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ABSTRACT 

 

THE ROLE OF INGOS IN CHILD POVERTY ALLEVIATION IN CAMBODIA: 

MATCHING PRINCIPLES TO LOCAL REALITIES 

 
International best practices have called for holistic development approaches to solving child 

poverty issues, and such approaches have been popular among major child-focused INGOs. 

However, evidences of the effectiveness of the approaches across countries are mixed. This 

study seeks to explore the effectiveness of such implementations in the Cambodian context 

and seek out how to better align these strategies with the nature of the child poverty problem 

in the Cambodian local community context. Twelve cases of real-life stories of poor 

Cambodian children were identified and analyzed; in-depth interviews and discussions with 

UNICEF and four leading INGOs in Cambodia were conducted and a qualitative analysis of 

secondary and primary literature was made. Findings indicate that child poverty in Cambodia 

is a multi-dimensional problem including an economic, social, cultural and political 

dimension remaining trapped within the cycle of poverty. The theoretical approaches adopted 

by INGOs to alleviate child poverty seemed to be complex enough to tackle the 

multidimensionality of the child poverty problem. However, in practice, (1) 

comprehensiveness of the approaches is not complete; (2) performance quality (i.e., 

accountability, transparency, and professional codes of conduct) of some child-focused 

INGOs are questionable; (3) cooperation among child-focused INGOs as well as cooperation 

between INGOs and government and community people are also problematic. The current 

micro and macro social, political, cultural, and economic trend continues to obstruct INGOs 

from functioning productively and consistently, leaving the said issues unaddressed. The 

study then proceeds to offer a range of recommendations in regard to understanding the 

concept of child poverty in Cambodia addressing the issues from different angles. 

 

Key words: Cambodia, child poverty, INGOs, state, holistic approach  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Children are all human beings below the age of eighteen years (UNCRC, 1989). 

These children will one day grow up and become the future of the world we are living in right 

now. They are the cells of the society; unfortunately, they are also the most vulnerable within 

the current-day poverty context because they are not independent and capable of coping with 

the issue themselves. According to the UN General Assembly (2007), children are considered 

to be in poverty when they are deprived of nutrition, water and sanitation facilities, access to 

basic health-care services, shelter, education, participation, and protection. Given children’s 

significance to the future of a country and their innocence of poverty causes that are 

damaging their lives, child poverty alleviation is categorized as a social responsibility rather 

than just a parental responsibility.  

 

 Internationally, donor communities have absorbed such reasoning well and are 

working to help address the problems, specifically in developing countries—where a high 

percentage of the population are children. Millions of dollars from the United Nations (UN), 

Asian Development Bank (ADB), World Bank (WB), European Union (EU), USAID, 

AusAID, and other funding institutions and donors are channeled into developing countries 

such as Cambodia, Bangladesh, Egypt, and Ghana through International Non-governmental 

Organizations (INGOs) and state mechanisms to help address the issues. “Holistic 

development principles” have always been thought of by these donor communities as the best 

approach to handle child poverty—the causes of which are multi-dimensional  and rooted, as 

well as trapped, in the poverty cycles. In 2012, on the International Day for the Eradication 

of Poverty 2012, the UN had eloquently called for using the holistic development approach to 

alleviate poverty by tackling not only the material aspects of  poverty (i.e., survival means, 

social services and facilities) but also its non-material dimensions (i.e., inspiration, care and 

attention). Such calls have illuminated strategies used by most child-focused INGOs within 

the last decade which tried to work in accordance with the four child rights principles (i.e., 

rights for survival and protection; rights for being respected; rights for the best interest 

protection and rights for inclusion and non-discrimination).  

 

Holistic thinking of child poverty alleviation is well in line with what Galtung termed 

as positive peace building. For Galtung, [complete] peace is more than the inexistence of 
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active, organized military confrontations (which had been the case for most developing 

countries). Instead, he termed such an achievement as ‘negative peace’. Such a peace is not 

equivalent of the next level of peace – which he termed ‘positive peace’ – a social condition 

where “exploitation is minimized or eliminated and in which there is neither overt violence 

nor the more subtle phenomenon of underlying structural violence”1. Reflecting this view in 

the child poverty context, positive peace refers to the situation where children’s basic rights 

are respected, protected and fulfilled. The absence of war or military violence is just not 

sufficient to ensure such a peaceful condition wherein children can fully realize their 

potential in a manner that will bring about meaningful social development for the next 

generations. Understanding the holistic development approach from this perspective, who 

then should be the one who play the role in bringing positive peace to children’s life? 

 

Various literatures has pinpointed that the primary role of the government is to bring 

about negative peace2 or absence of visible violence caused by social or political instability. 

A government will be well credited if such tasks are fulfilled. For example, Cambodia’s 

ruling party has been very proud of bringing political stability to the country. The 7 January 

1979 (the official date to commemorate the liberation of Cambodia from the Pol Pot regime) 

has become the unique selling point of the ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) and has 

been signified by the party’s leadership as the second birthday for all Cambodians. 

Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen even eloquently put that without 7 January, none would 

have happened as it does these days 3. Such remark rightly signifies that negative peace or 

political and social stability needs to be achieved first before positive peace can be built4 

despite the fact that positive peace requires much longer time and resources to address. Then, 

do governments of developing countries play the same crucial role in building positive 

peace?  

 

                                                
1 David P. Barash and Charles P. Webel, Peace and Conflict Studies (London: SAGE Publication, 2002) 6 
 

2 Negative Peace defined by Norwegian peace researcher Johan Galtung, as sited in the work of Barash and 
Webel as a mere absence of war or even the absence of interstate violence. 
3 Cambodia Prime Minister Hun Sen, speech for the 32nd anniversary celebration of the January-7 Victory Day, 
January-7 Victory Day – A Historic Reality, Memot district of Kompong Cham province, 5 Jan. 2011. 
4 Barash and Webel, Peace and Conflict Studies, 6-7 
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While states are very important actors in realizing positive peace within the 

developing countries, as acknowledged by Viotti and Kauppi5, the roles of non-state actors, 

particularly also the role of international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) in shaping 

the agenda of international politics to bring about peace and sustainable development as well 

as better mutual understanding and assistance between developed and developing nations 

should not be under-estimated. After the end of World War II, there is a sharp increase in the 

number and operations of INGOs across developing countries. Taking for granted the role of 

INGOs in supporting human rights to fight world poverty, states have witnessed a standstill 

of their child poverty reduction efforts6. In other words, the effort of states to ensure 

appropriate care for their people has been, to certain extent, today substituted by INGOs7. It 

can be observed that the number and services of non-state actors (i.e., NGOs and INGOs) has 

dramatically expanded in the late 20th century and the early stage of the 21st century.  

 

Despite contributions INGOs have made and despite their well-accredited adoption of 

the holistic development approach, successes in child poverty alleviation remain to this day 

variable across countries. For example, while INGOs in Bangladesh have been considered as 

a complimentary force to the state sector that have made great contributions to public 

welfare, INGOs in Egypt have been accused of political affiliation related to the use of their 

funding8. There are also reports and complaints of some INGOs moving away from the 

values of volunteerism, self-less service to the poor and needy, and collaborative spirits9. 

Guardian (2011), Sabaa (2005), White (2000), and Yarrow (2011) even claimed in their 

writing that some INGOs are not doing their job well because they serve a hidden political 

agenda of either the local or the foreign governments who are financially supporting them.  

 

Against this background, the current study wants to examine the successes and 

failures of INGOs in child poverty alleviation within the developing countries. The study uses 

Cambodia as a case study because Cambodia well represents a post-conflict developing 

                                                
5 R. Paul Viotti and V. Mark Kauppi, 3th. ed., International Relations Theory: Realism, Pluralism, Globalism, 
and Beyond (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1999) 3-22 
6 David Held, Anthony McGrew et al, Global Transformation: Politics, Economics and Culture (Polity Press 
Oxford, 2001) 387 
7 Elora Halim Chowdhury, Violence against Women. Negotiating State and NGO Politics in Bangladesh: 
Women Mobilize Against Acid Violence (SAGE Publication, 2007) 857 
8 The Guardian, “Egypt’s NGOs Face Tough Post-Revolution Reality”, Global Development, (London: 
Guardian, 27 October 2011) 1 
9 Susan Sabaa, “NGO Support for Children in Ghana – Challenges and Prospects”, Coalition on the Rights of 
the Child, (Ghana: GNCRC, 2005) 2-5 



4 
 

country, which had just secured its negative peace in 1998 – after the abolition of Khmer 

Rouge troops. Moreover, almost half (41%) of Cambodia’s 13.4 million population are 

children under the age of 1810 (Census, 2008). And more than 50% of them belong to the 

bottom 33% of Cambodian households11. These children will be the future of the country, and 

so realization of their full potential will significantly contribute to the country’s social and 

economic development; hence, child poverty alleviation is a crucial need for Cambodia if its 

progress is not meant to be subsequently paid back.  

 

The research problem of the current study asks, “Are current child poverty combating 

strategies used by INGOs working in Cambodia well-aligned with the nature of the child 

poverty problem? Why?” More specifically, the study aims to achieve the following three 

research objectives: 

 

(1) To identify the strategies used by INGOs in their effort to address child poverty 

issues in Cambodia and to see whether they are in line with the current 

mainstream holistic development approach and what specific strategies they are 

using. 

(2) To explore how child poverty issue is situated in the Cambodian context; that is, 

what the real image of child poverty is in the Cambodian context 

(3) To understand whether or not the strategies used by INGOs are compatible with 

the nature of child poverty at the grassroots level in Cambodia. 

 

Essentially this study responds to the current development of child poverty alleviation 

strategies and efforts in Cambodia and the call for evaluating INGO program effectiveness 

from a context specific lens. The research findings are expected to assist INGOs leadership, 

states, and other concerned stakeholders to understand the relationship between INGO 

strategies and the actual outcome of child poverty interventions so that improved child 

poverty alleviation policies can be developed and implemented. 

 
 
 

 
                                                
10 Cambodian National Institute of Statistics, General Population Census of Cambodia 2008, (Cambodia: NIS, 
2008), 8 
11 UNICEF, “An Analysis of Child Deprivation and Inequality in Cambodia”, A Study by UNICEF Cambodia, 
(Cambodia: UNICEF, Nov. 2013), 5  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
 This chapter reviews literature about child poverty, INGOs concepts, and key issues 

in INGOs operation within developing countries. It aims to (1) provide an operational 

definition of child poverty from a mainstream child rights principle perspective for the study, 

(2) trace the history and definition of INGOs, their significance in development agenda, their 

key sources of funding and their roles, and (3) preview some key constraints of INGOs roles, 

including their cooperation with the government and community people they are working 

with. The whole literature will play a key role in framing questions within the three key 

research objectives and in analyzing the empirical data of the study.    

 
Section 1: Defining child poverty 
 

Children and their rights 
 

Understanding the vulnerability of children and their deprived potential that will 

inevitably lead to under-qualified economic growth as well as poverty of not only a country 

but the whole world, the United Nations in November 1989 adopted the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), with more safeguard specifications for 

children, compared to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. With 193 signatories 

(including Cambodia who ratified the convention on 5th October 1992), the convention 

defines children as “every human being below the age of eighteen years unless, under the law 

applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.”12 The UNCRC emphasizes four 

principles of child rights – (1) Rights to life, survival and protection (2) Best interest of the 

children (3) Non-discrimination and inclusion (4) Respect of the view of the children – that 

state party (government) as a duty bearer and parents as secondary duty bearers are 

accountable for. 

 
According to UNICEF’s report on Concepts & Measures of Child Poverty: Theory & 

Practice in Developing & Industrialized Countries by Dr David Gordon13, measuring and 

addressing child poverty requires the consideration of their deprivation of basic human need 

for food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter, education, information and 

                                                
12 United Nations General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of the Child (New York: UN, 12 December 
1989) 3 
13 David Gordon, Theory & Practice in Developing and Industrialised Countries: Achieving Child Well-being 
and Equity in South Asia, Forum on Concepts & Measures of Child Poverty (Dhaka:UNICEF, 1-3 Nov. 2009) 
2-8 
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access to service. Over one billion children – half the children in the world – suffer from 

severe deprivation of basic human needs. To give specific facts, nearly a third of the world’s 

children live in dwellings with more than five people per room, which have a mud floor. 

More than half a billion children (or 27% of child population) have no access to toilet 

facilities and over 400 million children are using unsafe water sources or have more than a 

15-minute walk to water. About one child in five, aged three to 18, lacks access to radio, 

television, telephone or newspapers at home. Sixteen percent of children under five years in 

the world are severely malnourished, almost half of whom are in South Asia. 275 million 

children (or 13%) have not been immunized against any diseases or have had a recent illness 

causing diarrhea and have not received any medical advice or treatment. One child in nine 

aged between seven and 18 (over 140 million) are severely educationally deprived – they 

have never been to school.  

 
Many faces of child poverty hamper the quest for positive peace. The government 

alone is unlikely to be able to overcome the burdens, especially in developing countries. 

Seeing this, INGOs come with resources and scope of focus to help bridge the gaps. The rise 

and fall of INGOs since 1939, to certain extent, owe to its management and accountability as 

well as to their good rapport with domestic governments14. This claim of Davies is made for 

general INGOs, and those who fight child poverty are no exception. In other words, INGOs 

who work to alleviate child poverty have been inevitably facing management and 

accountability balance challenges as well as a cooperation dilemma with the government.  

 
Poverty 

 
Objectively, poverty has been simply defined by the Oxford dictionary as “the state of 

being poor or having very little money with which to buy one’s basic needs such as food, 

clothes, and the like”15.  

 
Even though Baylis and Smith provide a similar definition of poverty as “a condition 

suffered by people – the majority of whom are female – who do not earn enough money to 

satisfy their basic material requirements in the market place”16, they critically argue that the 

                                                                                                                                                  
 
14 T. Richard Davies, The Rise and Fall of Transnational Civil Society: The Evolution of International Non-
Governmental Organizations since 1839, (CUTP, Apr., 2008) 1-16 
15 Oxford dictionary, 7th. ed., Advanced Learner’s Dictionary: International Student’s Edition (New York: 
Oxford, 2005) 
16 John Baylis and Steve Smith, 2th. ed., The Globalization of World Politics (New York: Oxford, 2001) 561-2 
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interpretation of poverty based on money emerged as a consequence of “Western culture and 

the attendant expansion of the market”17. Such interpretation may not be acceptable in a 

community wherein money is not used, like “hunter-gatherer pygmy groups”18. The 

definition also intends to exclude the community where people “provide for themselves rather 

than sell their crops and buy commercially produced food, wear handmade clothes rather than 

factory-made garments, build their own houses with the help of their neighbors rather than 

employing laborers”19 and educate their children by themselves or their friends rather than by 

paid teachers. In a community where value is placed on relationship ties and availability of 

common resources, the lack of money is not considered poverty. On the contrary, such 

communities may consider “the West as deprived of the most human need of spiritual 

fulfillment” 20. Baylis and Smith emphasize that a definition of poverty should be given on 

both material and non-material aspects. They have noted that the definition of poverty has 

been homogenized and almost universalized to be dependent on “cash transitions in the 

market place for its eradication”21 since 1945, so common agreement is made on the material 

aspect of poverty (such as lack of food, clean water, and sanitation) but the agreement is not 

widely made yet with the non-material aspect of poverty (i.e., spiritual values, love and care). 

 
Based on Galtung’s perception of structural violence (a situation where people are 

deprived of “freedom from want, the attainment of justice, the protection of human rights and 

an absence of exploitation”22), Weber explains the context of poverty that it is the result of 

unequal power and consequently unequal life chances caused by the said structural violence 

which is an “unintended structure generated rather than actor-generated”23 harm done to 

human beings. Like extreme structural violence, extreme poverty can lead to death by 

denying even the most basic needs such as food and shelter. Appended to this belief, Weber 

adds that the absence of wars or violent conflicts can be insufficient to protect human life24. 

 
Complementing the definition of poverty by Weber, Hilficker refers to poverty as the 

product of structural violence resulting from poor social, economic and political structures25.  

                                                
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid 
20 Baylis and Smith, The Globalization of World Politics, 561-2 
21 Ibid 
22 Thomas Weber, “Gandhi, Deep Ecology, Peace Research and Buddhist Economics”, Journal of Peace 
Research (London: SAGE Publication, 1999) 354-5 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid 
25 Hilfiker, Stupid deaths: Pathologies of power: Health, human rights and the new war on the poor, 406 
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While definitions given by the Oxford Dictionary and by Baylis and Smith mainly 

focus on the condition of poverty, Weber and Hilficker make their interpretation by looking 

more at the causes of poverty. Since this study aims not only at the condition of poverty, but 

also its structural causes, it’s worthwhile combining the views from the four sources by 

capturing the non-material aspect specifically highlighted by Baylis and Smith. Therefore, 

poverty can be explained as a condition where people cannot afford to satisfy their basic 

material and non-material requirements or needs resulted by unintended-structure-generated 

inequality of social, economical and political enjoyment.  

