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“Men are gold - Women are a piece of white cloth.” (A Cambodian proverb)

This known Cambodian proverb implies that women are like cloth which, once it is stained, cannot be cleaned, has deep negative consequences for women. Faced with such a cultural and traditional challenge, the women’s movement in Cambodia has begun to craft a new definition of partnership and development in the context of national reconstruction. The five-year plan of the Ministry of Women’s and Veteran’s Affairs redefines women as Neary Rattanak (or Women are Precious Gems) attempts to address some of the challenges and proposes the following vision of Cambodian women in the twenty-first century: 

The Cambodian people, both women and men, are united and moving forward to build a prosperous and transparent peaceful nation, upholding law and order through a just and transparent system with good governance which leads to social, economic and political stability … [S]ocial change gives women … maximum access to services and control of resources … and opportunities to take part in decision-making with full protection against all forms of discrimination.   

(Excerpt from Neary Rattanak:Women Are Precious Gems - Five Year Strategic Plan of the Ministry of Women’s and Veteran’s  Affairs, Cambodia, 1999).

First, this vision does not reject the contribution of men. Instead, it stresses the need for men and women to work together to build a nation where gender equity prevails. Second, it clearly recognizes the role of women in establishing good governance and benefitting from it. Third, the vision takes into account the changing cultural context and the legacy of war to include women in the new definition of leadership. 

The Five-Year Strategic Plan of the Ministry of Women and Veterans’  Affairs entitled Neary Rattanak specifically aims at giving women the ability and confidence to participate, and promote the protection of their human rights. From vulnerable groups to the precious gems of the nation, Cambodian women’s call for equality and equity will be addressed.

This paper discusses the position and situation of Cambodian women at the local level. It details the legacy of war as a major factor affecting the lives of Cambodian women today. Finally, the paper posits that women should mobilize forces with men to change the meaning of politics and  transform traditional patterns of governance. 

1.
The Cambodian Context: Three Decades of War and Genocide

The impact of the destruction of Cambodia and her people during the last three decades is so pervasive and profound that the task of rebuilding the nation seems impossible. Indeed, some of the social and psychological scars will never be repaired. For many Cambodians, the social fabric was irreparably torn as a result of the genocidal years between 1975 and 1979, and the civil war and armed conflicts that took place over the next fifteen years. 

With the intervention of the international community, Cambodia was offered a possibility to end its conflict and start a new beginning with the signing of the Paris Peace Accords in 1991. With that new beginning, more than 95% of men and women went to the polls in the 1993 national elections and again in 1998, to chose their representatives at the National Assembly. The two elections were key opportunities for Cambodian women from more than 30 parties to join the race with their male partners. Although women’s representation was limited in both elections, the door has been opened. “Women in politics” are no longer hushed words in the political corridors. 

In less than one year’s time, Cambodia will hold its first commune elections in over 30 years. This historic event marking the new century is another sign that Cambodia is moving from war to peace, and that the reconstruction of Cambodia will need the participation of all sections of society. 

2.
Armed Conflict: Who Pays the Cost

A Peace Accord is a signed agreement between parties in conflict laying out the procedures and conditions to end the conflict, and the stages of reconciliation. The purpose is to serve as a consensual point of reference to monitor the peace process and determine when agreed conditions have been satisfactorily met by the parties. Implementation of these documents relies primarily on commitment from all parties. However, peace treaties concluded at the political level do not discuss emotional or psychological scars, nor the social and cultural dislocation that has been suffered by the men, women and children involved. 

Armed conflict in Cambodia contributed in large measure towards keeping the Women's Agenda in the background. The price that Cambodian women have paid during war and conflict is reflected in current statistics and the reality of the daily lives of Cambodian women. 

3.
Current Realities for Women 

The devastating experience of three decades of war and armed conflict is still present in the economic, social and civil life of the country, and is threatening women and girls in several ways. Some sobering examples follow. 

3.1
Feminization of Poverty
The market economy introduced abruptly into the country in 1989 has exacerbated the imbalance between urban and rural areas, and between the rich and the poor. About 36 percent of the population lives below the poverty line.Women today face the impact of a market economy integrated with the global network. Micro-credit programmes, which are now widespread, are only beginning to respond to the needs of the rural poor. 

One of the most significant impacts of the market economy is the commodification of land. Loss of land represents the loss of means of production, and is the first step in a well-known vicious circle, which leads to migration, employment in highly exploitative jobs, and continuing poverty. 

Today, women represent more than half of the total population and one-third of Cambodian families are headed by women. Women who are heads of families are particularly vulnerable, and recent surveys by the World Food Programme demonstrated that widows are four times poorer due: (1) to lack of assets; (2) to lack of labour; (3) to lack of power; and (4) to lack of knowledge. 

Notably, more than 75 percent of women living in the rural areas are either semi-literate or illiterate, eliminating most options for better forms of employment. 

