled. Not much later
the Khmer Rouge took over the village where they
had fled to. Her husband was sent to work in a
factory in a rubber plantation approximately 50
kilometres away. Onn stayed behind and became
chief of women in the village. She led the women
in rice farming and gardening. “But”, she says:
“the Khmer Rouge were then not too strict yet”.

This changed completely when the Khmer Rouge
finally got hold of the whole country.

In the early 1970s the Khmer Rouge
gained more and more control over the
countryside. It was the fall of Phnom Penh in 1975
that finally marked their victory. Chan’s father was
an officer in the Lon Nol regime. Chan came from
a rich family and was studying Khmer traditional
dance at the Royal University of Fine Arts in
Phnom Penh. Her life changed dramatically when
the Khmer Rouge entered the city in 1975. She
was 21 years old. Her family was recognized as

an aristocrat family and her father
was killed almost immediately.
Chan began a long journey
through the country to Mongkol
Borei in the North West. She was
watched closely by the Khmer
Rouge. Chan was considered a
“new person”: someone who
came from Phnom Penh. Former
city dwellers were considered the
main enemies of the Khmer
Rouge and were given a particular
hard time. Many did not survive
the hardships.

The Khmer Rouge wanted to establish
a rural agrarian revolution. Urban life and
education were considered Western and thus
foreign to Khmer culture. Cities were evacuated
and people were forced to work as rice farmers
in the countryside. Schools were closed and
money was abolished. The Khmer Rouge
displaced almost everybody, especially people
like Chan who were considered the worst
enemies. They were forced to work ten hours or
more per day and got little to eat. But also people
in the countryside had to leave: Onn, Ye, Phlong

and Vantha. Family members were
separated and children were
forced to betray their parents. Ye,
Phlong and Vantha were separated
from their family members and had
to work in mobile working cadres
moving from one place to the other:
fishing, carrying sand, cooking,
cutting trees, rice farming, etc.

The war broke down all social
institutions. All existing groups,
organisations and other forms of
cooperation that had existed prior
to the arrival of the Khmer Rouge

were forbidden. The Khmer Rouge destroyed the
monk’s houses, the school and the meeting hall
at Wat Prasaat III: the temple itself disintegrated
naturally. Neighbouring Wat Botum was used as
a rice storage. All monks abandoned monkhood.
In 1969 there were an estimated 65,062 monks
in Cambodia, and none remained after 1975.

Vantha fled from her village in Prey
Veng to Phnom Penh in 1973. She went with her
husband, a Lon Nol soldier, and three-year old

Phlong, Musician and

instrument maker, Rohaal

Chan, nun at Wat Kampaeng,

health educator
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daughter. In 1975 they had to leave Phnom Penh
and they decided to return to Prey Veng. However,
the Khmer Rouge soon captured her husband. A
few days later he was taken away “for study”: she
never saw him again. Vantha was
left behind pregnant and with a
young daughter. She was forced to
work in mobile teams where she did
not know anybody. One day she
went to pick water plants for making
soup at the river, when she felt
something in the water she thought
were coconuts. It turned out to be
skulls and bones. Vantha especially
remembered the hunger and the
obligatory meetings. But despite the
hardships, Vantha also has positive
memories. “If there were no kind
people who helped me, I would not
have survived”, she says.

In early 1979 the brutal Khmer Rouge
regime came to an end when the Vietnamese
entered the country. Many people, like Onn and
Phlong, returned immediately to their native
villages; or to what was left of it. Vantha returned
to Phnom Penh, where she remarried. Many
people in the North Western
provinces, near the Thai border, fled
the country and went to one of the
refugee camps along the border.
Chan did not expect a better life under
the communist Vietnamese, who
were obviously not planning to leave
the country. She fled the country and
settled in Site 2 camp in Thailand. The
initially temporary camp became
another home. She followed several
trainings on health care and
reproductive health and started to
volunteer at the camp’s health center.
But life was not easy. Her husband
died and left her behind with a newborn child: “I
found life one big struggle, but I managed to live”.