 
Child poverty 

 
The United Nations General Assembly (2007) describes child poverty as the state 

wherein children are “deprived of nutrition, water and sanitation facilities, access to basic 

health-care services, shelter, education, participation and protection, and while a severe lack 

of goods and services hurts every human being, it is most threatening and harmful to 

children, leaving them unable to enjoy their rights, to reach their full potential and to 

participate as full members of the society.”26 

 

The definition tends to focus on children generally who are living in poverty. Given 

that this study stresses on children living in extreme poverty, especially at the grassroots 

communities and vulnerable condition, who are more marginalized, it is important to zoom in  

the given child poverty definition using the existing lens of the four child rights principles 

along with attendant elaboration of poverty defined by the author in orientation on the UN 

definition below: 

 
Table 1: Operational definition of child poverty in the study 
 

Poverty defined 
 

Reflection of UN General Assembly’s definition of child poverty 
from the perspective of child right principles 

Failure to realize 
the right to life, 

survival and 
protection 

Failure to respect 
the view of the 

children 

Failure to act for 
the best interest of 

the children 

Failure to ensure 
non-

discrimination 
and inclusion 

Condition (of not 
being able to 
satisfy basic 
material 

Deprivation of 
nutrition, water 
and sanitation 
facilities, access to 

N/A N/A N/A 

                                                
26 UNICEF, Rethinking child poverty: what policy options for Vietnam, High-level Conference (Hanoi: 
UNICEF, 26-27 Nov. 2009) 1  
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requirements 
/needs) 

basic health-care 
services, shelter, 
education and 
protection 

Condition (of not 
being able to 
satisfy basic 
nonmaterial 
requirement 
/needs) 

(Not specified) Deprivation of 
access to 
participation 

(Not specified) (Not specified) 

Causes (Resulting 
from unintended 
structure generated 
inequality of 
social, economical 
and political 
enjoyment) 

(Not specified) (Not specified) (Not specified) (Not specified) 

 
Defining child 
poverty 

Deprivation of 
nutrition, water 
and sanitation 
facilities, access to 
basic health-care 
services, shelter, 
education, 
protection, 

…participation…  …their best interest 
is not given… 

…and that they 
are not 
appropriately 
included and  not 
free from all 
kinds of 
discrimination.  

 
The above illustration shows that the UN National Assembly’s child poverty 

definition comes from another perspective. That is, when poverty emerges, children are the 

most vulnerable group compared to adults. However, when cross-checking the child poverty 

definition with the four child rights principles, it is noted that emphasis has been made only 

on two of the four child rights principles: 

 

a) Failure to enable the realization of children’s ‘right to life, survival and protection’ 

will limit children’s access to nutrition, water and sanitation facilities and basic health 

care services and shelter, education and protection. 

b) Failure to ‘respect the view of the children’ means taking for granted child 

participation in decisions affecting their lives. 

 
At the same time, non-material aspects of the condition of poverty seem vague in the 

definition of child poverty by the UN General Assembly. To tailor the context of child 

poverty in a way that fits the intended purpose of this study, the author will examine child 

poverty (both in terms of basic material and non-material requirements/needs). The focus is 

children living in poverty at the grassroots level, who are often more vulnerable and 
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marginalized. With this said, a modified child definition has been developed as follows: A 

state where children are deprived of nutrition, water and sanitation facilities, access to 

basic health-care services, shelter, education, protection, participation and where 

children’s best interest is not acted upon and  they are not appropriately included and not 

free from all kinds of discrimination. 

 
Section 2: Understanding INGOs  
 

Definition and history of INGOs 
 

Though not all, many scholars define nongovernmental organizations (NGO) in a way 

that inadvertently includes international nongovernmental organizations (INGO). Before 

getting to know better about INGOs, which is the focus of this study, it is therefore 

worthwhile to understand NGOs. Karns and Mingst agree that NGOs, which include local, 

national and international ones, constitute a voluntary group that works together to achieve a 

common goal, and the majority are not-for-profit. What differentiates Karns and Mingst from 

other scholars is the claim they made that some NGOs and INGOs are for-profit corporations 

which is “special type of NGO engaged in for-profit business transactions and operations 

across national borders”27. Taylor and Groom, Sunderji and Rahman touch slightly on some 

NGOs and INGOs that operate for income; nevertheless, the income will not go to individual 

or personal benefit. Instead, the income generated theoretically means to sustain the voluntary 

operation of the NGOs and INGOs. This claim does not include the context of some corrupt 

NGOs and INGOs. 

 

Sunderji and Rahman shared common characteristics of NGOs – local, national or 

international – that include: non-for-profit, non-political, non-governmental, and accountable 

to its stakeholders (primarily consisting of community people, donors and governments), and 

focusing on either relief assistance or social development at large28. But given their limited 

resources, unlike the state and corporate sector, they have a specific focus, like children, 

women, people with disability, human rights, child rights, environment, and others.  

 

                                                
27 P. Margaret Karns and A. Karen Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global 
Governance (London: Lynne Rienner, 2004) 10-1, 213-4 and 222 
28 Sunderji, Overview of Civil Society: Cambodia, 223 and Mustaghis-ur Rahman, “NGO Management and 
Operation: A South Asian Perspective”, Journal of Health Management (GAGE Publication, 2007) 224 
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Taylor and Groom look more specifically at the uniqueness of NGOs and INGOs in 

comparison with grassroots organizations, social movements, major groups and civil society. 

While NGOs and INGOs are sometimes referred interchangeably to the said groups, they are 

not the same as any of the said groups. As they explained “Grassroots organization is 

generally a locally organized group of individuals which have sprung up to empower their 

members and take action on a particular issue of concern to them… Social movement [may 

include NGOs, INGOs and grassroots organizations] encompasses a broad segment of society 

which is interested in fomenting or resisting social change in some particular issue area… 

Major groups is a term coined in 1992…to encompass the societal sectors that were expected 

to play roles, in addition to nation-states and intergovernmental organizations, in 

environment, civil rights, women’s movements…Civil society is a term that became 

popularized at the end of the Cold War to describe what appeared to have been missing in 

state-dominated societies: broad societal participation in and concern for governance, but not 

necessarily government. Civil society is thought to be necessary ingredient for democratic 

governance to arise”29.  

 

Even though some do not provide specific accounts of INGOs in isolation from 

NGOs, all scholars whose works are reviewed in this study emphasize the concept that INGO 

is part of NGO. Taylor and Groom and Hague and Harop make separate studies about INGO 

from NGO. INGO is an “institution with members of groups drawn from more than one 

country”30. They “are international organizations that have not been created by agreement 

among governments,”31 as highlighted by Taylor and Groom. Although they emphasize more 

on the historical part, they mention almost similar characteristics of INGOs to that of NGOs 

made by Sunderji and Rahman. The difference between national and international NGOs is 

the level of the guiding mechanism. That is, both national NGOs and INGOs may operate in 

the local or national context. However, INGO intervention is monitored or guided by a 

system or mechanism defined for more than one country. 

 

                                                
29 Paul Taylor and A.J.R. Groom, The United Nations at the Millennium: The Principal Organs (London: 
Continuum, 2000) 272 
30 Rod Hague and Martin Harop, 6th. ed., Comparative Government and Politics: An Introduction (New York: 
PALGRAVE MACHILLAN, 2004) 26 
31 Taylor and Groom, The United Nations at the Millennium: The Principal Organs, 272 
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Historically, according to Karns and Mingst, the campaign against slavery “organized 

to ban a morally unacceptable social and economic practice”32 may be the earliest form of 

NGOs. Internationally, there were less than a hundred of NGOs, most of them operating 

nationally, in 1891. The number of NGOs [including INGOs] increased sharply since the late 

1990s to around 6,500 and “they operate locally, nationally and internationally”33. 

Specifically for INGO, in 1945 when World War II was over and the United Nations was 

established, there were around 2,865 INGOs. Interestingly, the number of INGOs increased 

to 13,591 by 199034. Hague and Harop and Sunderji add that the number, size and services of 

INGOs continue to increase in the early stage of 21st century while the number of 

intergovernmental organizations declines. INGOs increased their absorbing capacity of the 

world’s public development aid from less than one percent in 1970 to more than ten percent 

in the mid-1990s35. 

 
In the Cambodian context, the country adopts the United Nations definition of INGO 

as “any international organization that is not founded by an international treaty”36. According 

to Sunderji, INGOs emerged in Cambodia before national/local NGOs. There were around 25 

INGOs in Cambodia in the early 1980s37. The number of INGOs officially registered with the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation soared up to about 521 these 

days38. The first national/local NGO emerged in 199139. The number of national/local NGOs 

registered with the Ministry of Interior in Cambodia as of now is around 1,753 (excluding 

1,203 associations), however, not all are functioning. There are three INGOs with biggest 

funding for the period of three years. They are World Vision Cambodia (47,780,456 USD), 

Pour un Sourire d’Enfant (19,156,826 USD), and Family Health International (15,000,000 

                                                
32 P. Margaret Karns and A. Karen Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global 
Governance (London: Lynne Rienner, 2004) 224 
33 Karns and Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global Governance, 224 
34 Taylor and Groom, The United Nations at the Millennium: The Principal Organs, 272 
35 Hague and Harop, Comparative Government and Politics: An Introduction, 30 
36 The definition of INGO is first given in resolution 288 (X) of ECOSOC on February 27, 1950. Though the 
resolution did not define NGO, it is acceptably described by < http://www.ngo.org/ngoinfo/define.html> as “any 
non-profit, voluntary citizens' group which is organized on a local, national or international level. Task-oriented 
and driven by people with a common interest, NGOs perform a variety of service and humanitarian functions, 
bring citizen concerns to Governments, advocate and monitor policies and encourage political participation 
through provision of information. Some are organized around specific issues, such as human rights, environment 
or health. They provide analysis and expertise, serve as early warning mechanisms and help monitor and 
implement international agreements. Their relationship with offices and agencies of the United Nations system 
differs depending on their goals, their venue and the mandate of a particular institution” 
37 Sunderji, Overview of Civil Society: Cambodia,1-2 
38 INGO Department of Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, Chum Nouy Smaradey, Jul. 
2011   

39 Sunderji, Overview of Civil Society: Cambodia, 1-2 
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USD). On average, the registered INGOs have from 300,000 to 700,000 USD to spend for 

three years. INGOs with least budget at least have 120,000 to 300,000 USD to spend for the 

period of three years. There are around 30 INGOs with some projects related to children but 

they don’t focus only on child poverty. Less than half of the 30 INGOs focus on only child 

poverty40. Well known child focused INGOs in Cambodia are World Vision, Save the 

Children, Plan International, Friend International, and Pour un Sourire d’Enfant.     

 
 
The Significance of INGOs for the international development agenda 

 
According to Viotti and Kauppi41, among the three primary perspectives of 

International Relations, including Realism, Pluralism and Globalism, the two latter 

perspectives recognized the value of non-state actors that include International 

Nongovernmental Organizations (INGOs) in shaping the agenda of international politics to 

bring about peace and sustainable development as well as better mutual understanding and 

assistance between developed and developing nations. The claim of Pluralism and Globalism 

has been validated by the sharp increase of INGOs both in terms of numbers and operation 

since the end of World War II. Taking for granted the role of INGOs in supporting human 

rights to fight world poverty, states have witnessed a standstill of their child poverty 

reduction effort42. In other words, the effort of states to ensure appropriate care for their 

people has been, to certain extent, contributed by INGOs43. Seeing this, since it is under the 

leadership of Secretary General Kofi Annan, according to Holmen and others, the United 

Nations gives room for INGOs that the Secretary General calls ‘the conscience of humanity’ 

to share comments in this world body44.   

 

It has been witnessed that the number and services of INGOs have been expanded 

dramatically in the late 20th century and the early stage of the 21st century. As claimed by 

                                                
40 INGO Department of MFAIC, Chum Nouy Smaradey, Jul. 2011 
41 R. Paul Viotti and V. Mark Kauppi, 3th. ed., International Relations Theory: Realism, Pluralism, Globalism, 
and Beyond (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1999) 3-22 
42 David Held, Anthony McGrew et al, Global Transformation: Politics, Economics and Culture (Polity Press 
Oxford, 2001) 387 
43 Elora Halim Chowdhury, Violence against Women. Negotiating State and NGO Politics in Bangladesh: 
Women Mobilize Against Acid Violence (SAGE Publication, 2007) 857 
44 Hans Holmen and Magnus Jirstrom, “Look Who’s Talking!: Second Thought about NGOs as Representing 
Civil Society”, Journal of Asian and African Studies (Los Angeles: SAGE Publication, 2009) 431 
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Rahman “throughout the world it is being considered as the third sector of society, besides 

public and private”45. 

 
According to Karns and Mingst, four factors attribute to the accelerating growth of 

INGOs: (1) the end of the Cold War and the spread of democracy; (2) globalization and the 

emergence of interdependence issues such as the environment, development, population, food 

aid, and human rights; (3) the communications revolution; and (4) UN-sponsored global 

conferences46. The first three factors are obvious and self-explanatory. However, the last 

factor may need to be elaborated more. 

 
In its original draft charter, the United Nations did not highlight INGOs. Nevertheless, 

when the Charter was signed in February 1946, “NGO had a place in the UN Charter related 

to Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in terms of consultative status in matters falling 

within the competence of ECOSOC, like international economic, social, cultural, educational, 

health, scientific technological and related matters and to questions of human rights; thanks to 

its critical presentation of the voice from the field”47. They add that: 

 
Since 1946 ECOSOC has set up Committee on Arrangement for Consultation with Non-governmental 
Organizations… In 1975, as development became a major thrust of the UN and as NGO participation in 
global conference began, the Non-Governmental Liaison Service was established to foster co-operation 
between the UN system and NGOs…In July 1996, ECOSOC approved a new resolution to give more 
space for NGO involvement in the UN. The resolution encouraged greater participation of NGOs from 
developing countries and from economies in transitions. As time progresses, the relationship of NGOs 
to the UN system has expanded far beyond ECOSOC, to humanitarian relief operation, crime and drug 
control, and disarmament…NGOs have long been important as providers of information about the UN 
and as providers of expertise to the UN. Largely as a result of the UN global conferences since the 
1970s, NGOs have initiated and influenced UN policy-making and monitored resultant state policies 
and actions. According to the Secretary-General’s second report in 1999 finds that some member states 
‘consider that access for non-governmental organizations would contribute to a significant increase in 
transparency and accountability in the United Nations, and improve the quality of such decision-
making’. NGO role has expanded and is likely to continue to do so because they provide, not 
democratic representation, but an important alternative and often unheard voice48. 

 
Also in Cambodia this trend can be observed, INGOs play an important role in 

Cambodia’s development and their contributions have been recognized by the Cambodian 

government. “The government of Cambodia and international funding agencies recognized 

the important contribution of INGOs in the rehabilitation, development, and reform of 

                                                
45 Rahman, NGO Management and Operation: A South Asian Perspective, 223 
 
46 Karns and Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global Governance, 217-226 
47 Taylor and Groom, The United Nations at the Millennium: The Principal Organs, 271-292 
48 Ibid. 
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Cambodia over the past two decades. INGOs proactively support Cambodians with basic 

social services, in particular in remote rural areas”49.  

 

INGOs key sources of funding  
 

INGOs and NGOs cannot have an option of tax collection as income generation like 

the state. As stated above, almost all INGOs are not-for-profit organizations. This nature 

differentiates them from the corporate sector. Basically, there are two primary sources of 

INGO funding, namely sponsorship and grants. Sponsorship is small, individual and 

systematic giving for either direct or indirect support. Grant is a big amount of money either 

from individuals or groups to support specific activities or projects of INGOs. Many grants 

are one-off contributions. 

 
As the rest of funding sources pose less challenges, Karns and Mingst note that the 

funding that INGOs receive from the corporate sector or the government may put INGOs at 

risk of “compromising their independence, their very identity as an organization, and their 

ability to bite the hands that feed them”50.  

 
INGO overall roles 

 
Brown and Moore and Hague and Harop make an interesting study about the role of 

INGOs, both at the domestic/national and international level. At the national level, Brown 

and Moore point out that the existence of INGOs help “promote the social, economic, and 

political development of particular countries”51 in the form of providing emergency relief, 

social service, capacity building among local stakeholders and good standard for governance 

and policy influence for the good sake of marginalized population – such as children, women, 

people with disability and the like52. The role they play, added Hague and Harop, to some 

extent can substitute for the government, plus they are “more efficient and less corrupt than 

many domestic governments. They are also more sensitive to local political conditions than 

military forces53. At the international level, INGOs contribute enormously to the creation of 

animating informal but powerful normative regimes to influence the practices and policies of 

                                                
49 Sunderji, Overview of Civil Society: Cambodia, 1-2 
50 Karns and Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global Governance, 215 
51 L. David Brown and Mark H. Moore, “Accountability, Strategy and International Nongovernmental 
Organization”, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly (SAGE Publication, 2001) 569 
52 Brown and Moore, “Accountability, Strategy and International Nongovernmental Organization”, 569 
53 Hague and Harop, Comparative Government and Politics: An Introduction, 30 
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international institutions. They act as UN subcontractors, and their good name encourages 

bigger channels for distributing aid and implementing associated policy by international 

donors54. 

 

Brown and Moore continue with categorizing INGO roles into three broad groups – 

service delivery, capacity building, and policy influence INGOs55. Based on this division, 

Sunderji classifies INGO roles into five main categories: 

 
• Large-scale service delivery dependent on bilateral and multilateral funding and 

implemented by large INGOs with experience in reconstruction and infrastructure 

development; 

• Service delivery in conjunction with government institutions working through local 

structures and providing institutional capacity building, especially at the provincial, 

district, and commune levels; 

• Community development activities carried out by well-established INGOs with 

experience in working at the village level to tackle the basic causes of poverty; 

• Development of national NGOs and community-based organizations, encouraged and 

directly supported by INGOs, and including direct funding and capacity building 

through training and mentoring; and 

• Research and other analytical work and related advocacy activities covering a range 

of development topics/issues56. 

