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PROJECT BACKGROUND

Wiars and internal conflicts do not end simply with the signing of peace agreements.
To avoid a resurgence of violence, it is necessary to develop and support measures
for strengthening the governance, security, justice, and socioeconomic capacities
of a state. This is a complex task in any society, but daunting in post-conflict
situations. While the international community can provide assistance and valuable
resources, the local population, which has no “exit strategy,” has the greatest
commitment to building sustainable peace. It is therefore essential to draw on

the assets, experiences, and dedication at the local level and among all sectors

of society. One sector often overlooked and underestimated is women. In most
post-conflict societies women are more than 50 percent of the population and are
actively engaged in peace building while addressing the basic survival needs of
their families and communities. Yet they are often portrayed as passive victims,
and little regard is given to their actual and potential roles in fostering security.

In October 2000, for the first time in its history, the United Nations Security Council
acknowledged that women have a key role in promoting international stability by
passing Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace, and Security. It called on all parties to
ensure women’s participation in peace processes, from the prevention of conflict

to negotiations and post-war reconstruction. The Women Waging Peace Policy
Commission was established to examine peace processes with a particular focus

on the contributions of women. “Good Governance from the Ground Up: Women's
Roles in Post-conflict Cambodia” traces women’s contributions to governance and
peace through local and national politics as well as civil society; examines the
significance of gender perspectives to the promotion of good governance; and
reflects on mechanisms enhancing women’s participation in the political arena.
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KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Key Findings

1

. Women in Cambodia have made contributions to good governance by working to: include human rights

in the constitution, urge accountability in government, establish government-civil society partnerships, and
advance women’s political participation.

. Historically, politics has been characterized by mistrust, but women are breaking new ground and appealing

for cross—party cooperation.

. Countering a culture of violence, women are at the forefront of promoting peaceful resolution of local dis-

putes.

. Women are establishing new patterns of public consultation: non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have

partnered with the Ministry of Women and Veteran’s Affairs (MWVA) to develop legislation and programs
that address social needs.

. There is growing public support for women’s increased political participation, since they are perceived to be

more trustworthy and competent than men.

Recommendations

1.

To promote good governance, international donors should:

— strengthen NGO efforts at cross-party cooperation through funding and training;

— ensure transparency by informing NGOs of agreements reached with government agencies and encourag-
ing cross-sector collaboration on anti-corruption issues;

— strengthen, financially and technically, NGOs that have anti-corruption programs;

— support Cambodia’s decentralization program and call for coordination between village associations and
commune councils;

— direct their aid to the grassroots, including commune councils; and

— work with the government to institute “gender budgeting,” to develop the national budget based on a sys-
tem of expenditures responsive to the needs of women and men.

. To increase women’s participation in governance, the international community should:

— encourage the use of a quota system in political structures;

— create a forum in which donor, government, and NGO representatives devise programs for promoting gen-
der equity and measuring accountability;

— systematize the reach of the MWVA by creating gender focal points in key ministries;

— fund capacity building for women candidates; and

— increase opportunities for girls and women in higher education.

. To foster a culture of equality, international actors should:

— strengthen legal reforms and civil society efforts to combat gender-based violence;

— encourage media initiatives that highlight women’s contributions to society, emphasize human rights, and
present role models for women;

— fund gender training for men, emphasizing the value of women’s work; and

— target resources at women’s groups involved in nonviolent conflict resolution within communities.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

In July 2003, Cambodia held parliamentary elections
for the third time since the signing of the Paris Peace
Agreement of 1991. The elections appeared com-
mendable, with a campaign period not overshadowed
by overt violence, 94 percent voter registration, inde-
pendent observers, and trained polling staff. But the
smooth exterior belied a more complex reality.

Cambodia is still a fragile democracy, more than 10
years after its peace agreement. The existing political
structure, while liberal in its constitution and techni-
cally a multi-party system, is in practice a state ruled
by a single party. Heavily steeped in its communist
heritage, the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) is
firmly entrenched at all levels of society and largely
intolerant of political opposition. Though the threat of
outright war has subsided significantly, the absence of
justice and accountability for war criminals means that
the prospect of sustainable peace is also distant. Many
perpetrators of Cambodia’s genocide still govern with
impunity, while the political system is frozen and ordi-
nary people live in fear.