Onn, Phlong and Ye returned to their
villages and tried to pick up their former lives. The
first six years in rural Cambodia were not easy.
People had to work in groups on communal land
and share the produce. This experiment led to an
agricultural disaster. Ye: “we could not help each
other much: we all had difficulties.” “They had only
changed the wheels, but the car was still the
same”, he says. In the mid eighties the
Vietnamese decided to change their policy.
Communal farming was given up and each family
was distributed land evenly. Onn remembered this
as an important turning point. When people were
given their own plot of land, they started to invest

and try to increase their output. They had enough
of collective work. From that moment on people
started to really rebuild their lives. Phlong married
and met again with Hoeurb, the music instrument

maker before the war. Phlong
asked Hoeurb to teach him how to
make music instruments and how
to play music. The buildings of Wat
Prasaat III were slowly restored.
Onn started preparations to re-
establish the former Pot and Pan
Association.

In 1989 the Vietnamese left
the country and in 1993 the first
elections under supervision of
UNTAC took place. This marked
another important turning point, as
the country had been very isolated

during the past ten years. Few international
organisations had entered the country so far.
However, the political changes attracted a large
number of international development
organisations. UNTAC indirectly gave an
economic boost to the village of Phlong, as many
foreigners visited the temples and bought knifes,
crossbows and music instruments. Other villagers

saw that he was selling well, and
asked Phlong to teach them how
to make instruments.

But many problems remained.
The Khmer Rouge had not yet
given up their fight and kept the
country in a civil war. Life for Ye
continued to be unstable, as the
village was in the middle of two
factions: the Khmer Rouge were
only two kilometres away. The
area was full of mines, and
sometimes the Khmer Rouge
would enter the vil lage,

plundering everything and intimidating the people.
Ye saw how soldiers started clearing mines and
he followed them: “we had to clear the area from
mines, as no one else did it and our cattle was
dying.” Ye survived these mine clearing activities,
but many others in the country did not.

From 1993 onwards the Thai
government closed down its refugee camps and
the Cambodians returned to their country. Chan
also returned. She went to Battambang with her
son and started teaching Thai. After a few years,
she realized that she was so tired of all the
hardships she had endured, that she decided to
become a nun. She went to Phnom Penh for
Buddhist education and returned to Battambang
to live as a nun in Wat Kampaeng.

“If there were no kind
people who helped me, I
would not have survived”

Ye, head of Wat Committee

at Wat Prasaat III

Onn, head of Pot and Pan

Association, Preen Village



11

Life in the villages surrounding Wat
Prasaat III became better and more stable in the
second half of the 1980s. People started to rebuild
old structures. Ye: “In 1988 Chin Nhim began
raising paddy from villagers in order to finance
the reconstruction of the temple. He started
building houses for the monks and a small
meeting place (salaa). He also wanted to build a
small school.” It was a long process. Each year
Chin Nhim would collect some money to continue
the reconstruction works. In 1993 he decided to
set up again a Wat Committee. Ye became
member and shortly thereafter he was elected by
the villagers to succeed Chin Nhim as head of
the committee, who had become too old. Ye: “At
first we could not do much as there was no money.
But after a few years we had enough savings to
build a beautiful meeting hall.”

Ye believed that more could be done.
“In 1996 I participated in a meeting with heads of
other Wat Committees in the district.  I met with
members from the Wat Botum Pagoda
Committee. They had set up a cash association
that provided low interest loans to the villagers.”
The Wat Botum case became well known
because old statutes of a cash and rice
association were found, dating back from 1952.
The statutes contain the names of the chairman,
secretary and accountant, as well as the
contributions, loans and repayment per person.
It also states the procedures for handling funds
and guaranteeing transparency.

“At first we could not do
much as there was no
money. But after a few
years we had enough
savings to build a
beautiful meeting hall.”

Resurgence

Ye: “I wanted to do the same at Wat
Prasaat III. I explained the idea in the Wat
Committee and talked with the villagers. They
agreed that it was a good idea.” Ye collected
850.000 riels (218 US$) from the villagers during
a ceremony, developed statutes for a cash
association and now provides loans at 5%
interest. He estimates that approximately 80% of
the households had contributed. Von, a villager,
says: “I always contribute money to collectors,
as long as they have the permission from the
monks.” Later a rice association followed: Ye
collected 24 kg. of paddy per villager and now
lends it at 50% interest for the entire lending
period. Interest is collected after the harvest.
However, the poorest can borrow interest free.
Ye: “this is the main difference from how we did it
in Sihanouk time: at that time we did not lend to
the poorest because we were afraid that they
could not repay.”