 
Karns and Mingst, who study the context and content of INGOs success, share that 

many INGOs really contribute positively to “institutionalizing human rights norms, providing 

humanitarian relief, promoting environmental protection…[and] alleviating poverty, disease 

and malnutrition”57 in a favorable way. However, there are limitations of INGOs influence, 

including the limitation that arises from contradictory divergent agendas of INGOs (in other 

words, there are many INGOs pursuing different purposes. It is inevitable that the purpose of 

one INGOs may oppose another), the limitation in terms of INGOs competition (that is, to be 

                                                
54 Ibid. 
55 Brown and Moore, “Accountability, Strategy and International Nongovernmental Organization”, 578 
56 Sunderji, Overview of Civil Society: Cambodia, 1-2 
57 Karns and Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global Governance, 242-246 
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successful INGOs must be effective), and the limitation relates to their notoriously difficult 

fund-raising58. These said facts are applicable everywhere, and Cambodia is no exception. 

 
Section 3: Key issues in INGOs operation  
 

Constraints/dilemmas within their own roles 
 

In being a role model in its management: Provided their different purposes, INGOs, 

the state and corporate sector operates differently, and there is no exception for their 

management style. Rahman considers that, unlike the operation and management of the 

corporate sector, which is ‘bureaucratic and machine-based’, INGO’s should be centered on 

“a combination of human behavioral approach, and psychological and ethical practices 

backed by the cultural realities of the region, which may be different from one country to 

another, and area to area, even in the same country” 59. Rahman also emphasizes the inclusion 

of their beneficiaries, internal and external, in their decision making at the board level60 – a 

view that is well acknowledged as a successful factor by Sunderji. Moreover, INGOs ethical 

standards with an international representation should be higher than that of the state and 

corporate sector.   

 
Unlike the corporate sector, INGOs must not only be subject to the domestic rules and 

laws61, but also the role model for the compliance with those rules and laws in the context 

that they are not going against the internally acceptable standard. Not all INGOs are 

transparent in their operation and management, as put by Taylor and Groom62. One INGO 

criticism is that it “represents the interest of its members, and even then imperfectly”63. 

Holmen et al., another critic of INGOs, add that some INGOs at times have been proven to be 

neither as transparent, nor as democratic as assumed and some are, in fact, one-man 

enterprises. They often compete for visibility and influence to channel their funding source. 

Therefore, it is important that these players (INGOs, state and the corporate sector) regulate 

each other’s operation64.  

 

                                                
58 Ibid. 
59 Rahman, NGO Management and Operation: A South Asian Perspective, 226-301 
60 Ibid. 
61 Karns and Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global Governance, 216 
62 Taylor and Groom, The United Nations at the Millennium: The Principal Organs, 271 
63 Ibid. 
64 Hans Holmen and Magnus Jirstrom, “Look Who’s Talking!: Second Thought about NGOs as Representing 
Civil Society”, Journal of Asian and African Studies (Los Angeles: SAGE Publication, 2009) 433 
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In balancing its accountability among stakeholders: To repeat the recognition of the 

UN on the contribution of INGOs as in the work of Taylor and Groom, INGOs have more 

and more become an enforcement agents of UN policy in a wide range of areas beyond the 

Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). The acknowledgement takes enormous 

accountability of INGOs to become a real alternative democratic representation, especially of 

the unheard voice65. 

 
At the same time, the analysis of Brown and Moore indicates contradiction in the 

accountability of INGOs for their stakeholders who are not coherently aligned with one 

another. While donors demand impact for both their visible and hidden agenda items, the 

beneficiaries and domestic government or state press INGOs to live up to their locally 

identified development projects. Also, the staffs push INGOs to live up to the high purpose of 

their commitment66. As a consequence, INGOs must choose to embrace or resist their 

accountability toward particular stakeholders. It is oftentimes an accountability that is hard to 

compromise.  

 
In representing the genuine voice of the beneficiaries: Another challenge in terms of 

representation is discussed in the INGO criticism of Holmen et al. Even though INGOs often 

see themselves as watchdogs of government and public institutions and spokespersons for 

civil society in the international arena, they are sometimes indirect implementers. Unlike the 

national/local NGOs or grassroots organizations, INGOs as indirect implementers cannot 

present the genuine voice from the community in a manner that will lead to sustainable 

empowerment67. 

 
As suggested above by Taylor and Groom, Brown and Moore and Holmen and others, 

a clear stance of INGOs must be communicated well among all stakeholders in a way that can 

establish a middle way or compromise that will ultimately lead to meaningful participation. 

With this done, a real representation will follow suit. However, it is easier said than done. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
65 Taylor and Groom, The United Nations at the Millennium: The Principal Organs, 271-292 
66 Brown and Moore, Accountability, Strategy and International Nongovernmental Organization, 570 
 
67 Holmen and Jirstrom, “Look Who’s Talking!: Second Thought about NGOs as Representing Civil Society”, 
429-34 
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Constraints/dilemmas in their cooperation with the state 
 

Alignment to the state’s agenda: As said above, the state plays a crucial role in ending 

child poverty. Many states are the signatories of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC). However, their commitment to live up their promise to do better for the children 

remains questionable, given their other agendas of higher priorities. As claimed by Taylor 

and Groom, certain governments see the activities of INGOs to be useful to strengthen their 

own popularity68. As a result, they support the INGOs. On the other hand, if INGO’s 

activities are threatening to their political agenda, even though the activities can make a lot of 

contribution to the betterment of children’s welfare, those governments do not cooperate well 

with the INGOs. 

 
Having only soft power: Karns and Mingst consider that non-state actors like INGOs 

“lack the types of power traditionally associated with influence in international politics”69. 

They do not have military or police forces like governments and they tend to have only 

limited economic resources, unlike governments and multinational corporations. Instead, they 

must rely on soft power. For advocacy groups, this means credible information, expertise, 

and moral authority that enable them to get governments, business leaders, and publics to 

listen, recalculate their interests, and act.”70 But it is not easy to have the said quality of soft 

power. It can be an opportunity for INGOs to learn that countries that receive large amounts 

of military and economic aid can be vulnerable to pressure if the donor countries are 

persuaded to use their leverage on child poverty, for example. Similarly, if a country cares 

about its international image, it may also be sensitive to external or transnational pressure71. 

Soft power works well in the state with the mentioned condition, but not in the state of other 

cases. 

 
Not given the first priority: According to a analytic article by Ben Ofosu-Appiah, in 

spite of the facts that INGOs create public goods for the citizens as well as the children that 

are not ordinarily found in the profit oriented market place, especially in the developing 

countries, the government, more often than not, tends not to compromise with the INGO 

contribution at the expense of the private sector if the two players go against each other. It is 

                                                
68 Taylor and Groom, The United Nations at the Millennium: The Principal Organs, 273 
69 Karns and Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global Governance, 240-242 
70 Ibid. 
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because the government perceives that the private sector is more harmless and directly 

beneficial to their political agenda72. 

 
Eyed as good example: Talking about proper cooperation to fight against child 

poverty, the government insists that INGOs must be a role model, otherwise, there is no value 

added by their existence. With ability to ensure sound morality and program quality standard, 

as viewed by Ben Ofosu-Appiah, “INGO can avoid dysfunctional competition, thus can 

assume many of the conventional mandates that are usually undertaken by governments and 

specialized UN agencies.”73 

 
Cannot replace the government: As put by Karns and Mingst, in some circumstances 

INGOs take the place of state “either performing services that an inept or corrupt government 

is not doing, or stepping in for a failed state”74. However, no matter how idealistic or 

committed, INGOs simply cannot replace the work of government in the business of poverty 

eradication, and child poverty is included. But it will be a disaster for a weak government 

without INGOs to fight child poverty, especially the government in developing countries 

because INGOs reach the grassroots level better using their focused approach in 

development75. 

 
Examples from the region: Available case studies of INGOs constraints in child 
poverty alleviation 

 
Bangladesh: Bangladesh’s National Report (UNICEF)76 indicates that children 

account for 45% of the country’s total population of around 140.3 million people (2006 data). 

In terms of deprivation, 64% of the children are deprived of sanitation, 59% of information, 

41% of shelter, 35% of food, 16% of health and 8% of education. By 2007, based on 

Chowdhury, there are more than 13,000 NGOs operating in the country and at least 1200 of 

them are INGOs77. There are no specific statistics on the number of INGOs working to 

combat child poverty available. However, a large number of INGOs are working within their 

                                                
72 Ben Ofosu-Appiah, Making NGO’s More Effective And Responsive In a Globalized World, (SAGE 
Publication, December, 2003) 2-4 
73 Ben, Making NGO’s More Effective And Responsive In a Globalized World, SAGE Publication, 2-4 
74 Karns and Mingst, International Organizations: The Politics and Processes of Global Governance, 1-2, 215 
and 243 
75 Ibid. 
76 UNICEF, “Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities”, National Report: Bangladesh, (Bangladesh: 
Uncef, Nov. 2009) 76-7 
77 Chowdhury, Violence Against Women. Negotiating State and NGO Politics in Bangladesh: Women Mobilize 
Against Acid Violence, 857 



21 
 

availability of funding to address the said deprivations among children identified by the 

UNICEF. Corrupt cases of INGOs, including those working to address child poverty, have 

been reported.  

 
In addition, there are problems emerging among INGOs, as highlighted by 

Chowdhury, that “NGOs are not a monolithic structure. Some are more powerful because of 

their tie to the state or international aid agencies…Competition among NGOs for limited 

resources, which hinders collaboration among them…The inter-NGO dynamics of 

competition enhance the dependence of NGOs on external interventions and compromise 

their agenda, autonomy, and possibilities of meaningful collaboration.”78  At the same time 

the author also acknowledges the role of INGOs that it somewhat helps to mitigate the failure 

of state institutions to address appropriate care for development issues, including child 

poverty. However, he adds that “Despite the fact that state responsibilities were being 

supplanted by the NGO sector, the latter could not replace the former’s role in protecting 

citizens. Thus, stronger involvement of the state for the sustainability of service is 

essential.”79 The claim is reconfirmed by the Bangladesh’s National Report 2009 that the 

collaboration between the state and INGOs in Bangladesh has been diminished by 

bureaucratic bottlenecks and a lack of strong political will. Government ministries are 

participating actively on child poverty reduction. However, they cannot undertake this task 

alone without international organizations as well as INGOs who not only provide technical 

support but also financial allocation in order to “prioritize the needs of the children and 

rationalize the distribution system for their access to the necessities of life (basic needs).”80 

 
Ghana: A UNICEF website shows that among the total Ghanaian population of 

23,837,000 in 2009, children account for almost 45%. Ghana’s National Report81 (based on 

the 2000 total population of 7,806,843 children and adults) makes known that 38.5% of the 

country’s children experience severe deprivation of sanitation; following by 20.2% of 

education, 18% of shelter, 14% of water, 12.6% of information, food of 2.4% and health of 

0.7%. The situation of child poverty in Ghana is indeed better than that of Bangladesh given 

the policies and programs that have been evolved and implemented by the government, 

                                                
78 Ibid.  
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International Organizations and NGO/INGOs as well as the existence of Ghana NGO 

Coalition on the Rights of the Child. The coalition is composed of child-focused INGOs. It 

aims to ensure the promotion and protection of the rights of children in Ghana through 

advocacy, public education and awareness creation, membership capacity building and 

partnership building with government, civil society organizations, development partners and 

with children themselves (GNCRC 7)82.  

 
Slowly emerging since 1930, as of 2011 there are more than 3,000 officially 

registered NGOs in Ghana. Like in the case of Bangladesh, no specific figure of those INGOs 

focusing on child poverty is given. The majority of the works reviewed acknowledge the 

indispensible role of INGOs in combating child poverty and it would be a disaster for Ghana 

if INGOs suddenly withdraw from the country. However, there is always a black side of 

INGOs operation both in terms of their management and accountability. In a 20 April 2011 

interview on BBC African Live83, Kojo Amoakwe – Chief Director of the Ministry of 

Manpower Development and Employment – reported that only around 5% of NGOs 

registered in Ghana submitted their annual reports and statements of accounts to concerned 

government institutions, adding that “Most NGOs spend around 80% of the money available 

to them from government agencies or foreign sponsors as administrative costs, for which they 

do not rend proper accounts. NGOs are meant to be philanthropic, but many are fake and take 

a share of the money for their personal use.”84 As a result, a number of INGOs have been 

blacklisted in the country.   

 

Egypt: The Child Poverty and Disparities in Egypt (UNICEF)85 shows that children 

make up one third of Egypt’s population (around 28 million people in 2010). Measuring child 

poverty by means of the seven deprivations of their basic needs – namely shelter, food, 

education, information, health, sanitation and water – it is found that more than one in seven 

children (or 14.8%) experiences severe deprivation. Egyptian boys are more likely to be 

deprived of food than the girls – 18.9% of the boys are severely food deprived compared to 

15.2% for their girl counterparts. About 3.21% children are completely deprived of 
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Ghana NGO Report to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, (Ghana: GNCRC, May. 2005) 1 
83 Iliasu Adam, “Ghana to blacklist NGOs”, BBC Africa Live: Northern Ghana, 20 Apr. 2011 
84 Ibid.  
85 UNICEF, Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities, Child Poverty and Disparities in Egypt: Building 
the Social Infrastructure for Egypt’s Future (Egypt: UNICEF, Feb. 2010) 25-30 
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education, 2.4% of information (lack of access to television, radio, telephone or newspaper), 

2.4% of health (such as anti-malarial drugs, insecticide-treated bed nets and immunizations 

against lethal diseases), 4.15% of sanitation and 2.8 of water.  

 
Around 2,177 NGOs (among the total of 16,000 NGOs – 2005 data) in Egypt are 

working with children as their main activities or as one of their activities. The increasing 

number of INGOs in Egypt contributes to more services for, and spending on, children, in an 

effort to reduce the country’s child poverty. Many of the INGOs cooperate intimately with 

the government. Consequently, most of them receive public financing. Limited numbers of 

INGOs are financed by business or religious institutions. Approximately 18% of INGO funds 

for children are from the government and foreign financing. In his child-focused analysis of 

Egypt’s future after the recent popular revolution (January to March 2011), Sweis thinks that 

the country desires a better future, in particular for the nation’s children and youth, by 

channeling INGO funding in the right direction with careful consideration about the local 

political and economic context wherein the children are well engaged86. In other words, the 

country’s child poverty could be better with accountable and well managed INGOs, let alone 

their corrupt, profit-making and bureaucratic past. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
86 K. Rania Sweis, From Revolution to the Everyday: Reflections on childhood, youth and poverty in Egypt, 
(Egypt: Stanford, March 2011) 1-3 
 



24 
 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This research study wants to understand (1) the strategies used by INGOs in 

combating the current situation of child poverty in Cambodia, (2) the current situation of 

child poverty in Cambodia, and (3) enabling/constraining factors in implementing the 

strategies in the said context. Qualitative research methodology was used in tackling out the 

three research questions. The major techniques used were (1) key informant interviews (KIIs) 

at the national level with relevant governmental and UN agencies and key coordinating 

bodies as well as key officials within the selected INGOs to generate an understanding of 

their roles, strategies, opportunities and constraints and (2) in-depth investigation of twelve 

poor children from three provinces. Such in-depth investigation involved various interviews, 

focus group discussions (FGDs), and key informant/expert interviews.  

 
Section 1: Data collection tools 

 
Key informant interview at the national level 

 
A number of KIIs had been conducted at national level. The research mainly focused 

on three groups of respondents: the government, UN and the INGOs, together with two 

coordinating bodies (one from the government side and the other from the NGO side). 

 

Face-to-face interviews have been conducted with key informants87 from the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation to get information on the number of INGOs, 

their primary program interventions, sources of funding, budgets, and some cooperation 

aspects. Open discussions with these actors could not be initiated based on the formality of 

the system. But the author was able to formally discuss a few of the constraints seen from 

governmental perspective on INGO roles and their cooperation within Cambodia’s socio-

political context.  

 

E-mail communication has been used with key informants of ten INGOs working 

directly with children (Cambodian Children Fund, ChildFund, Childhood Cooperation 

Development, Enfant & Development, EveryChild Cambodia, Friends International 

Cambodia, International Christian Mission, Plan International Cambodia, Save the Children, 

                                                
87 Face-to-face interview with MoFAIC official in charge of INGOs on 21 July 2011 
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and World Vision Cambodia). Questions asked include the own definition of child poverty as 

understood within the institution, the overall strategies used by the institutions to end child 

poverty and why, the funding structure of the institution, the challenges the institution faces, 

the cooperation image between the institution and the government, and the brief history of the 

institution’s presence in Cambodia. Document reviews of each INGO had then been applied 

through a search and analysis of information on the websites.  

 

After this, in-depth face-to-face interviews had been initiated with four selected 

INGOs to dig out deeper information and verify answers and data from other techniques. 

These four  INGOs were selected because they are the most recognized INGOs solely 

focused on child poverty and they are representative of other INGOs working on child 

poverty in Cambodia for the fact that three of them used the mainstream approach to 

development, which is the holistic development approach. The other INGO focused only on 

the specific issue of orphanage children, and this particular INGO is used so that comparisons 

between the two approaches could be made.  

 

Face-to-face in-depth interviews88 have also been conducted with one child-focused 

NGO coalition (NGO-CRC or NGO Committee on the Rights of the Child) and the 

Cambodian National Council for Children (CNCC). Open discussion with them had provided 

a lot of insights into the operation of INGOs and the Cambodian government in their efforts 

to alleviate child poverty within the country. Such discussion also allowed the author to see 

the bigger picture of the issues within the socio-political context of Cambodia. For all the 

interviews conducted at the national level, questions around child poverty ending 

intervention, emerging dilemmas and future outlook for the roles of all concerned 

stakeholders have been asked. 