Despite these challenges and the cultural and politi-
cal constraints they face, women are leading many
important initiatives that foster good governance and
peace building. Primarily through civil society, they
are bridging cross-party divides, monitoring human
rights, challenging corruption, empowering grassroots
constituencies, and strengthening legislation. In a
country devastated by 30 years of war and faced with a
stagnant political environment, women are addressing
many of the most complex and sensitive issues that
affect governance. They are at the frontlines of the
struggle for nonviolent conflict transformation.

A Brief History

Cambodia gained its independence from France in
1953 under the reign of King Norodom Sihanouk.
By 1970 he was overthrown, and the Vietnam War
had engulfed the nation. Five years later, the Khmer
Rouge swept into power and began its reign of terror.
The country’s urban population was driven into the
countryside to begin a collective agricultural system.
Civil servants, teachers, and doctors—in effect, all
educated people—were classified as enemies of the
Khmer Rouge, and members of the former regime
were marked for execution. Between 1975 and 1979,

200,000 people were executed without trial, and a
further 1.5 million (of a population totaling 8 million)
died of disease, overwork, or starvation.

Like other conflicts, the Cambodian wars affected
men and women differently. Many more men than
women died in battle in the largely male armies dur-
ing the civil war years (1970-75). Women combatants
on both sides tended to serve in the rear guard as
medics, weapons-carriers, or propagandists and thus
were less likely to be killed in direct action. Because
of their professional roles, men also outnumbered
women as victims of widespread political executions in
the first weeks and months of the Khmer Rouge com-
ing to power. Similarly, more men than women were
targeted during the internal Communist Party purges
between 1977 and 1978. Finally, although in tradi-
tional Cambodian mores they are considered weak,
women outlived men under conditions of starvation,
malnutrition, and disease. Women made up between
60 and 64 percent of the adult population in the

immediate aftermath of the war.

Peace Talks and the UNTAC Years

Peace talks began in the late 1980s, culminating in
the internationally mediated Paris Peace Accords of
1991. The United Nations Transitional Authority

in Cambodia (UNTAC) was established to oversee
implementation of the agreements and elections.
Although no women were present at the official
talks, a select few were involved as informal media-
tors, facilitating the exchange of information among
parties, which eventually led to formal meetings.
The UNTAC years had mixed results, including an
exponential growth in prostitution and the spread

of HIV/AIDS fueled by the arrival of some 24,000
international peacekeepers. The period was also
politically tense. Nonetheless, in its brief time as the
nation’s governing authority, UNTAC provided space
for the growth of democratic values; and Cambodian
women seized the opportunity to engage in the
nation’s reconstruction. With assistance from UN
agencies—including the United Nations Development
Fund for Women (UNIFEM), United Nations
Development Programme, and the UNTAC human
rights component and its successor organization, the
United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights (UNHCHR)—they established NGOs provid-

ing basic services and widening public opportunities
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for civil society. In particular, women were involved in
two key processes:

1. Drafting the Constitution
External experts brought in by UNTAC assisted
Cambodians in drafting a new constitution prior to
elections, but women in civil society played a key
role in making the process inclusive. Through an
ad hoc network, they held public consultations in
towns, cities, and provinces; raised awareness with
peaceful demonstrations; created alliances with
National Assembly members; and regularly offered
proposals and draft language. The effect is evident
today: Cambodia has a strong liberal, democratic
constitution, with provisions for the protection of
human rights and freedom from all forms of dis-
crimination.

2. Ensuring Peaceful Elections
As the first post-war elections took shape, politi-
cal violence escalated; the fear of renewed warfare
was palpable. Drawing on its organizational base,
the women’s network joined Buddhist leaders to
galvanize a mass peace movement. For months,
thousands of people joined peace walks across the
country, calling for elections without bloodshed.
The movement significantly reduced the atmo-
sphere of fear in the country. While the campaign
period was marked with political murders and
attacks, elections proceeded with little violence.
When the CPP rejected the results, women rallied
again, organizing an event to welcome the National
Assembly and effectively endorsing a government
of national unity as a means of averting war.