The results are important. Villagers no
longer are dependent on informal moneylenders
who ask interest rates for money up to 20% and
for rice 100%. Ye: “We have reduced poverty and
we also have reduced the interest rates of the
businessmen.” As the informal moneylenders lost
clients, they felt obliged to decrease their interest
rates.

Almost all villagers borrow from either
one or both associations: in total 446 families4. At

Ye, head of the Wat Committee at Wat Prasaat III (the Three Temples)
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”I lack money and
property, but I do not lack
ideas.”

“I was still young in the 1960s. But I do
remember that there was a Pot and Pan
Association [samaakum caan cnang]. Everything
was destroyed when the Americans bombed the
village.” People fled Preen village, to return only
from 1979 onwards. At first, only five families
returned. By 1982, there were approximately
twelve families. Ving, Yan and Heng, three
villagers, remember how they decided to organize
a large funeral ceremony for the people who had
died during the bombings. As the villagers in the
early 1970s had to flee, there had been no time
for a proper ceremony. According to Khmer belief,
the spirits of the dead would not find rest without
a funeral ceremony. The villagers therefore
decided to organize one for all deceased people
who had not received such a ceremony. The event
was announced five days in advance. Each family
dug up the remains of its relatives, which five days
later were cremated according to Khmer Buddhist
customs. A funeral ceremony in Cambodia is not
a real ceremony if there are not many people to
gather and share food. In other words: a lot of
dishes, spoons and pans were needed. The idea
for re-establishing the former Pot and Pan
Association was born. A small association was
established, but disappeared again. People had
too many difficulties surviving and were unable
to contribute much.

In 1986 life became better as land was
divided among the families. Onn wanted to re-
establish the Pot and Pan Association: “we should
conserve our ancestor’s heritage: I do not want

Onn, Head of a Pot and Pan Association, Preen village

that to be lost. We should select what is fine and
reject what is bad.” Onn talked about the idea with
the women at the pagoda where she often went.
They agreed on the idea, and called the acaar
and cah tum in order to organize a ceremony to
collect paddy rice from villagers. Onn: “one old
man contributed a lot. He used to be responsible
for the Pot and Pan Association in the past. He
was poor, but very generous.” With the proceeds
of the paddy rice she sold, Onn bought 300 dishes,
200 spoons, nine pots and ten water carafes.
Later she added big pots and pans and she is
planning to continue expanding it in the future.
Hundred families in the village have contributed.
When Onn raises money or paddy, she shows
the people how much she has raised. When she
buys something, she tells the people how much it
has cost. The plates and pans are stored in her
house. Everybody can borrow them, provided that
they replace broken items.

Onn has also worked one year as the
head of a sub commission of the Wat Committee
that was responsible for repairing a damaged
road. “We had raised money in the village. At first
the village chief wanted to spend the money on
something different, but the people wanted to
spend it on the reparation of the road.” She was
physically not able to do much as she was sick,
but she helped organizing it and was responsible
for the expenditures. After a year the road was
completed and the commission dissolved. Onn:
“I lack money and property, but I do not lack
ideas.”

Chan had always been interested in
health care. When she was living in Mongkol Borei
during the Khmer Rouge regime, she used to help
cure people with traditional Khmer herbs and
roots. There were no qualified health workers and
modern medicines available. Doctors either had
been killed or had changed their identity,
pretending to be a poor farmer. When Chan went
to live in Site 2 refugee camp in Thailand, she got
the opportunity to receive several trainings in
reproductive health and midwifery. She started to
work as a volunteer health worker among the
refugees.

Chan, nun at Wat Kampaeng and health educator in the surrounding villages

When Chan returned to Cambodia, she
felt very tired. She decided to stop working and
devote the rest of her life to the Buddhist Dharma.
Many people who returned from the refugee
camps settled in Battambang province, like Chan.
They remembered her as a helpful person and in
case of problems they came to visit her at her
cottage in the pagoda. Chan: “they know that I
used to work at the health center in the refugee
camp. People often come to ask me for advice,
both nuns and people from outside. I also tell them
about the Dharma and teach them meditation

present, the Cash Association owns 35 million
riels (almost 9000 US$). The money is used to
sustain the association and to fund projects in the
communities. A school is already constructed at
the Wat compound and there are more plans:
repairing roads, setting up a cow sharing
association, improving irrigation, etc.