3.2
Trafficking of Women and Children
Cambodian women and children are particularly vulnerable to trafficking, in part, as a result of the effects of the civil war. Geographical location, endemic poverty, and weak law enforcement and monitoring mechanisms combine to provide an ideal environment for traffickers. Cambodia is increasingly important as a sending, receiving and transit country. Trafficking within Cambodia to meet the demands of the country’s burgeoning sex industry is the most visible example of the problem. Internal trafficking also feeds into the international trade in human beings.
3.3
HIV/AIDS Epidemic
Cambodia has the highest rate of HIV/AIDS infection in Southeast Asia. 2.4 percent of the current adult population between the ages of 15-49 have tested positive for HIV/AIDS. Roughly 50 percent of commerical sex workers are HIV positive. In Cambodia, married men often frequent commercial sex workers and pass HIV to their permanent partners. A study in 1999 found that men’s condom use with commercial sex workers was 53 percent, but with partners in casual sex relationships it was as low as 5 percent. The vulnerability of women to HIV infection is directly linked to their low status in Cambodian society. The root causes of poverty must be tackled through a developmental approach that also addresses problems of gender inequality, discrimination and violence against women. 
4.
The Emergence of A New Force
The general elections in 1993 and in 1998 offered Cambodian women tremenduous opportunities to enter the political scene. Numerically, women candidates and elected women MPs were low, however, this still represented a significant increase in the number of women actively participating and reprents a positive gain in a society where women's roles are traditionally seen as within the private sphere or “behind the curtain”. An increase in women's representation with each election shows the growing strength of the women's movement inside the country, the success of the strategies taken by women at all levels, and the advances made through programmes to promote human rights, democracy and good governance supported by various local and international organizations.  

Women face multiple social, economic and political risks despite their gains. Today, women hold 13 seats out of a total of 122 in the National Assembly. This is an increase in 7 seats from the number held in the former legislature. At the newly established Senate, women hold 8 seats out of a total of 61 seats, and 6 women are members of the Cabinet, an increase from 0. The presence and active participation of women is more noticable in the NGO community, and in village and commune development committees which represent informal bodies managing community development plans at the grassroots level.

Cambodian women enter politics fully aware of the risks they must face in a society where physical threats and violence are a part of the post war culture. This degree of violence increases further at the time of elections. However, Cambodian women continue to seek a stronger, more visible position in politics, and the evolution of a new form of leadership is gaining momentum which augurs well for future social changes . 

5.
The Voice of the Women NGOs

One of the major prerequisites for good governance is the establishment of a strong civil society. In Cambodia, the voices of women are also being increasingly heard through non-governmental organizations. There are almost 300 NGOs in Cambodia, the majority – 159 – of them indigenous. A significant number of them are devoted to women’s human rights. Collectively, the contribution of NGOs is substantial in both social and financial terms. In 1997, NGOs contributed about 7.5 percent of total public expenditure. In 1998, NGOs managed 500 projects. Participation is a key component of governance, and without doubt the voices of Cambodian women are becoming increasingly influential through these essential organizations. 

6. Strategies for Future Change

On International Women’s Day March 8, 1999 the Ministry of Women and Veterans’  Affairs launched Neary Rattanak or Women Are Precious Gems : A Five-Year Strategic Plan which elaborates the nation-wide effort to examine the status of women and to devise the means to bring women into the decision-making process at all levels. Neary Rattanak accentuates the promotion and protection of women’s rights, veterans and their families through collaboration between government institutions, the private sector, civil society and the international community. It also emphasizes building the capacity of women as well as changing attitudes and behaviours within society that discriminate against women. As the name of the Plan suggests, a campaign is underway to reconstitute the image of women as invaluable national resources. 

By endorsing Neary Rattanak, the Royal Government of Cambodia has created special opportunities to address women’s issues and encourage forward-looking strategies for women to be developed and implemented. 

In the framework of Neary Rattanak, Building Together- Towards Achieving Gender Equty and Social Development is a four-year programme of the Ministry of Women and Vetrans’  Affairs to incorporate gender concerns and principles in policy formulation and development of the Ministry with due regard to equity, justice and the improvement of the quality of life for all citizens. 

Building Together aims at giving women the spaces, opportunities and capacities to influence policies and mechanisms that would make legal redress accessible and will develop community services programmes to address the daily issues faced by women. Building Together aims at building the capacity of women to participate in the following reforms and actions:  

6.1
Women and Judicial Reform

Political and reform agendas need to respond to the profound difficulties faced by women in Cambodia. Clearly, women’s needs are implicated in all of the reform efforts of the government including issues of governance and rule of law. How women’s perspectives can be taken into account in these efforts is best illustrated through some examples:

· In plans to reform the justice system, it will be important to address women’s obvious disadvantages in gaining access to justice, particularly as victims of trafficking, sexual exploitation, and domestic violence, as well as in matters of inheritance, property ownership and divorce. The Ministry of Women’s and Veterans’ Affairs cooperates with the Ministry of Justice for this purpose. Reform plans could also include steps to increase the low number of judges, prosecutors and lawyers who are women. Similarly, the spate of new laws that is now being developed in Cambodia need to be reviewed to ensure that the legal framework reflects the actual needs of women. 