 
 
 In-depth investigation at the local community level 
  

Grounded on the United Nations child rights principle, child poverty cannot 

meaningfully end without considering the most marginalized children. The qualitative in-

depth investigation method in this part involved an application of overall and in-depth 

interviews with key informants: children, parents and key community development players 

                                                
88 Face-to-face interviews and clarifications through phone calls with NGO-CRC informant in charge of overall 
child rights issues on 19 September 2011. 
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(village chiefs, commune councilors). To fully picture the many faces of child poverty, 

twelve cases have been identified from Siem Reap (representing Tonle Sap zone), Kampong 

Cham (representing plains zone) and Ratanakiri (representing plateau zone). The three 

provinces are in the locations officially ranked by the government as the zones where poverty 

is most severe89. Also, the three provinces have been selected because they are where the 

author can access more in-depth information. Using the cases from these provinces will 

provide a clear account on grassroots community’s child poverty, especially the marginalized 

group, in Cambodia, which is the purpose of the study.  The twelve cases have been 

purposively selected from 71 cases (32 in Siem Reap, 27 in Kampong Cham, and 12 in 

Ratanakiri) of most severe child poverty documentation of Plan International Cambodia. 

After having identified different angles of the child poverty issues from the 71 cases, the 

author went to the field to conduct in-depth interviews. Except case 1 and 2 which were 

collected in December and March 2010 respectively, the rest of the cases have been collected 

from September to August 2011. Interviews with institutional key informants were done from 

July to November 2011 (please refer to list of KIIs in the appendixes).  

 
Face-to-face in-depth interviews have been done with children and their parents and 

information cross-checked with the local authorities and INGO representatives, to live up to 

the core principle of child rights in ending child poverty, especially nondiscrimination and 

inclusion.  

 

For the sake of child protection, the full or real name of the interviewed children and 

their specific location are not identified. Other key informants also prefer to have their 

identity hidden. In the finding, moreover, the identity of INGOs interviewed will not be 

named, as agreed with them. All interviewed INGOs have been coded. Only the thesis 

supervisor and the author know which number represents what INGOs interviewed.  

 

Scope and limitation of the study 

This study is not meant to represent a complete picture of child poverty in Cambodia 

across time and space, given certain limitations (i.e., number of selected provinces, time 

available for the author to conduct the study, the use of only qualitative approach, etc.). 

                                                
89 JICA, “Kingdom of Cambodia: Study for Poverty Profiles in Asian Region”, Cambodia: JICA, Aug. 2010, 
21-23 (Poverty profile of Cambodia was studied through the division of six zones – Phnom Penh, Coastal, 
Plateau, Plains, Tonle Sap, Mountain . Of them, Mountain, Tonle Sap and Plains were ranked as the poorest 
zones where poverty went above 35%) 
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However, the author has tried his best to make sure that the information he collected is rich, 

reliable, and valid through various means of triangulation methods. Future insights of child 

poverty issue for the better sake of children are welcome.  

 

Section 2: Data analysis 

Qualitative data analysis had been used in this study. Data from various interviews 

were cross-checked against each other, paying particular attention to the mismatches and 

matches between government and INGO’s responses. The data collected at the community 

level were also cross-checked against one another to ensure the reliability of the data, and the 

local and national data were qualitatively read together to produce the final analysis of the 

study.  
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS & DISCUSSIONS 

 
 The current study asks whether the current approaches used by INGOs working to 

combat child poverty in Cambodia are compatible with the nature of child poverty at the local 

level or not and why. It then asks three questions to be investigated empirically; that is, what 

the child-focused INGOs strategies are in Cambodia, what the local reality of child poverty is 

like, whether there is a link between INGO strategies and child poverty reality, and what 

factors enable or constrain such linkages. In this chapter, answers and preliminary discussions 

on these three issues will be provided. The author will ( first) describe the child poverty 

reduction context in Cambodia, (second) feature INGO strategies in their combat against 

child poverty in Cambodia and offer the key points to their actions, (third) provide a thick 

descriptions of 12 reality cases of very poor children while portraying how the four studied 

INGOs responded to each case, and (fourth) draw out four key factors that enable and/or 

constrain the functioning of these INGOs from fully operating in Cambodian context.      

 
Section 1: Child poverty reduction context in Cambodia  

 
After the fall of the Khmer Rouge genocidal regime, Cambodia was completely 

shattered socially, politically, economically, and culturally. It was then badly in need of relief 

assistance and other humanitarian services from outside. INGOs played extremely crucial 

roles in providing the assistance. About a decade later, especially after the first national 

election in 1993, when the socio-economic situation of the country could somewhat be 

revived, INGOs shifted their intervention to more traditional community development work 

with different focuses (e.g., agriculture, health, education, human rights, and so on) 

depending on their expertise, funding sources, and first-world agenda90.  

 
This included also INGOs working in the area of child poverty reduction in 

Cambodia, especially after a consensus was nearly reached at the UN assembly by all 

national governments in framing the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 

The Royal Government of Cambodia ratified the UNCRC in October 1991 in order to gain a 

better international image after a decade of war when the country was not active in the 

international arena. This ratification brings about two major consequences in light of 

                                                
90 Aziz Sunderji, “Overview of Civil Society: Cambodia,” ADB, 2005, 2-3 
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improving the fight against child poverty. First, by ratifying the UNCRC, it means that the 

government of Cambodia made a decision for serious and continuing commitments to 

promote UNCRC through means of filing follow-up reports every five years and 

implementing the concluding observation of the UN Committee on Child Rights based in 

Geneva. Second, the ratification of UNCRC has proved to be helpful to the implementation 

of child-focused INGOs in Cambodia, according to CNCC informant. Informants from 

CNCC, NGO-CRC and three selected INGOs (please refer to list of KIIs in the appendixes) 

agreed that child-focused INGOs somehow gain special privilege and recognition from the 

state compared to non-child-focused INGOs because in implementing the concluding 

observations of the UNCRC, the government needs to work with INGOs. The government 

realizes very well that they do not have sufficient expertise, human resources, and funding 

capacity to implement the concluding observations on their own. Without INGO support, not 

only will the government not meet the mandatory goals required by the UN Committee on 

Child Rights, but they will be likely to fail in meeting the Cambodia Millennium 

Development Goals. Moreover, child poverty issues are less political and it can be useful for 

the state to market itself in the international arena. The non-political nature of child rights 

promotion and the interest it currently gains from international funding agencies make it even 

more an eye-catching issue of focus for the Royal Government of Cambodia, according to an 

INGO interviewed (KII-5). 

  
Currently, there are around 30 out of 521 registered INGOs in Cambodia working to 

address child poverty, 15 of which solely focus on child poverty according to key informant 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation. Some of these INGOs, 

together with a group of local child-focused NGOs, are tied together through a mechanism 

called the NGO Committee on the Rights of the Child (NGO-CRC) as a national coalition of 

civil society groups that works on child poverty issues. On the state side, as shared by CNCC 

informant, there saw an equivalent formation of Cambodia National Council for Children 

(CNCC) as a mechanism to coordinate the child-related work of 26 ministries of the 

government.  

 

 
NGO Committee on the Rights of the Child (NGO-CRC)  

 
 As a coordinating body among child-focused NGOs, including the child-focused 

INGOs, NGO-CRC plays an indispensible role in consolidating the achievements of those 
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NGOs in promoting the Convention on the Rights of the Child in Cambodia. Insights from 

this coordinating body will help balance the analysis in this thesis. 

 
NGO-CRC was initiated in 1994, to follow up the government’s promotion of child 

rights and its implementation of UN concluding observations. According to its informant, 

NGO-CRC is a national coalition of 51 NGOs including INGOs the principally works to 

serve four main functions: 

 
1. Raise awareness of the UNCRC among children, their parents, and all relevant 

institutions through media 

2. Independently produce a five-year-follow-up report to submit to the UN 

Committee on Child Rights, supplementary to that of the government 

3. Advocate for child rights through means of formulating and amending the laws 

pertaining to children 

4. Strengthen the capability of its members 

 

In actuality, the coalition, with its office established in 1998 under the core funding 

from a child-focused INGO, has always focused more on the first two less politically-

sensitive and costly functions—raising awareness of the UNCRC among stakeholders 

through media and filing a five-year follow-up report to submit to the UN Committee by 

forming a mechanism at the national level to collect data on the functioning of NGOs 

members in promoting child rights. This mechanism, as shared by NGO-CRC informant, is 

composed of five working groups, who work on five different domains respectively:  

 
1. Child-protection domain 

2. Child-education domain 

3. Child-health domain  

4. Child rights and freedom domain 

5. Child-culture and entertainment domain 

 
Each of these five working groups will have to work with their NGO network to 

collect data in order to produce individual reports within their domains to be combined to 

produce a report for the UN Committee and for being included as a chapter in the NGO 

position paper to be presented in a meeting with the state and donors every 18 months. 
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The third function of the coalition, advocating for child rights, started in 2006 with 

the funding support from an INGO under a project called ‘Promotion of Child Participation’.  

 

“We first initiated a project under this third function called ‘Advocacy for Child 

Participation’. But later we changed the name of our project to ‘Promotion of Child 

Participation’ because the word ‘Advocacy’ carries with it some negative meanings to 

the ears of the government,” said NGO-CRC informant. 

 
The main purposes of the project are to capacitate the children so that they can 

participate in the commune meetings to voice their concerns and needs with local state 

authority. To reach the goals, NGO-CRC has networked with 11 child-focused CBOs across 

11 provinces: Prey Veng, Svay Rieng, Kampong Cham, Siem Reap, Kandal, Takeo, Preah 

Sihanuk, Pursat, Battambang, Phnom Penh, and Ratanakiri. These 11 networked CBOs have 

done the networking with other child-focused Community Based Organizations (CBOs) 

within their own provinces and played a coordinating role within the province. Currently, 

there is one child club in each province with approximately 100 child members with their 

own elected representatives who serve three-year terms. These children representatives have 

been trained on child rights, child participation, leadership, report writing, meeting and 

presentation skills, public speaking skills, and so on so that they can transfer this knowledge 

and skills to their fellow members. Every month, club members will meet to discuss problems 

that children within their province face. In such meetings, added the NGO-CRC informant, 

commune councilors are invited to hear the discussion. Similarly, in every commune 

meeting, club representatives are present to report the results of the discussion.  

 
“In so doing, we aim to bridge the gap between children and the state especially to 

make sure that children’s voice is taken into consideration in the commune’s 

development plan,” said NGO-CRC informant. 

  

NGO-CRC seems to fall short of its last function, which is to strengthen the capability 

of its members, because the coalition is composed of both local and international NGOs. 

While INGO are usually the members with rich resources, some national/local NGOs are on 

the opposite end. There have so far been no specific projects to capacitate its weak members.   

 
“Some of our members are fat [rich], and some are skinny [poor]. Every month we 

hold a meeting with our members to exchange information about our work as well as 
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to disseminate the knowledge to them. But there are some participation problems with 

those skinny members. They either do not show up or they change their 

representatives to the meetings so often. This shattered the information flow 

mechanism. Either they are not updated about the situation of the children, or they 

don’t share the information with their fellow members. Some even keep changing 

their names, their visions, and their missions in order to apply for specific funding 

sources.... These NGOs are also members of too many networks so asking them to 

participate with us in not that easy,” added NGO-CRC informant.    

 
 
Cambodian National Council for Children (CNCC) 

 
Just one year after the NGO-CRC initiation, the government also initiated an 

institutional mechanism called Cambodian National Council for Children (CNCC) to be 

responsible for filling the report from the government side by means of liaising with different 

concerned public sectors/government institutions. This CNCC is kept under the Ministry of 

Social Affairs, Labor, Vocational Training, and Youth Rehabilitation. CNCC is very similar 

to NGO-CRC in terms of its functions but while NGO-CRC is coordinating the NGO work, 

the CNCC works to coordinate the child poverty alleviation tasks across 26 ministries, the 

Council of Ministers, and the Red Cross. These members meet twice a year. CNCC has two 

specific tasks and is mainly funded by UNICEF. The first is to promote the implementation 

of UNCRC by working with concerned ministries and INGOs to raise public awareness of 

Child Rights through media (e.g., TV, radio, newspapers, and so on) and through the 

production of Information, Education and Communication (IEC) materials (e.g., leaflets, 

posters, and slogans). The second is to produce a five-year report to submit to the UN 

committee on Child Rights through means of forming a similar mechanism with that of the 

NGO-CRC—which is the five working group of the five domains—to collect data on the 

child-related work of the government. So far, the CNCC has its working group network 

within only five ministries and 15 provinces and is continuing to expand this network to more 

ministries and provinces across the whole country. They do not have network at the district or 

commune level, but are working to expand their network, as emphasized by CNCC 

informant. 

 
Twenty years after the ratification of UNCRC, Cambodia, especially those INGOs 

working in the country, has spent quite a lot of effort in their fight against child poverty. 
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Though improved, the child poverty situation is still a big issue and has a lot of things to be 

done given its complex and inter-related nature embedded in social, economic, political, and 

cultural enterprises. In the sections following, the study will map out the definition of child 

poverty as established by the interviewed INGOs.   

 
 

Section 2: Understanding INGO strategies in combating child poverty in 
Cambodia  

 
Issue-specific approach versus holistic development approach  

 
There seemed to be two types of strategies used by INGOs working to alleviate child 

poverty in Cambodia; those two approaches are (1) issue-specific approach and (2) holistic 

development approach and. However, child-focused INGOs in Cambodia seem to prefer the 

second approach to the first. Only one out of the four INGOs the author approached for in-

depth interviews fell into the 1st approach category, leaving the rest in the second. This was 

due to two key reasons. 

 

Firstly, even though both approaches could appeal to different funding sources from 

both individual and institutional grants and sponsorship, the scope of funding support for 

issue-specific approach is not wide while the uncertainty for future funding is very high given 

the fact that the funding sources from the West are getting more competitive. Contemporary 

donor communities seem to prefer the holistic approach to child poverty alleviation because 

they usually prefer big and recognized impacts of their funding support and as it seems, the 

holistic approach is more in line with the current thinking within the child rights principle 

domain while the issue-specific approach seemed to be very limited in scale and scope 

(according to all INGOs interviewed – please refer to list of KIIs in the appendixes). 

 
 Secondly, while the good side of issue-specific approach is that it allows the INGOs 

to accumulate comprehensive expertise in its work, the nature of the focus is more often than 

not seen as quite political. For example, one of our studied INGO is the direct implementer of 

solving the orphan and vulnerable children’s issue. They have been working on this issue 

since 1990s and have had quite a network in addressing such issues. They have their own 

network with the police, and they know who to meet and ask for help when the issue arises. 

However, they have often been seen as negative by the government and it is very hard for 

them to generate support from government in general. They could only gain some kind of 
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support from the police and the network that they have established. In-depth interview with 

the official within this INGO revealed his frustration in working with government officials. 

The reality of the cooperation between issue-specific INGO and the government is quite 

problematic. In-depth interviews with INGO, NGO-CRC, CNCC, and government officials 

revealed that the government is not very cooperative with issue-specific INGO and saw them 

very political and usually relate them to the opposition parties. One of our respondents from 

NGO-CRC stated that compared to other development perspectives, the work to end child 

poverty is more welcomed by the government because it is less politically sensitive for the 

current government of Cambodia. As a result, more mechanisms, regardless of their 

functionality, for cooperation through a holistic approach to end child poverty between child-

focused NGOs and INGOs and government are in place. All the INGOs with a holistic 

development approach and the UNICEF considered that in the context of a developing 

country like Cambodia, where child poverty is complex, a holistic approach91 has been 

proved to be more workable. The bigger impact of the work through the holistic approach, 

compared to the issue-specific approach, attracts the government’s interest in the area 

(according to all INGOs interviewed – please refer to list of KIIs in the appendixes).  

 
Matching child poverty definitions to child poverty approaches    

 
This section will summarize the different characterizations of child poverty used by 

INGOs who directly work with children’s issues and align these definitions with the 

strategies that these INGOs used in alleviating child poverty. 

 
Table 2: Child poverty definition and strategies of the four INGOs 
 
INGOs Definition Strategies 

 
 
INGO 1 

 
“I think we have the definition for child 
poverty, but it’s not important for us. We 
are just one small part of the big part. We 
only focus on orphan and vulnerable 
children. The scope of our work in 
fighting child poverty is small compared 
to other INGOs with larger funding 

 
“We are direct implementer of the 
OVC problems. Our scope of work 
only covers that in Phnom Penh 
Capital because the scope of our 
funding is limited.” 

                                                
91 Holistic approach to end child poverty: According to the informants from the four interviewed INGOs and 
UNICEF, the holistic approach refers to an effort to address child poverty by concentrating on overall 
deprivation of children from their rights. Basically, the interventions focus on key thematic areas such as 
survival (food and water), protection (shelter, health and sanitation),  development (education), and participation 
(access to information and opportunities to share voices). 
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supports.”  
 

INGO 2 “We fully support child poverty definition 
of UNICEF and we comply with 
UNCRC.” 

“We use holistic development 
approach. We work on children’s 
livelihood, health, and education... 
We have good network at the 
national and provincial level. But the 
community does not know us much...   
We believe in good partnership for 
sustainability. We don’t do the work 
ourselves. We capacitate our partners 
(both national/local NGOs and the 
government partners) so that they are 
responsive enough to end child 
poverty.” 
 