Ye is a busy man. He regularly meets
with heads of other Wat Committees in the
Pagoda Coordinating Committee. They discuss
problems, share ideas and help each other. After

Ye became head of the Wat Committee at Wat
Prasaat III and head of both associations, he was
also elected president of the Village Development
Committee in his village. He impossibly can be
present everywhere: “I will teach the other
members how to list, how to account, so that they
can do it by themselves in the future.” Ye recently
became a candidate for the commune elections.

4 A supporting program implemented by GTZ supported the associations by providing training and doubling the income.
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“we should conserve our
ancestor’s heritage: I do
not want that to be lost.
We should select what is
fine and reject what is
bad.”

methods.” Chan took care of the orphans living
at the Wat compound. Some of them wanted to
become monks, but were unable to ordain
because they had no parents who would pay for
the saffron robes, alms bowls, mats, etc.  She
bought everything that was needed to be able to
ordain. “They consider me their foster mother”,
Chan explains. Chan also gives people advice on
sanitation and helps nuns when they need to
undergo medical treatment.

Two organisations in Battambang, OEB
and RHAC, realized the value and power of
Chan’s work. They approached her and asked her
to help them. Chan: “At first I did not want it. I
was so tired...but they urged me several times
and I decided to give in.” OEB trained her to
provide counselling to AIDS patients. For Chan
this meant explaining them how to deal with death
as part of life and advice people to live according
to the Buddhist precepts as a way to avoid
suffering. She tried to comfort the patients:
“improving the mental state is half of the healing
process.” She also gives practical advice, teaches
how to use condoms and explains how and where
to get help. Later she started volunteering for
RHAC. She went to the villages and taught young
and old people about sanitation, reproductive

health and other issues that are important, such
as domestic violence. At the end of the classes
she teaches people about Buddhist dharma and
meditation methods. Money raised at ceremonies
is sometimes spent for transportation for patients
to the hospital. The villagers are very happy with
her, and enjoy listening to her. Especially the
young people, who want to know about sexually
transmitted infections: “They tell me secrets that
they do not dare to tell their parents or other
teachers.”

However, not everybody is happy with
her work. The monks agree with her activities,
even though they would never be allowed to talk
about sex and reproductive health. Monks are
more tied to the Buddhist precepts than nuns,
because nuns in Cambodia cannot officially ordain
and thus have a much lower status. The problem
is the other nuns. Chan: “They say that I am a
nun and that nuns should not talk about sex
problems. But I strictly adhere to Buddhist
teaching and did not break any rule.” Several
members of the Wat Committee are  considering
expelling her from the Wat compound. Even
though it makes Chan upset and sad, she does
not want to let her activities be influenced by this
problem: “then I will just seek another Wat to live.”

Before the war, Phlong learnt from his
father how to make crossbows and sculpt
decorated knifes. In the 1980s, Phlong realized
that he would rather learn how to make music
instruments. He went to Hoeurb, the only musician
left in the village.

Hoeurb was the leader of a traditional
Khmer orchestra in the 1960s. Now, Hoeurb is
the only one from this group of eight musicians to
survive. He learnt the music from his father, who
learnt it from his. Hoeurb: “we, who know the
music, have to teach others, because the music
is only in our heads. If we die, the music will die
with us.” There is no system of music notation in
Cambodia. Therefore Hoeurb wholeheartedly
agreed when Phlong came to his house in the
1980s and asked him to teach music.

Music plays an important role in Khmer
village life. Weddings, funerals and any kind of
ceremony would be unthinkable without a
traditional orchestra. Villages that do not have an
own orchestra hire one from another village.
Phlong often has to play. If he plays in his own
village or in one of the neighbouring villages he
does not ask for money, although he mostly
receives a little allowance. If he has to play for
another village further away, he charges them a
fee.