Women’s Contributions to

Post-Conflict Governance

While there were attempts to enhance women’s
opportunities in the formal political arena during the
UNTAC years, the number of women candidates did
not increase greatly. Many women therefore contin-
ued their efforts through civil society and community
activism. As the majority of the population and the
economic backbone of the country (between 1979 and
1991, women’s economic participation in the recon-
struction of the country overtook that of men), they
are tackling many of the fundamental obstacles to
good governance today. They are active at all levels of
government, from the village (the smallest administra-
tive unit), through the commune and province levels,
to national efforts.

Vi

Forging Cross-Party Ties:
Women Councilors’ Network

Governance in Cambodia is characterized by political
violence, intimidation, and an absence of cross-party
cooperation. Despite this, and in the face of harass-
ment and threats, Cambodian women working through
NGOs are at the forefront of building bridges across
party lines.

Women for Prosperity (W1P) is one of the most
effective organizations in this sector. Led by returnee
Pok Nanda, it has pioneered a program that not only
encourages and enables women to enter politics, but
also bridges cross-party divides at the commune level.
Among its network are women council members from
all sides, including the three main political parties. W{P
focuses on the common challenges facing women in
politics regardless of ideology and provides ongoing
coaching, thus building their skills over time. In prepa-
ration for the 2000 commune council elections, W{P
supported 5,527 candidates, offering guidance in public
speaking, assisting in speechwriting, answering ques-
tions from voters, and combating challenges from male
party members unsympathetic to women’s participation.
With plans to formalize a nationwide network, W{P
has not only forged new political ground for women’s
participation—it has provided an effective model for
bridging the impasse that exists at higher levels.

Monitoring Accountability in

Governance Structures

Of the civil society organizations that mushroomed
during the UNTAC years, a large number, many led

by women, monitor government and parliamentary
actions. Putting their lives on the line, these women
use education and awareness-raising programs (media
projects, networks, and advocacy) to speak out against
sensitive issues, including human rights abuses, cor-
ruption, and violence. For example, the first piece of
legislation on corruption was drafted in 1993 with UN
support, but the bill was never passed. In recent years,
through the Center for Social Development, women
have become the leading advocates on the need for such
legislation. Directed by Chea Vannath, this center has
been leading anti-corruption public forums across the
country since 1996, convening vulnerable communities,
rural-based NGOs, and government authorities. These
social dialogues have been broadcast live by Women’s
Media Center radio station FM 102, enhancing public

awareness and desire for anti-corruption legislation.
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Promoting Nonviolence

A culture of violence continues to plague social
and political interactions at all levels. While polit-
ical conflicts do not necessarily impact the lives of
ordinary people, there is still a tendency for other
disputes—particularly over land, water, fishing,

or logging—to escalate. Nonviolent activism has
grown in recent years, and women are now the
majority of Cambodians with conflict manage-
ment and peace-building expertise. They are often
at the forefront of disagreements between author-
ities and citizens over local resources. “Women are
the backbone of the forestry network,” says Eva
Galabru, a human rights and environmental activ-
ist.! Reflecting on demonstrations against major
logging interests in 2002, she notes that “women
[came] from the provinces to protest abuses of
land rights. One group after another would camp
out in front of the National Assembly...as soon as
one group got chased out, the next group would
come in. They were mostly women.”

Using their accepted identities as mothers,
women place themselves at the forefront of pub-
lic protests and engage their adversaries, even
police or army personnel, verbally. Their presence
among the protesters significantly diminishes the
use of force. Peter Swift of the Southeast Asia
Development Program (SADP) explains that,
though male soldiers have a shameful history of
violating women in private, they are culturally
prohibited from doing so in the public arena. He
says, “If two to three men talk to soldiers, they
beat the hell out of them. But if it is women, they
don’t. Soldiers find it very difficult to deal with
women,; they are used to raping them, not calmly
discussing if a woman is standing up to them.”

Civil Society Partnership
with Government

A practice of public consultation in politics is
now emerging, and women’s NGO networks have
actively sought to cooperate with the MWVA

on the development of policies and legislation.
Umbrella groups such as CAMBOW (with 32
member organizations) and GADNet (Gender
and Development Network, with 62 member
organizations) worked with MWVA on the
development of legislation pertaining to violence,
trafficking, and labor. They supported the min-

istry’s outreach program to ensure that women’s

needs were adequately addressed. “We wanted
the definition [of domestic abuse] to include
abuse that could be against mistresses, girlfriends,
second wives,” says Hor Phally, co-founder of
CAMBOW, “because all of these... people in
the domicile are potential victims—not just the
legal wife.”