 
 
INGO 3 

 
 
“From my understanding, child poverty is 
children who are not able to access 
properly into any social services such as 
education, health, security services, etc. 
And there are limitation of their 
participation in the communities and 
society. Their rights are not fulfilled and 
they gain nothing from their labors. The 
vulnerable, marginalized and un-reached 
children are included as child poverty.”  
 

 
 
“Children at different age groups are 
facing different issues. For example, 
nutrition is severe among under-6-
year-old children, but high dropout 
rate are critical among secondary 
school students. To better address 
their issues we defined our strategy 
based on a life-cycle approach. Also, 
looking at children alone cannot 
solve the issues of child rights in a 
lasting manner. Therefore, our 
interventions cover from children 
under zero year old to youth of 24 
years old. Our key interventions are 
early stimulation, primary and 
secondary schooling, water, 
sanitation and hygiene, improving 
health and practices, disaster risk 
reduction, gender mainstreaming, 
child protection and participation. 
We provide service, build capacity of 
rights holders and secondary and 
primary duty bearers, and advocate 
among decision makers. 

INGO 4 “We fully support child poverty definition 
of UNICEF and we comply with 
UNCRC.” 

We use holistic development 
approach. We address child poverty 
from many angles: education, 
HIV/AIDS, health and nutrition, food 
and water, and peace and justice. 
We mostly work with the national 
level government because Cambodia 
is a top-down country so whatever 
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decisions made up at the top would 
have to be done at the local level. We 
don’t think the provincial and the 
district level are as important. We do 
not want to spend money on them 
because we think it is costly and 
ineffective. We delegated some work 
to the NGO or the government at the 
ministry level. And most of the time, 
we implement the work directly. We 
have a lot of staff at the community 
level and the staff interacts well with 
the commune and village authorities. 

 
UNICEF 

 
“Children living in poverty are those who 
experience deprivation of the material, 
spiritual, and emotional resources needed 
to survive, develop, and thrive, leaving 
them unable to enjoy their rights, achieve 
their full potential, or participate as full 
and equal members of society.”  

 
We work to end the cycle of poverty 
by improving the quality of 
education provided to the poor and to 
improve the environment the child 
grows up in by ensuring children 
access to social services and 
promoting family values.  
Our actions are judged to be 
successful not by its immediate 
results, but by them being 
mainstreamed into national programs 
and policies. We also work to 
enhance the capacity of the 
government to deliver basic services 
to children. Equity guides our 
choices and focus. We are strong in 
our capacity to use mass 
communication... 

 
The above information shows that the four child-focused INGOs interviewed do not 

have a specific definition of child poverty of their own, but seem to agree with the definition 

of child poverty articulated by the UNCRC and/or the UNICEF as the deprivation of social 

services. Even though INGO 1 said the definition of child poverty is not important for them 

because the nature of their work is focused, they fully understand that they are working on 

one small section of child poverty. The other three INGOs use more holistic strategies in their 

combat against child poverty, and see child poverty as lack of proper access to social 

services, limitation of participation, and unfulfilled rights in the communities and society. 

These understandings, as expressed by INGO 2 and INGO 4, fully comply with the child 

poverty definition set out in UNCRC and/or UNICEF. As captured by a UNICEF official, 

child poverty means: 
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"...those children who experience deprivation of the material, spiritual and emotional 

resources needed to survive, develop and thrive, leaving them unable to enjoy their 

rights, achieve their full potential or participate as full and equal members of society.”  

 

 This definition stresses the multi-dimensional and inter-related nature of child 

poverty. For example, material poverty leads to malnutrition, which in turn affects health and 

education, which in turn may impact a child’s long term development. Furthermore, children 

from poor households may also be engaged in child labor, which deprives them of schooling 

and may negatively impact their cognitive and physical development.  

 

 Such a definition influences each INGO’s strategies in their effort to address child 

poverty. Except for INGO 1, the rest of the interviewed INGOs adopt measures that account 

for the different components of child poverty such as livelihood, food, water, nutrition, 

health, and education. Below are some illustrative quotes from officials of these different 

INGOs (according to three of the interviewed INGOs – please refer to list of KIIs in the 

appendixes). 

 
“We mobilize and educate parents and communities to understand on how important 

education is for their children in the future...” 

  

“Public services such as schools and health centers are the most common for 

community people to see and learn from them. School should be the place for children 

to enjoy going to. Teachers should show a good model to their students. The school 

masters and teachers should value themselves by fulfilling their duty properly and 

honestly.” 

 

“There are many causes of child poverty. The best strategy to end child poverty is to 

end the cycle of poverty.  The cycle of poverty is when a family remains in poverty 

over many successive generations. Improving the quality of education provided to the 

poor is seen by most as the best way to break this cycle. Improving the environment 

the child grows up in, ensuring access to health, providing financial incentives (either 

through benefit schemes or reducing taxes) and promoting family values have all been 

suggested as ways to break the cycle.”  
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Though diverse, it seems that the outstanding components of holistic approaches of 

the child-focused INGOs are ensuring survival, promoting protection, improving education, 

and encouraging participation – wherein a wide range of health, sanitation, schooling, 

security services and facilities are made accessible. Are these components compatible with 

the reality of child poverty at the local level? And how effective could these INGOs that use 

the mainstream approach respond to the need of these three components at the local level?  

 
Section 3: Grassroots images of child poverty and state and civil society 
responses 

 
 Child poverty in Cambodia comes in many faces. In this chapter, the author uses the 

findings from field observations and in-depth interviews with twelve children, their parents, 

their neighbors, the local authorities, and the INGO staff working in the communities across 

three provinces (i.e., Siem Reap, Kampong Cham, and Ratanakiri) to illustrate the different 

characterizations and causes of child poverty at the local level. This section is divided into 

three sub-sections in accordance with the geographical locations of the twelve selected cases, 

and discussions of each case in relation to the study’s operational definition of child poverty 

and to the strategies used by the four studied INGOs were provided. 

 
 

The case of four children in Siem Reap province 
 

This sub-section talks about the life of four children from Siem Reap province—15-

years-old boy Phann, 15-years-old girl Sam, 12-years-old girl Thet, and 16-years-old girl Mo. 

All the four children experienced child poverty differently, with Phann shouldering the whole 

family burden at this young age, Sam extremely suffered by the corrupt system of the society, 

Thet, whose future is destroyed by her mother’s irresponsible behavior, and Mo carrying HIV 

as a result of her selfish father.  

 

Case 1 (see Box 1) reflects inter-locked conditions of child poverty. Phann’s family is 

very poor, and this has put Phann, the eldest child, into a breadwinner responsibility doing a 

lot of things on a daily basis. Phann can live but the quality of his survival remains 

questionable given the poor nutrition (i.e., material need) he and his family can afford. Like 

some other children, Phann has grown up to accept violence, especially by his father, as 

normal though it obviously hinders his mental and emotional development and deprives him 

of joys (i.e., non-material need) that he is innately entitled to as a child. Reflecting back on 
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the 4 principles of child rights approach, the idea of respecting the view and enabling the best 

interest of children is not applicable. With parents of low education, worsened by their 

busyness with back-breaking and low-income occupation, Phann is likely to quit school and 

fully enter the labor force very soon unless proper long- and short-term intervention by the 

government and development agencies is made.  

 

Applicable poverty solutions have been given for children with similar situations as 

Phann. Focusing on domestic welfare, INGO 1 is active in dealing with children at risk like 

Phann. The organization directly implements projects to prevent, protect and promote (3P) 

children as such so that they can live in a harmonious family that the organization believes to 

be the best starting point to end child poverty. The scope of INGO 1’s projects remains 

narrow, given their costliness and limited funding (due partly to their projects’ too narrowly-

focused nature), let alone questionable dependency of the household that the projects may 

produce. With more sources of funding, INGO 3 and INGO 4 introduced holistic child-

focused community development approaches such as school construction, school water and 

sanitation, health, and livelihood improvement. These two organizations have built good 

rapport with the local authorities and possessed necessary expertise to ensure effective and 

sustainable results of their projects. In Phann’s community, the government focuses more on 

general physical infrastructure which is more tangible; for instance, roads and schools. The 

government of course supports the salary for teachers, local authorities and other civil 

servants though the amount is not that much. It also encounters difficulties of unqualified 

staffing and hidden political agendas when thinking about effectiveness of child poverty 

programming. 

 
 
Box 1: The boy who finds it more difficult to smile than to find rattan 

Siem Reap, 15 December 2010 

 

15-year-old Phann was born as an oldest child to a very poor couple in Angkor Chum 

district of Siem Reap province. His mother is a farmer and his father is a soldier. Due to 

family difficulty, Phann could start school only when he was 11 and has been struggling 

remarkably hard to balance his role as family breadwinner and a grade-three student. To keep 

children like Phann at school, at least until he finish grade 9 (basic education), child-focused 

INGOs in the community have worked with the local authority to construct more classrooms, 



40 
 

to reduce too high numbers of students per class, and further build the capacity of teachers. 

They equipped the school with water and sanitation facilities, like a school latrine and a clean 

water well. The effort, however, is unlikely to overcome Phann’s family burden and to keep 

him at school very long.  

 

Phann’s family owns two small rice fields of less than a hectare. The yield from the 

two small rice fields can only feed Phann’s family of six members, who has cooked rice with 

salt at least one third of their meal times per week, for at most six months. A month ago, 

some of the rice harvested was sold to cover medication for Phann’s younger brother’s illness 

at the local health center, located around five kilometers from his house. This would mean the 

rice harvested this year will not be able to cover six months and Phann and her mother need 

to work harder. A child-focused INGO introduces rice intensification approaches best fit to 

the local soil type and weather condition in order to ensure sufficient rice yield of households. 

The approaches, however, demand harder work from volunteer families who adopt them. 

That is, they need to more frequently clear weed from their rice paddies and spend time to 

make organic fertilizer, for example compost. The approaches also take some years to prove 

their effectiveness, of course in a lasting manner. Preference for shortcut approaches to get 

better rice yield through using harmful chemical fertilizer, and objection to new ideas, partly 

due to limited education, keep many families, including Phann’s, away from the initiative.  

 

Phann’s soldier father is violent and does not like it when Phann is playing with 

friends without helping with housework. Indeed, it is just four days ago that Phann was 

beaten by his father. The career as a soldier often keeps his father away from home. He visits 

home for a couple of days, two or three times per month and hardly brings any money in. To 

Phann, it is both good and bad for his farther to be away. It is good in the sense that Phann 

feels less pressured without his father home. It is bad in the sense he needs to do more in 

addition to the work which is already too much for him (though he feels normal for it) at this 

age. Through periodical awareness raising activities, community meetings, capacity building 

for local authorities, some child-focused INGOs mainstream the concept of child rights in a 

manner that discourage violent disciplining by parents. Though Phann used to be part of the 

said activities, his parents have been too busy to benefit from this. As a result, not much 

change to Phann’s situation has been made so far.  
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Since the family’s rice fields are about two kilometers from the house, Phann’s 

mother oftentimes spends the whole day at the fields during farming seasons, leaving behind 

all household work to Phann to handle. In the morning, Phann usually gets up at the same 

time when his mother does, around five o’clock. He helps fetching water from the well at his 

neighbor’s house, cooking, washing dishes, and other chores. If it is the rainy season, he will 

take time to go to rice fields in his village to find Kantea Touk (a kind of eatable aquatic 

insects feeding in the rice fields). He can sell it for 1,000 to 1,300 riel [about 0.1 US dollar] 

per Kantea Touk.  Most of the time, he can find none or only one of the insects.  Some good 

days, Phann can earn around 10,000 Riels [about 2.5 US dollar] from this. However, he can 

do this at the expense of coming to class late, around nine o’clock (the class runs from 7:00 to 

11:00 for morning session). The money from this work, he gives to his mother to buy rice.  

 

If his mother is not around, when he comes back from school, Phann has to cook as 

soon as he can because his younger brothers are waiting for food. Salt is the only thing the 

brothers have to eat if their mother did not prepare any dish. Around two o’clock after lunch, 

Phann tells his two brothers to look after the house because he will go to find rattan deep in 

the bushes, bringing along his youngest brother to make sure he can see him safe. Even 

though rattan thorns constitute a lot of tiny scars on his hands and body (let alone being bitten 

by ants), rattan-finding remains another good means of income generation for Phann since its 

demand is high. Spending the whole afternoon, he can earn around 3,000 riels [about 0.75 US 

dollar] from this.  

 

If he is not going to find rattan, Phann will go to find Ang Krong (a kind of large red 

ants living in fruit trees. The ants can be fermented into food). The Ang Krong is hard to find 

but can be sold with good price, 10,000 riels [around 2.5 US dollar] per kilogram. That’s why 

many people go to find Ang Krong when they have free time. If lucky enough, Pann can find 

at most half a kilogram of the Ang Krong per day. Until around three or four o’clock in the 

afternoon, Phann rushes to lay fishing nets at a small river, which is 25 minutes walk from his 

house. Those are the nets from which he will collect fish tomorrow at dawn. The fish 

collected from the nets is vital to Phann’s family because without it the family is likely to 

have only rice with salt. Sometimes, Phann can collect a lot of fish, and he can sell some.  
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Unlike other children, Phann hardly has free time to enjoy with friends. Family 

obligations have made the boy older than his age and it is difficult to see him smile. Busy as 

he is, Phann said he finds it hard to concentrate on his study and he is not sure want he wants 

to become. Phann plays roles as parents and son most of the time and is unlike to be able to 

escape but likely to repeat the cycle of illiteracy in his own family if the structural causes of 

his poverty are not resolved.  

 
 
 

Case 2 (see Box 2) reflects the intense relationships between governance quality and 

children’s well being. Sam’s family is not as poor as Phann’s, and Sam has parents who think 

about children’s best interest. But her future and happiness could not be decided by just the 

family factor when her family is embedded within such a society where law enforcement is 

poor and corruption within the system is so common even at the very grassroots level. No one 

beat Sam while she was telling the story about her mother, yet the pain she was bearing is 

even more serious than being hurt physically. Despite poverty in her family, her father who 

finished grade 2 and mother who had no formal education at all were convinced that fulfilling 

their children’s right to education and participation will help them live decent lives in the 

future. Sadly, the particular system in which Sam lives drives away her confidence in it since 

the death of her mother. Unlike Phann, Sam does not suffer from domestic violence, but the 

violence resulted from social corruption that puts the state’s accountability in question in 

terms of addressing child poverty. Little discrimination against and exclusion of the said 

children (because they are from marginalized families) is, to some degree, addressed in this 

case because Sam managed to be part of community child network regardless of her age and 

sex. Fulfillment of the rights to life, survival and protection; respect of the view of the 

children; and best interest of the children is improving at the family level. However, it is quite 

questionable at the community level – let alone upper level. Child-focused INGOs like INGO 

4 and INGO 3 are enhancing child rights awareness among children, their families and local 

authorities (including the local police) in a manner that networks them to address social 

injustice such as domestic violence in the grassroots community. INGO 2 are doing similar 

activities but through partnership with national/local NGOs. In many areas where these 

organizations are supporting, the protection network is functioning somewhat better and earns 

good cooperation from the local authorities. Given its existence in some communities, the 

only protection mechanism is unlikely to respond effectively to the corrupt majority like the 

case of Sam. Dealing with this case demands stronger commitment from the specific 
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government counterpart. In a situation where the income of civil servants is slim like this, it 

takes longer time and more self conscience. 

 
 
Box 2: Injustice sensed by a girl 
Siem Reap, 24 March 2010 
 

15-year-old Sam is a resident in Banteay Srei district of Siem Reap province. Sam 

was one of child club members supported by a child-focused INGO in her community. The 

facilitation skill she received previously from the INGO helps her in sharing child rights 

knowledge with her fellow community children and adults. Asked where her club convened 

its monthly meeting last month, Sam’s face turned very sad and her eyes gradually started to 

fill with tears that started to drop as she began to tell the venue of the meeting and her 

unfortunate story happening on the day. Her mother was asking Sam to go to the rice field 

with her, but she (Sam) said she would go there in the afternoon because she had the child 

club meeting on that day. When she was having the meeting her father came and told her that 

her mother had got hit by a taxi and passed away. So she rushed home with her father. Even 

though the local police captured the taxi driver who was driving at exceeding speed and 

wrongfully ran over her mother who was riding her bike, the culprit was freed hours later 

after giving some money to the police. Talking at this point she choked painfully with 

uncontrollable tears. She started pointing to a group of policemen gambling and drinking 

cheerfully around twenty meters from the place Sam is sitting and added aloud, “Those 

corrupt and cheap policemen took the money from the taxi driver. They did not care about 

the death of my mother. Before, they took some part of our rice field, too.” It was a shocking 

moment and Sam was calmed down. Luckily, those police men were too busy with their card 

game and wine to hear poor Sam’s complaint.  

 
Sam’s family received no compensation for the mother’s accident. The family was too 

poor and too weak to make their unjustice heard. The death of Sam’s mother left more 

hardship in a poverty-stricken family of seven members. Her father needs to work as hard as 

he can to make ends meet. Sam, as an oldest child, needs to take over more work of her 

mother. Her dream of being able to complete university has been weakened accordingly. For 

Sam’s family, the legal process is complicated and costly to pursue in order to attain justice. 

No child-focused INGO in Sam’s community works directly to tackle such specific cases. 

There are some national/local NGOs helping community people like Sam’s family to pursue 
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justice. Given limited resources, their work is not well known by the community people, let 

alone the challenges those NGOs have to confront with some government counterparts.     