Today, Hoeurb is old and has stopped
working. Now Phlong is the teacher. Every
evening seven children gather at his house. They

Phlong, musician and music instrument maker, Rohaal village, Siem Reap

learn how to make music instruments and how to
play them. They learn how to make Tro, a kind of
violin, Khem, a kind of xylophone with strings, and
Takhe, an instrument that looks most like a
mixture of a guitar and a xylophone. Before they
start, they always play one particular melody, the
Hum Roong, which is to invite the spirits of all
former teachers to enter the bodies of the
musicians in order to help them play well and
provide protection against black magic. Learning
how to play music is more difficult than making
instruments, as there are 50 to 60 different
melodies to remember. It takes years to learn how
to play Khmer traditional music.

For the children and their parents
learning from Phlong not only helps to preserve
tradition. Selling instruments to tourists who visit
the temples has become an important new source
of income. After school, the children go to the
temples to sell their instruments. They can earn
an income that is considerably higher than the
minimum daily wage in Cambodia.

It was the idea of Endo, a Japanese
United Nations Volunteer (UNV), to set up yiyeey-
taa groups  (lit. grandmother-grandfather groups)
to transfer knowledge and skills to the younger
generation. Endo: “The Khmer have a very rich
cultural heritage. It are often the old people,
yiyeey-taa, that have the knowledge and skills. If
they do not transfer this to the younger generation,
it will be lost. Yiyeey-taa are the key.” Endo also
visited Rohaal village, and found out that the

“The Khmer have a very
rich cultural heritage. It
are often the old people,
yiyeey-taa, that have the
knowledge and skills. If
they do not transfer
this to the younger
generation, it will be lost.
Yiyeey-taa are the key.”
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Vantha lives in Phnom Penh, a place
that is quite different from the villages of Onn,
Phlong and Ye. “Urban people are not the same
as rural people”, Vantha says: “the difference
between rich and poor people is much greater
here than in the countryside. People do not relate
to one another. They just try to make money.” Even
though in the city people often do not even know
who their neighbours are, around Kandaal market
many people know Vantha. And she knows many
people.

When Vantha went to Phnom Penh in
1979, she became the leader of women in her
area. She kept statistics of married women,
pregnant women and widows and held meetings
to discuss issues like domestic violence and help
solve problems. Later she became a group leader,
and in 1990 she became “village leader” of
Kandaal Market area II in Phnom Penh. This
mainly meant that she had to register people.
Vantha has always had a volunteer spirit, looking
for ways to help others. She cooperated
voluntarily with several organisations that asked
her to visit and help families with AIDS patients.
She distributed condoms in massage parlours and
karaoke bars. She worked in squatter areas and
in the brothel district. Now she is a Red Cross
Volunteer and tells people about the different birth
spacing methods, how to use a condom, and how
to prevent dengue fever. She visits sick people at

Partners in Development

Chey Vantha, Kandaal market, Phnom Penh

their homes, helps to transport them to the
hospital if needed and sometimes she brings rice,
some dried fish, medicines or a sarong. People
trust Vantha: they know that she gives Red Cross
gifts such as rice and sarongs really to the poorest
only. Vantha is known for never making false
promises.

If needed, she contacts the authorities
in order to arrange a problem. To arrange, for
example, that orphans in the area can go to
school. Or arrange that people can continue to
live in their squatter settlement.

Vantha wants to help people because
once, when she needed it, there were also people
helping her: “I should have died during the Khmer
Rouge regime, but I survived because there were
people who helped me. I received help when I
needed it, and therefore now I help others who
need it now.” People living near Kandaal market
said that it is not only the material help that Vantha
provides. Maybe even more important is that she
really cares about the people. Vantha visits people
at hospitals or at home, and chats with them. This
is extremely valuable, particularly in a city where
people do not know one another and may feel
lonely.

“I should have died
during the Khmer Rouge
regime, but I survived
because there were
people who hel-ped me.
I received help when I
needed it, and therefore
now I help others who
need it now.”

villagers were concerned about preserving music.
He helped them to organize a yiyeey-taa group in
which Phlong, as the elder, teaches children. The
idea was to teach one day per week. Instead,

“we, who know the
music, have to teach
others, because the
music is only in our
heads. If we die, the
music will die with us.”