· Useful information and activities on women’s rights questions could be made available to members of the National Assembly and Senate to inform their debates and consideration of prospective laws.

· Human resource development initiatives for judges, prosecutors and police need to be surveyed with a view to ensuring that rights of women are reflected. Substantive issues such as trafficking, prostitution, and violence against women in the family, as well as approaches such as gender sensitivity by judges and prosecutors, are areas that should be included in human resource development initiatives. A needs-based government legal aid scheme should also be explored. 

Indeed, the possibilities of setting an agenda which takes account of women’s rights are numerous and far-reaching. 

6.2
Using CEDAW and the Beijing Platform for Action
The tasks of setting and achieving the new agenda may seem daunting. However, a basis for them already exists. Women’s economic, social, civil and political rights are set out in the Constitution of Cambodia. They are also protected in international treaties including the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) to which Cambodia is a party. In addition, the Platform for Action that emerged from the 1995 World Conference on Women in Beijing can be used. These agreed principles suggest how the advancement of women can be promoted and applied in practice. The impact of these principles should not be underestimated, particularly as Cambodia prepares its first report on CEDAW to the United Nations treaty committee monitoring progress on the status of women. The feedback from the CEDAW can constructively contribute to the setting of a new agenda. 

6.3
Changing Attitudes and Behaviour to Protect Women

The need to highlight the important gender issues in Cambodia development calls for a systematic compilation of data and their dissemination in a form that can be utilized by policy-makers and programme planners. The Ministry of Women and Veterans’ Affairs, through its Building Together programme will develop a system of information dissemination and awareness building which will raise the issues pertaining to gender and development nationally by targetting the media and preparing and distributing materials which will address not only the legal rights of women but which will also encourage their economic development and increase their participation in the decision-making process. 

7.
Changing Local Governance: The Upcoming Commune Elections 

Cambodia will embark on a major new form of governance by holding its first commune council elections after 30 years of centralized rule that saw all of its 1,600 commune chiefs nominated by the ruling party. These new elections scheduled for late 2000 or early 2001 will change the control of power at the commune level to a commune council which will comprise 5 to 7 members. The commune council will hold legislative power as it will have the right to promlgate laws at the commune level, and executive power as it will be in charge of decisions for the development of the commune. The major responsibilities expected to be assigned for a commune council stipulate the following tasks: (1) to maintain public security and order; (2) to manage public services; (3) to improve the health and social welfare of the people; (4) develop the economy and social services and improve living standards of the commune; (5) protect the environment and natural resources; (6) to listen to public opinion and respond to the needs of the people. 

The presence of women as members of the commune councils is necessary to ensure a balance of power at the local level. As the roles and tasks of the commune council directly deal with development issues of the commune, ensuring the participation of women at this level will better ensure a change for women and in particular address the legacy of the war which has taken a heavy toll on the power, assets, energy and knowledge needed by women to take transform governance at the local level.

Women have always held major roles in the development of the communes by serving as teachers, social workers, health workers, administrators at the commune offices or serving as volunteers in the pagoda committees, and informal citizens’ groups looking at the social needs of the community. Women need to be convinced to run as candidates and be supported in their political endeavor. 

As “women in politics” is still a new and challenging concept for local people, the term has been substituted by “ women in public affairs”. Women activists and politicans are seizing this opportunity to seek the strong participation of women in the commune councils. The two partners in the coalition government have set a 40 percent quota to ensure that women are included in the lists of candidates for elections. 

A new form of leadership and partnership at the local level can also prepare women to take a stronger challenge at the national level when general elections are held in 2003. 

Conclusions

The rapid gain Cambodia has made in the years following three dacades of armed conflicts and genocide demonstrates the strong will and resilience of the people and the responsibility of the leaders in putting a stop to violence and destruction. 

The remaining social issues which are the legacy of the war are among the strong challenges faced by the government in securing a new form of governance, a prerequisite to long-term stability and peace.

Cambodian women have paid a heavy price during the years of conflict due to gender inequality and they continue to be easy victims of violence and social crises. Violence against women in the form of domestic violence, rape and trafficking has weakened the political contribution and gains of women. However, the challenges undertaken by women in politics and in the social and private sectors are slowly consolidating women’s influence and forces into a movement that will transform politics in Cambodia. 

By ensuring that women have strong representation and participation in the upcoming commune council elections, a body which holds both legislative and executive power at the local level, the situation of women can be changed and Cambodia will further move towards good governance.

In conclusion, one observes that women are participating more and more in the political process in Cambodia. This will ensure their equitable role in the new development processes. More women will now have access to resources and decision-making power and will be empowered to right imbalances when they occur. This will also assist in building civil society and in initiating new institutions and the reviving of social practices which will bring women and men together within the framework of political processes and activities. 

It is with confidence that one could say that the full participation of women in politics will assist Cambodian to successfully meet the challenges of the future.
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