 
 

Case 3 (see Box 3) reflects the significant role of a mother in the Cambodian context 

who could either bring light or darkness into the family. Thet’s family was not originally 

poor. Her father used to be an NGO worker with some good package of monthly salary. But 

because of the mother who has not thought about the family and kept herself trapped in 

gambling and alcohol, the family lost almost everything. The father dares not stay in the 

community because he is ashamed; Thet who is in fact very good at her study (a pre 

condition for a better future) becomes locked in poverty. It is not easy in this case to identify 

non-material needs (love and warmth from mother and father, joys with friends and siblings, 

better education, and the like) fulfilled by Thet. Her rights to quality and a proper life, 

survival and protection are obviously not met. It is even worse to think about the condition 

where her view as a child is respected and her best interest is considered. The quality of her 

very basic material needs, like clothes, nutritional food, money for health care, is widely 

questionable. Thet never wants to migrate. She misses her school and friends. But she has no 

choice because her farmland-less family only has a small hut as home, in their community. 

Although their migration is illegal and makes low income, Thet’s family still chooses to 

migrate. Focused on its consequence on children and youth in realizing their full potential, 

INGO 4, INGO 2 and INGO 3 deploy projects to promote the livelihood, especially among 

the less privileged families. Due to the project’s costliness, it cannot reach many children 

who are in the same situation like Thet. In some targeted areas, the government and the three 

said child-focused INGOs find it challenging to address illegal migration among children and 

youth due to personal and contextual reasons. It’s personal reason in the sense that many 

children and youth (not applicable to Thet’s case) want to migrate because they find it as a 

way to escape study and control of their parents. Contextually, the limitation of income 

generation opportunities in Cambodia presents a big challenge for the government and child 

focused INGOs to stop illegal migration. 

      
 
Box 3: Little girl who has slim choice to stay in her homeland 
Siem Reap, 6 September 2011 
 

Thet, 12 years old, is a grade-five student at a primary school in Srei Snam district of 
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Siem Reap province. When her mother got sick and weak, Thet had to completely shoulder 

her mother’s responsibilities, in addition to other family responsibilities she already has as an 

oldest daughter of the family of two children. Her younger sister is seven years old. 

 
At home, Thet usually gets up at 5:30 to cook rice for breakfast. While waiting for the 

breakfast to be well cooked, Thet cleans her house, washes herself and dresses up, has 

breakfast and goes to school. Thet is a top student in her class of 46 students (27 of whom are 

female). She finds her study more challenging when her mother gradually leaves all 

household works to her. 

 
Thet’s family used to own one hectare and a half of rice paddies. Her family can 

survive for ten months, thanks to the yield from the rice paddies. Three years ago, in 2009, 

her drunkard and gambling mother sold the farmland to pay off her debts. Until late 2010 her 

mother was very sick, not only physically but mentally, due to too much alcohol she had 

regularly drunk. Given the long-lasting civil war until late 1990s in the community Thet is 

living in, Thet’s mother could not attend any schooling. Her limited education determines the 

responsibility level she exercises on her children as well as the whole family. As a result, the 

mother places her children in an unfortunate situation which is likely to hamper their 

potential in the future. Child rights awareness that Thet acquired from a child-focused INGO 

does not help her much to overcome the family problem. 

 
A former NGO-worker years ago, Thet’s father knows some English and Thai and 

rarely stays around. When there is no job for him to do at home (in his community), he 

normally migrates (not really legal type of migration) to Thailand to work as a laborer in 

sugarcane farms. He returns home two to three times per year. Because of the undependable 

condition of his mother, the father decided for the first time to bring Thet and her younger 

sister to Thailand in February 2010. In Thailand they all needed to work from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

with 15-minute lunch breaks. While the father can earn around 130 Baht [a bit more than 3 

US dollars], Thet and her seven-year-old sister could together earn 70 to 80 Baht [less than 2 

US dollars] per day. Thet and her sister worked in different farms from their father. 

Sometimes she was beaten by the owner of the sugarcane farm. After work at 5 pm, Thet 

cooked dinner and waited for her father who returned home around two or three hours later. 

Thet went to bed early so as to get up early to prepare breakfast and pack lunch for the day. 

 
After seven months working in the farms in Thailand, Thet got dengue fever. The 
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father brought her and her sister back home with very little remaining money because they 

had to spend on water, electricity, house rental, food, security card and so on. in Thailand. 

After paying transportation home, the father could not afford to refer Thet to private clinics in 

the district. So he used the knowledge he got from working with a health NGO to cure her. 

Absence of an accessible health center obviously puts Thet at risk of not getting cured from 

dengue fever by a not-well-trained father in terms of medial knowledge and practice. 

 
 

In Case 4 (see Box 4), non discrimination and exclusion (important non-material need 

for Mo as a child living with HIV) is not really the case for Mo. Though not good, her rights 

to survival and protection have been respected with available survival means (antiretroviral 

treatment) in place. The meeting of her material needs (especially food) is not too bad 

compared to other cases selected for this thesis, except shelter. The fact that Mo has been 

given a chance to express herself and live up to her dream poses not much concern for the 

principle that emphasizes respect for children’s view. Nevertheless, the father’s commitment 

to the best interest of his daughter is so questionable because Mo’s potential has been limited 

by her father’s mistake. HIV/AIDS is high on the UN and government’s agenda – it has been 

adopted in the Millennium Development Goals at the two critical levels. Consequently, 

activities to handle the issue are running well at the local level. Believing that alignment of 

their short- and long-term objectives to these of the government will help them implement 

their program more effectively, many child-focused INGOs emphasize HIV/AIDS. INGO 4 

and INGO 2 have split HIV/AIDS from the health domain. HIV/AIDS becomes a stand-alone 

HIV/AIDS domain of the two INGOs. INGO 1 and INGO 3 don’t have a separate HIV/AIDS 

program, but are introducing small projects to assist people affected by the deadly disease. 

These INGOs are welcomed by the government in fighting HIV/AIDS. 

 

Box 4: Innate unfairness for a girl by parent 

Siem Reap, 7 September 2011 

 
Only when Mo was two years old did her parents know that they have been living 

with HIV and had spread it to her first daughter, Mo, who is now 16. The whole family of 

four, including Mo’s 11-year-old sister who fortunately is not affected by the deadly disease, 

is falling in the poverty trap due to HIV.  
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The former police official father used to be the pride of the family because he made 

good income to feed the whole family. Extra money encouraged more sexual pleasure the 

father sought from outside. Consequently, he brought HIV to his loved ones. Money earned, 

farmland and house owned were shortly gone because the family needs money to cure the 

diseases.  

 
Now the family is taking temporary shelter at the premise of a police station in Bateay 

Srei district of Siem Reap province. They depend heavily on approximately 25 US dollar 

retirement pension of the father. To make ends meet, the family fish near by ponds, de-root 

mushrooms, pick up fruits and vegetables in their neighborhood to make their daily meal. 

 
Mo and her parents need to refer themselves to the provincial hospital on a monthly 

basis for antiretroviral (ARV) treatment. Thanks to the subsidies from the World Health 

Organization (WHO), the ARV treatment is provided free of charge. Large funding sources 

of the WHO allow its support to cover the whole of Cambodia. In the community where Mo 

is living, a child-focused INGO help to encourage and guide those families living with HIV 

to refer themselves to the treatment. Mo’s family spends on transportation around five US 

dollars per trip from home to the provincial hospital. Despite the disease she has, Mo speaks 

openly about it. Mo observes no discrimination against her either at school or at home, 

though she does not have any close friends besides her younger sister who studies in grade 4 

with her, too. The said child-focused INGO, two other national/local NGOs, and the local 

health authorities contribute to the non-discrimination – a remarkable improvement compared 

to the last several years wherein HIV/AIDS was very negatively perceived. The child-focused 

INGO also partner with a national/local NGO to promote the awareness of sexual 

reproductive health, especially among adolescents. The initiative will help decrease 

HIV/AIDS prevalence among younger generations. 

 
The health condition of Mo and her parents is weakening from year to year despite the 

antiretroviral treatment. Mo’s audio ability is getting worse. HIV does not stop Mo from 

dreaming to become a painter – the career that Mo and her younger sister loves. Asked how 

they have planned for the future of their children, in particular after they are gone, Mo’s 

parents did not have any clear answer except either to send them to live in the orphanage 

centre or with their relatives. 
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The case of four children in Kampong Cham province 
 

This sub-section talks about the life of four children from Kampong Cham province—

11-years-old girl Ny who has suffered health problems as a result of an irresponsible local 

health center staff since she was four months old, ten-year-old boy Da who lost courage to 

participate in any social activity as a result of a very violent and irresponsible father, 16-year-

old boy Tola who has received no warmth from mother and father, and seven-year-old girl 

Khea who was born into a very big poor family of eight.  

 

In Case 5 (see Box 5), basic non-material needs (e.g., good health, joys with friends, 

full concentration to study and so on) and material needs (nutritional and sufficient food, 

good clothes, and good shelter) are not indeed met by Ny’s family with a single parent. From 

very early start in life, Ny’s right to life and survival has been disqualified by a mis-behaved 

medical staff. Their weak voice cannot be heard by the social system she is living in, at least 

in her context. It is beyond what Ny’s family can do to ensure the best interest of Ny in the 

system. Without external assistance, Ny is likely to continue excluding herself from her peers 

and consequently her chance to participate and contribute to any development that affect her 

lives will sweep away. 

 

To solve similar problems to Ny’s, INGO 2, INGO 3 and INGO 4 have been 

supporting the local government in terms of health facilities, in technical, ethical and 

management aspects. The bottom line for these INGOs is to deploy an appropriate approach 

to sustain their projects because they are well aware that at the end of the day only 

government and community (children and their families) will be the key actors. In short, 

these INGOs are perceiving their roles as temporary. For example, in the case of INGO 3, it 

mobilized local resources (community contribution in the form of labor and land) to create 

the sense of belonging among them when they support the community with health facilities 

(like a health center, maternity ward). Moreover, the organization facilitates the formation of 

a committee composed of local authority, heath center staff, children and key community 

people in order to monitor the health facilities, in particular to improve health services for 

children. The local government is cooperative, especially with visible support or hardware 

like the health facility. However, the two actors, government and INGO 3, are not quite sure 

about future sustainability of the project. 
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Box 5: A girl who finds her self too weak to talk  

Kampong Cham – 1 September 2011 

 
When Ny was four months old, a drunk health center staff unintentionally gave her 

two shots of vaccination. Not very long after the injection, Ny was unconscious. Given Ny’s 

severity, her mother referred her to the provincial hospital located about 30 kilometers from 

her house, borrowing 50,000 riels [11.25 US dollars] from a neighbor to cover the 

transportation cost. Unlike three other small children from different families who died after 

getting vaccination from the drunk health center staff, Ny could survive. Unfortunately, she 

has been very weak and gets sick very often. She could not walk on her own until when she 

was seven years old. Medical ethical standards among health staff are vital, not only to 

produce quality health service, but to encourage community people to shift their confidence 

on untrained traditional healers to trained health staff. In Ny’s community, limited financing 

has hampered the government to meet the mentioned standard. A child-focused INGO are 

starting to improve capacity and ethics of community health staff. More time, resources and 

proper project design are needed to succeed and sustain the work. 

 
With just a glance many people may think Ny is younger than 11 years old (her age) 

because she is too thin and small. Her weakness makes her a quiet girl – she does not want to 

talk much. Her strength allows her only to sit and watch other kids playing. She has been in 

grade 1 of a primary school in Dambae district of Kampong Cham province for almost three 

years now. 

 
Ny’s father passed away ten years ago (in 2001) due to malaria he got from the forest 

where he spent days to cut down trees and firewood. Currently Ny’s mother shoulders both 

household work and work to generate some income to feed the family with some assistance 

from Ny’s older bother, who is 15 years old. Rice yield from a third of a hectare of farmland 

that Ny’s mother owns can feed them only from four to five months. The rest of the months 

depend entirely on income of Ny’s mother who works for other villagers when they need 

labor in exchange for around two US dollars per day. Such work does not exist all the time. 

 
Salt mixed with chili, Krasang [Cambodian sour fruit] and tamarind pickle are 

common dishes the family has for their meals – only twice per day. If lucky enough, they can 

have two eggs fried for the two meals of the day. A daily diet that lacks nutrition has 

worsened Ny’s condition. Plus, Ny’s mother is hardly convinced of the local health center 
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staff even though all of them are new now. Neither child-focused INGOs nor the government 

is mainstreaming nutritional education among parents to address the case of Ny, at least 

during the data collecting period. 

 
 

Case 6 (see Box 6) exemplified the life of a boy, Da, who has been continually 

threatened and abused by his own father. His mother was raped by this father, and the parents 

had no official marital tie at all. Cultural constraints had kept this father free from legal 

responsibilities. Da was born under the surveillance of a traditional birth attendant (TBA). It 

was fortunate that this untrained TBA managed to provide safe service in delivering Da. 

Dependence on untrained TBA, in line with limited health care service in a remote 

community, to a certain degree, makes the national rate of maternal and child mortality 

among one of the highest in the region, though improving92. Also, Da is vulnerable to 

deprivation of his rights to survival and protection. It is even worse in terms of the respect of 

children’s view and best interest of the child in Da’s case. Basic material needs, especially 

proper clothes and food, are questionable. Similarly, Da lacks loving, caring, and motivation, 

particularly from his father – very basic non-material needs. The future health condition of 

Da and his commitment to education are also unpredictable given the economic status of Da’s 

family. INGO 2, INGO 3 and INGO 4 admit the challenges in terms of addressing domestic 

violence to make home a safer place for children to live when the population is less educated 

and the local authorities don’t provide sufficient supports. 

 
Box 6: A boy whose life is threatened by domestic violence and capacity to survive 

 Kampong Cham, 29 August 2011  

 
Ten-year-old Da dare not even look at his father’s face when meeting him because the 

fear he feels is too powerful for him to confront his father. Never in his life does Da enjoy 

loving father-son relationship. Beating, cursing, snarling and other physical violence are 

examples of the relationship that Da sees between his mother and father, and of course him 

and his father. The said physical and verbal violence surely hurt Da and his mother 

                                                
92 NIS, Cambodia 2010 Demographic and Health Survey: Key findings, (Phnom Penh: NIS, 2010), 8-9, 
indicates that under-five mortality rate is 54 (83 in 2005) deaths per 1,000 and the maternal mortality ratio for 
Cambodia is 206 (472 in 2005) per 100,000 live births. The survey result has been questioned by experienced 
health professionals. 
 
 



51 
 

emotionally, though Da cannot express it. Such fear is likely to limit Da’s potential. Aiming 

to refresh the potential of children in similar situations as Da’s, a child-focused INGO in the 

community capacitates child volunteers in terms of counseling techniques. With the attained 

skill, those children are expected to make home visits to children who don’t attend school 

regularly or notably start to show decreasing attention to study and encourage the parents and 

the visited children to pay more focus on the study. Unfortunately, in Da’s community such 

expectations are not met by the volunteer children. Partly the ineffectiveness exists because 

those children are too busy with other activities delegated to them by the same child-focused 

INGO and by at least two other national/local NGOs. Another reason for the malfunction of 

the home-visit counseling activities is limited education of the majority of people and 

unsupportive local authorities in the community, which hamper their acceptance of children’s 

views.  

 
Back 12 years ago, Da’s mother, an orphan, lived with a married cousin in Dambae 

district of Kampong Cham province. She then was raped by the cousin’s husband. To hide 

from the shame, she decided to leave her cousin and used her savings to buy a plot of land to 

build a hut – the place where Da was born with assistance from the community untrained 

traditional birth attendant. During those moments that he first saw the light, Da did not see 

anyone he’s supposed to call father. His mother tried to raise Da alone, using the best means 

she could afford. As Da was around six months old, his father occasionally came to his 

mother’s hut. The father only comes to entertain himself with Da’s mother, as she is too weak 

to reject. When Da’s mother asked the father to help contribute to raise Da, cursing and 

beating was what she would get. Such a relationship is happening until now. The child-

focused INGO and national/local NGO work together to facilitate the separation of a family 

with serious case of domestic violence into two ‘closed groups’. One closed group is 

composed of only fathers (almost all of them are perpetrators of violence) and anther closed 

group of only mothers (almost all of them are victims of domestic violence). The staff of the 

two organizations use different approaches to allow the two closed groups to exchange 

reasons and solutions behind their cases of domestic violence. Once they identify common 

ground for the causes and solution, the two closed groups join together as a group and further 

exchange identified common ground. The method works in some areas, but is not actually 

working well in Da’s community because oftentimes the fathers don’t want to be part of the 

exercise.  
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As far as he can, Da who is now in grade 3, escapes from his father when he comes to 

his mother’s house. If Da stays around his father will ask about this and that, leading to 

cursing or even beating. From birth Da got hernia on one side of his testicles. Because the 

disease does not have any affect on Da now, his mother thinks it is normal for him. She has 

no idea about the treatment. The only focus of this farmland-less mother is working for other 

villagers for an average of 1.5 US dollars per day, otherwise her family’s daily survival 

would be at stake.  