Gender and Development (GAD) is an NGO
notable for the formation of the Cambodian
Men’s Network, which brings together men

to combat violence against women. It has also
been an important source of public pressure for
increasing the numbers of women in government.

Structures and Mechanisms to

Increase Women'’s Participation

The Cambodian constitution states that men
and women are equal before the law and in their
participation in the social, cultural, political, and
economic life of the country. Cambodia is also a
signatory to the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW). Yet in the last decade, the govern-
ment has done little to increase women’s political
participation or to alleviate the socioeconomic
barriers they face.

The Department of Women’s Affairs was elevated
to a full ministry (the MWVA) in 1998, coincid-
ing with the appointment of former NGO leader
Mu Sochua. Despite limited resources, this body
has promoted government-civil society partner-
ships, established gender focal points in other
ministries, and introduced “gender budgeting” as
a means of highlighting the discrepancies between
the allocation of resources and the needs of men
and women. Gender equity was included as a key
segment of the Governance Action Plan in 2001
because of international donor requirements.

The commune council elections in 2002 pro-
vided a mechanism for political and administra-
tive democratization to reach deeper into the
countryside, where 85 percent of Cambodians
live. Though marred by violence and intimida-
tion, there was good voter turnout. Women were
elected to 954 councilor positions out of 11,261
(eight percent) in 1,621 councils across the coun-
try. Although their numbers are limited, says one
women commune councilor, “the women council-

vii
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ors will be able to use their new positions ... there will
be greater recognition of the specific problems, needs,
and interests of women.”

For the first time in Cambodian history, women
have the opportunity to represent their communities
democratically through political office at the local
level. While women represent a small minority of
elected commune candidates, their dedication and
performance may well yield positive results in the
2006 commune elections, spurring others to become
candidates provided there is sufficient political party
support. In effect, decentralization could provide
potential, thus far unrealized, for women’s participa-
tion in governance.

Gender, Governance, and the
Power of Perceptions

Public perceptions regarding women in politics

are powerful indicators of social change. While
Cambodians have a general lack of trust in politicians,
an overwhelming number of those interviewed for
this study indicated that women politicians are viewed
differently from men. The impact of war, women’s
civil society activism in the transition years, and their
recent efforts at local politics are contributing to the
gradual transformation of traditionally accepted gen-
der roles. There is still a prevailing belief in the culture
that women are more gentle and submissive than men
and should maintain responsibility for household
expenditures and childcare. According to these find-
ings, however, there is also a parallel belief emerging
at all levels of society: that women are more trustwor-
thy and competent as decision makers in the political
sphere; less violent; and inherently adept at solving
conflicts verbally, thus decreasing the chance of esca-
lation to bloodshed. The skills attributed to women

in the domestic sphere are considered valuable in
rebuilding the nation. “There is a desire for women in
politics by ordinary people,” says Pok Nanda of W{P.
“During a radio call-in show [at] the time of the 2003
National Assembly elections, listeners were asked if
they would vote for a woman. Most said they would
... they want to see change and they trust women
more to make the changes.”

Conclusion

In Cambodia’s struggle towards peace, women con-
tinue to bear great burdens. As the majority popula-
tion they also represent the poorest, least educated,
and politically most under-represented sector. Yet

viii

since 1991, they have repeatedly risen to challenge
existing norms. Through their civil society efforts

and in local and national governance, women as indi-
viduals and in organizations have shown their com-
mitment to transforming Cambodia from a country
plagued by violence and autocracy to one that is dem-
ocratic and peaceful. Their efforts are bearing fruit:
public acceptance and recognition of the role and con-
tributions of women in governance is increasing. The
donor community is acknowledging that the promo-
tion of gender equity is a critical factor in Cambodia’s
transformation. But thus far national commitments
have been limited and even international efforts have
not been systematic. To transform the stagnant politi-
cal space, it is essential to strengthen the mechanisms
and institutions that support women and to widen
the arena for their participation. As long as women
are poorly represented in local and national structures,
Cambodia will not achieve good governance or sus-
tainable peace.

Endnote
' All quotes are taken from interviews conducted by the authors in
July and October 2003.