Solidarity and self-help have
traditionally been strong in Cambodia,
especially in the countryside. The war destroyed
a lot; sometimes it also destroyed trust in other
people and the willingness to cooperate.
Particularly in heterogeneous villages with little
natural cohesion trust and solidarity are only

slowly re-emerging. Slowly, but it definitely is
returning. Onn’s, Ye’s and Phlong’s villages are
more homogeneous. Even though also these
villages faced a lot of problems, solidarity and trust
never really seemed absent. There were powerful
institutions led by powerful, resourceful and
trustworthy people that returned after the war.

Phlong decided to teach every evening. Phlong
does not get any money or other reward for his
teaching. He does it for free, just like Hoeurb did
and his great grandfathers did in the past.
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Phlong, Vantha, Ye, Chan and Onn are
all examples of such people. Villagers consider
them to be honest, reliable and trustworthy. They
work in a transparent way. Some are trusted
particularly because they are connected to the
pagoda and work to gain merit. They are
considered to be kind, generous persons, people
with a helping spirit who pity the poor and who
like to see their community work in cooperation.
The help that is offered is often not only material,
but also mental or spiritual: they are older and
wiser people you can ask for advice. They take
time to talk with you: they are interested in you
as a person. Phlong, Vantha, Ye, Chan and Onn
are energetic people, talented, smart, with an
exceptional ability to organize. They are creative,
know how to motivate people, how to arrange
things and thus are natural leaders.

The intention to make merit is one of
their most powerful motivations. They are getting
older and feel that time has come to prepare for
next life. However, merit making is often not the
only reason. They also voice the desire to see
their community live in harmony, help the poorest
people survive and get a better life. Conservation
of traditions and cultural heritage are important
as well. The fact that Ye’s Cash and Rice
Associations now lend to the poorest without
interest shows that traditions are not static and
can be changed. Onn, Chan, Ye, Phlong and
Vantha also get something in return in present
life. They expect others to be good to them and
help them when they need it. Ye explains how
his work brings him a good reputation in the
villages and enables him to socialize with different
people. They are respected by the people.

Even though most  people who were
involved in this study were of the opinion that
the Khmer had never really stopped helping each
other, there are new concerns growing. Villagers
in Rohaal: “In the countryside they have always
been reliable, they understood each other. Money
has never been very important when people
helped each other. (...) Five years ago we all
helped each other, but now not anymore.” Ye is
also concerned. It becomes more and more
difficult nowadays to gather people to work

together for the common good. People are getting
used to payment for the community work they
do. Pic, who learns how to make music
instruments from Phlong without any payment,
is quite clear when she says “If later I become a
music teacher, I will charge them money.” Even
rural Cambodia is increasingly being exposed to
the cash economy. It is only natural that this
affects relations at village level at least to some
extend.

However, this is no reason to ignore that
what is present and still strong. Cambodia has
particular strengths: traditional social capital that
has survived many centuries of political and
economic turmoil. This is a very sustainable social
capital. The first priority for the people around
Wat Prasaat III was to reconstruct houses for the
monks and a large meeting hall at the Wat. The
restoration of the pagoda itself has not taken
place yet, but a school was built and rice and
cash associations were set up. This points at the
broader, social and developmental, function of
the Wat and its central role in village life. Religion
and tradition are no obstacles to development:
they can be extremely helpful, resourceful and
powerful. They are a strength that development
actors may be able to build on.

It may not be easy to find out what social
capital exists in a village, or community of a Wat
and its parish. Each community has its own
history, its own people and its own Wat. Each
community has reacted differently. Some of these
traditional structures exist since a long time, with
only a short absence during the Pol Pot regime.
These institutions can be very strong. In other
villages they may just begin to re-appear. The
structures may still be weak and involvement from
outside can easily break them.

Even though one community may have
very active people and a very active Wat
Committee, another community may not. For
some practising Buddhists development activities
may be a natural, integrated part of their religious
work; others may oppose to this idea and strictly
adhere to religious activities. We cannot say that
each “natural leader” can also be a “leader” in
community development. We cannot say either
that traditional structures are always, everywhere,
at any time powerful instruments for community
development. But it is important to recognize that
often they are.
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