 
 

In Case 7 (see Box 7), thanks to improving antiretroviral treatment service, Tola and 

his siblings are not suffering from HIV. Though quality is questionable, the rights to life, 

survival and protection, respect of children’s view, and best interest of the children in the 

case of Tola are partly met – better than many previous cases. Likewise, material needs of 

Tola are balanced. However, basic non-material needs such as warmth from parents, 

sufficient time for him to study, and so on are not being fulfilled. Tola can be very vulnerable 

to becoming part of gangsters if he is convinced so since his parents are not around and his 

grandmother is too weak to give much advice. Across Cambodia, Tola’s community is no 

exception INGO 3 especially in cooperation with Unicef and the Asia Development Bank 

since 2004 capacitated the concerned authorities at all levels to register Cambodians for legal 

identity such as birth, marriage and death certificates. The organization viewed legal identity 

(through birth certificates) as a very first right (article 8 of UNCRC) of the children that 

would not only legitimately enable them to access basic social services (for example, 

schooling registration, and access to health care service) but also better protect them from 

abuses (for example, child labor, early marriage and so on). As for adults, a marriage 

certificate, based on Cambodian law, will stop parents from having more than one spouse like 

the case of Tola. Having more than one wife, Tola’s blood father inevitably lowered his 

quality to give them love and raise them up. Similar cases of Tola’s blood father with more 

than one wife still exist regardless of the presence of legal marriage certificates that Tola’s 

mother owns, showing a gap of the government in enforcing the law. When the universal 

birth registration was still supported by the child-focused INGO, it was running better, 

comparing to now (when the INGO handed over the project to the government) wherein there 

are cases of corruption, in particular at the community level. 
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Box 7: The boy who finds nothing happier than seeing mother home 

Kampong Cham, 30 August 2011 

 
Similar to the case of Phann, 16-year-old Tola who is now in grade 9 takes the whole 

responsibility of parents with some assistance from his aging grandmother and his younger 

brother of 13 years during the absence of his parents. Tola is living in Ponhea Kraek district 

of Kampong Cham province. 

 
When Tola’s mother re-married to his stepfather 11 years ago, she did not realize that 

she had HIV – the legacy of her ex-husband who is Tola’s blood father. Tola’s blood father 

of multiple wives passed away two years after the re-marriage of his mother. He died of HIV. 

It was only then that Tola’s mother knew that she is living with HIV and she is pregnant by 

Tola’s stepfather who is a soldier.  

 

Surprisingly fortunate, his step-father is not infected by HIV from the mother, who 

immediately referred herself to antiretroviral treatment to protect the unborn child, who is 

now a smart little ten-year-old girl. As the tension between Cambodia and Thailand over 

border issue emerged, Tola’s step father could only visit home twice per year. The mother, 

despite her sickness, works in a distant cassava plantation in exchange for a daily rate of 

around 1.5 US dollars. She spends days or sometimes weeks at the plantation due to costly 

transportation.  

 
At home, after school Tola washes clothes, cooks, does other household chores and 

also fishing. When demand for labor is available, Tola and his younger brother work for other 

villagers in exchange for some money. As the family runs out of rice, their relatives can lend 

them some. When his mother returns or when the family receives money (around 100,000 to 

150,000 riels or 25 to 37 US dollars per month) sent home from the step-father, they can pay 

back the debts. Nothing is happier for Tola and his siblings than seeing his mother home.  

 
 

In Case 8 (see Box 8), there is not much (especially in terms of material needs like 

food, shelter and clothes) for the present and nothing (especially in terms of realizing the full 

potential of children) for the future in Khea’s case. Khea is currently at school having a 

chance to develop himself; however, how long this will last in particular during the absence 

of his father – let alone the possibility (I am sorry to say this) that his father cannot return 
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home or return home with disability. Demands of Khea and his sibling for survival, 

development and participation will be different tomorrow from today as all will be growing 

up and more basic needs will emerge. The family is not at all resilient as they unintentionally 

are forming such a big family. The government, along with development agencies, has been 

very active in using mass communication to educate people in birth control, a part of poverty 

reduction. Child-focused INGOs like INGO 4, INGO 2 and INGO 3, though not directly, 

contribute to raising community people’s awareness about birth spacing. In the case of Khea, 

the father does not even own a radio. The only means through which the parents get 

information is through community meetings. For the parents TV is where they can entertain 

themselves with kick boxing or concerts. Even though they know about birth control, they 

cannot follow any of the suggested processes due partly to their shyness and partly to client-

unfriendly access. 

 
Box 8: Little boy who is best assistant to his parents 

Kampong Cham, 1 September 2011 

 
The day when Khea’s family was interviewed, his youngest sister was just three days 

old. This is the first child of the family to have been delivered at the health center, around 

three kilometers from their house. The previous five, including 8-year-old Khea, were 

delivered at home by untrained traditional birth attendants in the community – Ponhea Kraek 

district of Kampong Cham province. Shifting the belief of the locals in untrained traditional 

birth attendants to trained nurses is a remarkable change made by a child-focused INGO and 

local health authorities, despite remaining limitations in terms of delivery of service quality.  

 
Khea is the second child of the family. Khea’s brother is nine, Khea younger brothers 

are six, four and two. The youngest and only daughter is three days old. Khea and his older 

brother are going to the local primary school located approximately one and a half kilometer 

from his house. It has been five months now since Khea’s father was called back to join the 

military, given the tension between Cambodia and Thailand over border issues. In return, he 

earns roughly 50 US dollar per moth from being a soldier – an amount that is reasonable for 

him, yet he does not want it because he is not sure if he can return home or who is taking care 

of his children and wife when he is on duty.  

 
The father does not have much choice anyway. He is now on a two week break. As 

the mother is purely a housewife, the whole landless family entirely depends on the income 
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of the father. Though he does not have any monetary salary when he is not on duty, he can 

still feed everyone in the family. He fishes, finds ants, spiders, and eatable animals, fruits and 

vegetables, works for others when labor is needed. With all this effort, he can just ensure to 

make ends meet on a daily basis. Khea is his father’s favorite son given his helpfulness, 

compared to other children. When he is at home, Khea also helps his mother with cooking. 

 
 
 

The case of four children in Ratanakiri province 
 

This sub-section talks about the life of four children from Ratanakiri province – nine-

year-old boy Bol who is the only legacy of an arranged child-marriage, nine-year-old girl Sao 

being sent away to live with her aunt because her ten-member family cannot feed her, 14-

year-old girl Champei of a single parent family, and six-year-old girl Sida being looked after 

by an 11-year-old brother every day when parents go away to work for wages.  

 

In Case 9 (see Box 9), due to limited education of his mother and people around him, 

Bol does not even know, in addition to right to life and survival he is given, that he is entitled 

to the rights to meaningful development and participation – the non-material needs that will 

oil his potential for a bright future, free from the poverty trap. Like his grandparents who 

arranged his mother’s marriage because they believed that was for the best interest of his 

mother, Bol’s mother does not in any way encourage Bol to study, reasoning that she loves 

Bol and does not want to force him to do anything he does not want as well. They (Bol’s 

grandparents and Bol’s mother) are subconsciously misinterpreting the act for the best 

interest of their children. Similar to previous cases, poverty has put Bol and his mother in the 

situation deprived of some material needs. In terms of discrimination and exclusion, since 

they are part of a minority group, language is a barrier to their access to social services 

provided. Child-focused INGOs like INGO 3, INGO 4 and INGO 2 are implementing their 

holistic programs in different areas of Ratanakiri. Though those programs don’t reach Bol 

yet, they are addressing poverty among children from ethnic minority groups to ensure that 

those marginalized group are not left behind. Provincial authorities are also supportive of the 

program. The most challenging parts in ending child poverty here is language and some 

cultural barriers (likely to produce negative consequence). 
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Box 9: A boy who is the only legacy of arranged early marriage 

Ratanakiri, 18 July 2011 

 
Bol, nine years old, was the only son of divorced Tumpoun mother living in Veun Sai 

of Ratanakiri province. Though he used to be told about his father, Bol has never seen him in 

person. Bol and his mother own no land. He and his mother therefore are living in a hut on 

the complex of his grandparents’ house. Helping the grandparents with their farmland in 

exchange for some rice is the key occupation of Bol’s mother. 

 
Actually when Bol’s mother got married, she was only 17. With some under-table 

money to concerned officials, Bol’s grandparents managed to increase the mother’s age to 19 

– eligible to get married to a former cashier of a military unit who is Bol’s father. It was an 

arranged marriage by the grandparents, justifying that they (the grandparents) are getting old 

and cannot take care of all five children – including Bol’s mother. Child marriage is illegal in 

Cambodia. It does not only interrupt children to realize their full potential but also impacts 

their reproductive health. However, the local authorities in Bol’s community do not care 

about the said consequence. They care more about making money. Child-focused NGOs and 

INGOs in this community could not do much to address such a case since it is voluntarily 

done by the concerned family. The organization does early marriage awareness raising 

through various community gatherings in order to change community behavior. This takes 

time. 

 
It was not eight months yet after the marriage that the whole family of Bol’s mothers 

side realized that Bol’s father is a serious gambler. He was increasingly aggressive though he 

had not yet beaten up Bol’s mother. He sold all his belongings for money to play cards, 

listened to no one and cared nothing about his wife who was six months pregnant. Bol’s 

grandparents then decided to ask Bol’s mother to divorce the father. 

 
Bol is a good boy though he is very quiet. He does not go anywhere far away from his 

loving mother and always helps her with household chores. Bol is not good at studying, 

however, and does not like studying. What he likes is being with and helping his mother, who 

did not go to school at all. Asked if she would re-marry to another man, Bol’s mother – like 

many other Cambodian women – believe having more than one husband is against the norm. 

A child-focused INGO is working with local authorities to establish community remediation 

classes to help slow learners, especially children from ethnic minority families, to catch up 
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with the class. The first and foremost challenge is the language barrier. That is, in formal 

education system, Khmer (Cambodian language) is used, not the ethnic minority languages. 

 
 

In Case 10 (see Box 10), material needs, especially food, are vital. Ignorance of birth-

spacing has trapped Sao’s parents in poverty and degraded their love and care of their many 

children. Needless to say, though five children (except the oldest and two youngest) are 

currently at school the quality of their study is questionable given survival responsibility they 

are sharing, let alone quality education provision at school. Non-material needs including the 

respect of children’s view and best interest of the child take a long way to improve. Sao as 

well as her other siblings may give up their opportunity to self-development (study) if the 

burden they are bearing for the sake of survival is becoming too much for them. As a result, 

the cycle of poverty will be repeated. Birth spacing is obviously a key issue for Sao’s family. 

However, let’s focus on the solution aspect. INGO 3’s program to improve livelihood of the 

poorest is reducing poverty in Sao’s family. The family meets complete criteria as the 

poorest. They are given assistance in terms of expanding their agricultural activities, like 

doing home gardening, rearing poultry, and implementation of rice intensification techniques. 

Though the family is not yet able to come out from the poverty trap, they can see betterment. 

They have sufficient labor, yet don’t have ideas and capital to improve their livelihood. 

INGO 3 is not the only child-focused INGO who see this gap. INGO 2 and INGO 4 also are 

doing similar activities. The government alone may not be able to bridge the gab due to lack 

of technical resources. 

 
 
Case 10: Too many to feed 

Ratanakiri, 18 July 2011 

 
Because there are too many members (two parents and eight children) in their family 

to feed, the parents have thought of possibilities to unload their burden. Sao’s oldest brother, 

27 years old, who quit school years ago and liked hanging around with friends, was sent to 

live with his grandfather who is a monk at a pagoda in Banlong city of Ratanakiri. The family 

lives in the Taveng district. Given that nine-year-old Sao is an industrious daughter, her 

parents sent her to live with her aunt who has just delivered a baby. With these two children 

away, Sao’s parents still have six more mouths (excluding themselves) waiting for food.  
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Sao’s parents heavily depend on their farmland of around two hectares that can only 

feed the whole family around five months. They need to grow vegetables at home and raise 

some poultry as additional survival means. All children, except the smallest two – Sao’s 

younger brother of six and youngest sister of three – need to help with fishing, collecting fruit 

and vegetables and hunting in the forest. Sao is in grade 3. Living with her aunt, Sao needs to 

take care of her newborn cousin, fetching water, cooking, washing clothes, cleaning house, 

and other unpaid nanny and household chores in exchange for food and allowed time to go to 

school. Though her aunt’s house is located less than a kilometer from her parents’ house, Sao 

cannot visit her parents often.  

 
 

In Case 11 (see Box 11), neither material nor non-material needs are met. Daily 

survival becomes the only focus of the family trapped by hopeless poverty. The condition 

will be worse when the owner takes back the borrowed farmland the family is heavily 

depending on. Once Champei finishes grade 9 she is unlikely to continue her study – the only 

means that can help her overcome the poverty she is living in. Of course, it is a long-term and 

thus time consuming job. The fact that her mother is an unlawful second wife poses reasons 

for discrimination against Champei’s family. Negative pre-perception toward men have been 

instilled in Champei. To some extent this may hinder efforts to improve gender equality. 

INGO 4 and INGO 3 directly implement programs to assist the poorest children in their 

targeted community. Given the similar nature of their program, the two organizations avoid 

overlapping each other. INGO 3, for instance, is forming a committee to run a free 

transportation service for the poorest. The organization works with local authorities to 

provide identification cards for the poorest. The identification card can be used to access the 

free transportation service and to refer members of the families, especially children, when 

they are sick, to the local health center. However, the program does not work well in all 

areas. In some areas, the assigned committee is corrupt in managing the work. 

 
Box 11: Girl who is the best in class, yet discriminated against given family background 

Ratanakiri, 19 July 2011 

 
Even though she managed to be the top in class, 14-year-old Champei suffers from 

discrimination due to her ‘stubbornness’ perceived by her neighbors and the fact that her 

mother fell in love with Champei’s father who is another woman’s husband. After staying 
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with the mother and making her give birth to five children (the older sister of 16, Champei 

and the younger brothers and sister of 12, nine and six), the father returned to his first wife, 

leaving behind the sick mother to raise the five children. 

 
The landless family is living in a hut remote from others in the community – Taveng 

of Ratanakiri province. Given the family’s difficulty, Champei’s older sister found no more 

interest in studying and quit school when she reached grade 5. The oldest sister, Champei and 

her sick mother are the main laborers of the family who farm on the land others lend to her 

family. Besides farming, they fish, hunt and collect fruits and vegetables from the forest for 

daily meals – twice per day. They eat whatever eatable matters they can find in the 

surrounding areas, including spiders, ants and the like. Their common meal is pure rice mixed 

with a type of tomato shaped like a candle, and rice with salt.  

 
Champei remains interested in her study and she is in grade 8 now. However, she 

finds it impossible to pursue high school because there is none available nearby her 

community. If she has to go for it, she needs to travel around ten kilo meters to the nearest 

high school. To ensure schooling continuation, especially among girls, a child-focused INGO 

initiated a program called girl scholarship. The organization provides a scholarship package 

including study materials, school uniform, bicycle, and rice on a yearly basis to girls who are 

from the poorest families and are willing to continue the schooling. Champei is benefiting 

from the program. 

 
Champei’s father is living with his first wife around two kilometers from her home. 

Champei never wants to see her father nor talk to him. The father never fulfills a role of 

loving and caring husband and father to Champei’s mother and siblings. Inevitably, Champei 

possess some sort of sense to dislike men.  

 
 
 

In Case 12 (see Box 12), vulnerability to unexpected accidents or even abuse is high 

in the case as the oldest brother is only 11 years old and supposed to take care of the younger. 

Non-material needs, especially education, care and love, are deprived. Basic material needs 

like food and clothes are also very questionable and the likelihood of repetition of the poverty 

cycle is strong. Respect of children’s views and best interests of the children are out of scope. 
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Box12: Stomach is more important than knowledge  

Ratanakiri, 20 July 2011 

 
Given distant school and family poverty, the parents had never thought at all of 

sending six-year-old Sida and other four children to school. Now a primary school is 

constructed by a child-focused INGO 200 meters away from their home, and they said they 

will consider sending Sida to school, but not her older brothers of 11 and nine. The two 

brothers are supposed to take care of the house, Sida and two younger brother and sister of 

four and one while the parents are away to work for others as  they need labor in exchange 

for rice or money to buy rice to feed the whole family.  

 
Sida’s parents are not really convinced that education can do them any good, as they 

both are not educated either. A perception that more children will better feed them as they 

grow old remains there. Since they are newcomers to Veun Sai of Ratanakiri, they own no 

land. Access to clean water and health services is very limited in their community.  

 
Even though she is at the age for schooling, seemingly Sida is not yet ready and does 

not want to go to school. She owns only two old dresses that are also shared with other 

siblings. Their parents get up as early as 4.30 a.m. to go to work until around 5 or 6 p.m. The 

oldest children are supposed to look after and feed the younger ones. 

 
 

Overall case summary and discussion  
 

Apparently, the four principles of child rights aim to address material needs of the 

children, which are the foundation step to weaken child poverty. To end child poverty in a 

more meaningful and sustainable manner, children’s non-material needs have to be met. Non-

material need is the higher level that enables children to fully realize their potential. In the 

following analytical framework of this study, though not explicit, the non-material needs by 

default cut across the four principles of child rights and weight heavier on ‘respect of the 

view of the children’. While mainly highlighting the fulfillment of material needs in the 

framework, the author will also flag the non-material aspects as fit.  
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Table 2: Child poverty definition and the twelve life realities studied 
 
Case 
of 
real 
lives 

Child Rights Principles Underlying  
Causes Rights to life, 

survival and 
protection 

Respect of the 
view of the 
children 
(meaningful 
participation) 

Best interest of 
the children 
(development 
opportunities) 

Non-
discrimination 
and inclusion 

Deprivation of 
nutrition, water and 
sanitation facilities, 
access to basic 
health care services, 
shelter, education, 
protection, 

participation and where 
their best 
interest is not 
given 

And they are 
not 
appropriately 
included and 
not free from 
all kinds of 
discrimination. 

Phann Suffered by 
domestic violence 
(affecting non-
material needs), lack 
of nutritional food 
  

Deprived from 
participation 
(harming non-
material need 
for 
socialization) 
due to income 
generation 
obligation   

Engaged in 
various forms 
of child labor, 
given less 
chance for 
mental and 
emotional 
development 
(limiting non-
material needs)  

Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Illiterate 
parents (not 
their fault), 
natural 
disaster 
lowering 
harvests 

Sam Deprived from 
sanitation access 

 Suffered by 
corruption or 
poor law 
enforcement. 
Hurt 
emotionally, 
threatening the 
realization of 
her dream 
(harming non-
material needs) 

Political 
discrimination  

Corrupt 
grassroots 
system and 
limited legal 
knowledge 
and mal-
functioning 
mechanism 
for justice 

Thet Suffered by 
insecure/illegal 
migration, lack of 
food, sanitation, 
limited basic health 
care services 

Deprived from 
participation 
opportunities 
(non-material 
need) due to 
income 
generation 
obligation 

Suffered by 
alcoholic and 
care-free 
mother 
(constraining 
non-material 
needs for love 
and care). 
Forced to drop 
school and 
engaged in 
child labor 
 

Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Limitation of 
parent’s 
knowledge 
(not their 
fault) and 
decreasing 
rice crop due 
to climate 
change 

Mo Suffered by limited Limited from Deprived from Structural Limited 
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means for survival 
(lack of food) and 
physically weak 

participation due 
to poor health 
condition. 

realizing full 
potential 
(harming non-
material needs) 
by deadly 
disease 
transmitted by 
her parents, 
mentally weak 
due to the 
sickness  

(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

awareness on 
the spread of 
HIV/AIDS 
and lack of 
long-term 
thinking 

Ny Physically sick and 
suffered by poor and 
irregular diet 

Deprived from 
participation due 
to poor health 
condition 

Mentally 
weak, 
constraining 
her 
development 
due to 
irresponsible 
and unjust 
local 
authorities. 
Given less care 
(limiting non-
material needs) 
due to busy 
single parent 

Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Poor legal 
enforcement 
especially at 
the grassroots 
level and 
limited legal 
awareness 
and justice 
mechanism 

Da Suffered by 
domestic violence 
and physically weak 
due to sickness and 
poor and irregular 
diet. Deprived from 
basic health services 
and sanitation 
facilities 

Deprived from 
participation due 
to family taboo 
and poor health 
condition and 
due to limited 
mechanisms. 

Victimized by 
social 
injustice, 
deprived of 
parental love 
and care 
(hindering 
non-material 
needs) 

Excluded due 
to family 
taboo. 
 
Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Illiterate 
parents (not 
their fault) 
and 
discouraging 
cultural 
stereotype 

Tola Threatened by lack 
of family protection 

 Deprived of 
care due to 
busy single 
parent with 
deadly disease. 
Uncertain of 
future 
condition 
(hurting non-
material need) 

Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Limited 
awareness on 
the spread of 
HIV/AIDS 
and lack of 
long-term 
thinking. 
Low crop 
caused by 
prolonged 
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drought  
Khea Suffered by very 

poor and irregular 
diet, decaying 
shelter, limited basic 
health, clean water 
and sanitation 
facilities 

Deprived from 
participation due 
to limited 
mechanism and 
enablers 

Suffered by 
lack of care 
due to landless 
parents of 
many children 
/mouths to 
feed 

Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Illiterate 
parents (not 
their fault) 
and their 
limited 
awareness of 
reproductive 
health and 
birth spacing. 

Bol Vulnerable because 
of temporary shelter 
and jobless and 
landless young 
mother 

Deprived of 
participation due 
to lack of 
limited enablers 
and awareness 
of its 
significance 

Lacking of 
paternal care 
(non-material 
need) due to 
irresponsible 
and gambling 
father. 
Deprived from 
education 
access due to 
remoteness of 
their 
communities 
and language 
barrier 

Discriminated 
by under-aged 
mother. 
 
Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Corrupt 
grassroots 
system and 
limited 
knowledge of 
parent 

Sao Suffered by 
malnutrition due to 
many siblings and by 
limited sanitation 
and health facilities 

Deprived from 
participation due 
to income 
generation 
obligation and 
due to limited 
mechanism. 

Engaged in 
child labor and 
suffered by 
limited 
parental love 
(non-material 
need) 

Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Parents of 
limited 
education 
(not their 
fault) and 
less value on 
child 
education as 
well as their 
limited 
awareness of 
birth spacing. 

Cham
pei 

Deprived from 
regular and good diet 
due to sick and 
landless single 
mother and from 
limited health and 
sanitation access. 
Suffered by 
domestic violence. 

Limited chance 
for participation 
due to income 
generation 
obligation and 
family taboo and 
due to lack of 
participation 
mechanisms. 

Engaged in 
child labor and 
suffered by 
lack of 
paternal care 
and love (non-
material need) 

Discriminated 
and excluded 
by family 
taboo. 
 
Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-

Negative 
cultural taboo 
and illiteracy 
of parents 
(not their 
fault). Their 
poor 
awareness of 
basic health 
and sanitation 
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exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Sida Suffered by irregular 
and poor diet, 
limited clean water, 
sanitation and health 
services and 
facilities 

Deprived from 
participation due 
to limited 
mechanism in 
place. 

Deprived from 
schooling 
access due to 
remoteness of 
her community 
and language 
barrier. 

Structural 
(social, 
financial, 
cultural, etc.) 
discrimination 
that at times 
leading to self-
exclusion from 
bigger 
community. 

Illiterate 
parents (not 
their 
fault)leading 
to short-term 
thinking 

 
Below are the needs being addressed by the studied INGOs put into similar 

framework to figure out corresponding level and effectiveness of the interventions. 

 

Table 3: Child poverty definition and strategies of the four studied INGOs 

 
Studied 
INGOs 

Child Rights Principles Underlying 
Causes Rights to life, 

survival and 
protection 

Respect of the 
view of the 
children 
(meaningful 
participation) 

Best interest of 
the children 
(development 
opportunities) 

Non-
discrimination 
and inclusion 

 Deprivation of 
nutrition, water 
and sanitation 
facilities, access 
to basic health 
care services, 
shelter, education, 
protection, 

participation and where 
their best 
interest is not 
given 

And they are 
not 
appropriately 
included and 
not free from 
all kinds of 
discrimination. 

 

INGO 1 Rescuing (abused 
children of 
particular groups 
– e.g., orphan, 
gangster, etc.) 

 Rehabilitating 
and 
reintegrating 
(abused 
children of 
particular 
group – e.g., 
orphan, 
gangster, etc.) 

Focusing on 
children of 
particular 
group – e.g., 
orphan, 
gangster, etc. 

 

INGO 2 Promoting 
nutrition, water 
and sanitation 
facilities, access 
to basic health 
care services, 

Enabling 
participation 
mechanisms at 
different levels 
and encouraging 
parents, 

Improving 
system to 
promote best 
interest of the 
children, but 
understanding 

Promoting 
inclusion and 
non-
discrimination 
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education, 
protection (but 
not shelter) 

communities 
and local 
authorities to 
support the 
participation 
(but the 
participation 
remains limited 
due to constraint 
process 
facilitation and 
capacity of 
children 
themselves 

the concept is 
still 
questionable 

INGO 3 Promoting 
nutrition, water 
and sanitation 
facilities, access 
to basic health 
care services, 
education, 
protection (but 
not shelter) 

Enabling 
participation 
mechanisms at 
different levels 
and encouraging 
parents, 
communities 
and local 
authorities to 
support the 
participation 
(but the 
participation 
remains limited 
due to constraint 
process 
facilitation and 
capacity of 
children 
themselves 

Improving 
system to 
promote best 
interest of the 
children, but 
understanding 
the concept is 
still 
questionable 

Promoting 
non-
discrimination 
and paying 
more attention 
to inclusion 

 

INGO 4 Promoting 
nutrition, water 
and sanitation 
facilities, access 
to basic health 
care services, 
education, 
protection (but 
not shelter) 

Enabling 
participation 
mechanisms at 
different levels 
and encouraging 
parents, 
communities 
and local 
authorities to 
support the 
participation 
(but the 
participation 
remains limited 
due to constraint 
process 

Improving 
system to 
promote best 
interest of the 
children, but 
understanding 
the concept is 
still 
questionable 

Promoting 
inclusion and 
non-
discrimination 
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facilitation and 
capacity of 
children 
themselves 

 
As stated in the review of literature, when poverty emerges children are the most 

vulnerable group compared to the adults. It is true everywhere that children today will 

become adults later on. If their lives are stricken by poverty, depriving them of opportunities 

for development and participation, their adulthood is very likely to be less productive and 

helpful or to be worse in nurturing the generations after them (or their children). As a result, 

the cycle of poverty will be repeated. With this in mind, particular attention has been paid to 

child poverty. Not only does it aim to end poverty among children themselves, but also to 

reduce future poverty. Based on the study’s findings, child poverty in Cambodia is seen to 

result from many inter-related causes. All interviewed child-focused INGOs and the 

government institutions adopt the United Nations definition of child poverty. To make it less 

complicated, let’s look at Cambodia’s child poverty situation from the perspective of the 

well-known Maslow’s need hierarchy – survival, health and sanitation, protection, 

development, and participation. 

 
Six out of the 12 case studies featured the life of extremely poor families where it is 

hard for them to meet the nutritious demands within the family. Because of the poor 

conditions of the family, children have to work very hard – both doing housework and earn 

pocket money to support the family. Uneducated and untrained parents face difficulty in 

taking advantage of available survival means opportunities, and this is a key aspect leading to 

the family hardship. Lack of appropriate income generation means broken relationships 

among parents, and irresponsibility and sickness of key household income makers have 

further worsened the hardship.    

 

Poor awareness of health and sanitation issues has put children and their families in 

seven out of the 12 case studies in poverty. Little knowledge of reproductive health 

(including birth spacing) is one of the key factors leading to the poverty in the cases 

presented. Irresponsibility of health service providers, like health center staff, and of parents 

who allowed themselves to be affected by diseases like HIV, are other factors.  

 

Either directly or indirectly, children in five out of the 12 case studies suffer poverty 

primarily attributed to man-made or natural factors. Man-made factors in the cases include 
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violence, gambling, illiterate parents and poorly enforced public protection systems and laws 

and regulations. Natural factors like drought, flooding, and the like have also indirectly 

contributed to child insecurity or poverty. This is so because the said disaster risks would lead 

to lack of food supply and problems in the family, including domestic violence. Natural 

factors can also harm children directly. The man-made and natural factors can violate 

children physically, mentally and emotionally. 

 

The child poverty aspect of development or education has been seen in all 12 case 

studies, significantly exhibited by insufficient survival means, sickness, irresponsible parents, 

inadequate protection mechanisms and many other inter-locked issues discussed in other 

aspects of child poverty. Poverty interventions in the forms of providing access to survival, 

health and sanitation, and protection facilities or services are vital. Nevertheless, without 

ensuring adequate child capacity development and their active and meaningful participation, 

the interventions cannot be sustained. Providing quality development for children and 

ensuring encouraging environment for children to share their voices are essential in the sense 

that children themselves know their issues better. As reflected in the literature review and 

findings, in Cambodian cases, like the cases of other developing countries (Bangladesh, 

Ghana, and Egypt), there are huge gaps in the fulfillment of the four principles of child rights: 

(1) rights to life, survival and protection, (2) best interest of the children, (3) non-

discrimination and inclusion, (4) respect the view of the children. Noticeably, the gaps in 

making children aware of their responsibility to end their poverty are not explicitly 

mentioned in almost all case studies. 

 

At least ten of the 12 identified case studies indicated different situations wherein 

children are discouraged from active and meaningful participation in matters that affect their 

lives either within their families or communities, let alone the upper levels. Limitation of 

education and willingness among parents and unavailability of child participation 

mechanisms are key obstacles to child participation. Low family survival capacity, un-

protective environment, and negative cultural perceptions also hinder child participation. The 

deprived participation, another aspect of child poverty, is very likely to lead to the repetition 

of the poverty cycle because (as pinpointed in the literature review) only children know better 

solutions to child poverty.  
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There are many worse life realities of child poverty than in the above 12 cases. Some 

stories are known and addressed in a way that those vulnerable children find themselves in a 

somewhat better position mainly by the intervention of civil society organizations (including 

International Nongovernmental Organizations) which is claimed to be a more capable 

empowering mechanism for grassroots Cambodians to tackle key issues affecting their 

lives93. At the same time, there are many stories as such, whether they are lucky enough to be 

heard or not, that can see no rays of hope for solution. These unfortunate children, as a 

consequence, need to live with the interlocked causes of poverty. “Poverty in childhood can 

cause lifelong cognitive and physical impairment, where children become permanently 

disadvantaged and this in turn perpetuates the cycle of poverty across generations. Investing 

in children is therefore critical for achieving equitable and sustainable human 

development”94. To address this structural poverty of children, the state along with NGOs and 

INGOs play a very crucial role95. In the section that follows, the author will link the child 

poverty reality in this section with the strategies used by INGO in tackling such child poverty 

issue, looking critically at their performance, and digging out their key constraints and 

opportunities in working to better child poverty reduction context in Cambodia.  

 
 
Section 4: Constraints in child poverty local realities and INGO strategies linkages 
 

There are four main factors that enable and/or constrain the functioning of the child-

focused INGOs in Cambodia. These factors are themes derived from data interpretation of in-

depth interviews with the four INGOs (according to all INGOs interviewed – please refer to 

list of KIIs in the appendixes) working in Cambodia. These factors are: the scope of INGO 

funding support, their relationship with the government across different tiers, their 

relationship with their fellow child-focused INGOs, and their need to balance between the 

effectiveness and the sustainability of their projects/programs. 

 

The scope of INGO funding support and their accountability 

Child-focused INGOs are receiving funds from different sizes of grants from 

corporate and public sectors, religious institutions and funding agencies, sponsorship and 

                                                
93 Mneesha Gellman, When NGOs Act Like States: Challenges for Reconciliation and Conflict Resolution in 
Cambodia, University of Queensland, September 2007, 20 
94 UNICEF. Policy and Practice, Social and Economic Policy Working Briefs: A 
Multidimensional Approach to Measuring Child Poverty Feb. 2011, 1 
95 Aziz Sunderji, “Overview of Civil Society: Cambodia,” ADB, 2005, 1-2 
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charity business activities. All the interviewed INGO agreed that the amount of available 

funding is such a key indicator of each INGO’s sustenance that each child-focused INGO 

needs to demonstrate their genius and effectiveness to potential individual and institutional 

donors, and/or to respond to the interest of the potential donors.  

 
Is the scope of funding support dependent on the strategies each INGO uses? Yes! 

 
INGO 1 in the case study, in order to meet the demand of its primary donor, narrowed 

down its child poverty focus to those of the orphanage and vulnerable children. In the mission 

to end child poverty, they set out two strategies: the 3P’s strategy and the 3R’s strategy. For 

children who are living in a violent family, they would use the 3P’s strategy, which means 

protecting the child by referring the case to the police to ensure that the children are safe, 

preventing the violence again by educating the parents, and promoting child rights by giving 

chances for children to meet to interact to understand each other’s problem. For street 

children, they use the 3R strategy, which means rescue the children who are sold first, then 

rehabilitating them by providing them life-skill training or other vocational knowledge to 

enable them to earn a living, and re-integrating them into their family or community. These 

specific strategies exercised by INGO 1 have allowed them to focus to the problem at hand. 

However, it has also brought about some negative consequences to their available funding 

sources; that is, they are not able to attract other donors whose interest lies in some other 

aspects of child poverty. The limitation of the available funds has also constrained this INGO 

1 from expanding its work across the whole country. This INGO works solely in Phnom 

Penh, the capital city of Cambodia. The interviewed INGO official even complained about 

the sufficiency of the fund in implementing the 3R strategy, which is much more expensive 

than the 3P one (please refer KII-4 in the appendixes). 

 
To give room for more donors, the other three INGOs (please refer to KIIs 5 to 7 in 

the appendixes) deploy a holistic child poverty reduction approach. They work to address 

different areas of child poverty such as livelihood, health, and education. They contribute in 

building wells, schools, and health centers and provide water filters in the communities. They 

supply training to teachers and school masters. They work to address poor children in the 

communities and pay particular attention to those from marginalized families. INGO 3 even 

expands its focus to youth (population under the age of 24) and highlights their new focus 

using a life-cycle approach. As a result, these three INGOs do not have any financial 

constraints in carrying out their work at all. Interestingly, however, when each INGO’s focus 
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is expanded, it is unavoidable that their activities overlap one another. Such practices increase 

their competition for funding sources, which in turn posed a question of INGO’s 

accountability toward donors and beneficiaries.   

 

Is INGO accountability toward different stakeholders balanced? Probably, hard to 

judge! But it is very case-specific.   

 
All the INGOs in the case study encounter the challenge to balance between the 

interest of potential donors and actual child rights gaps due to the hidden agenda of some 

donors. INGO 3 (please refer to KII-5 in the appendixes) mentioned that this hidden agenda 

sometimes hindered particular donors from being interested in bridging educational gaps of 

the children, which is considered to be the root cause of many unmet child rights in 

Cambodia. For instance, some donors, as they continued, are more willing to support sports 

among children. Want it or not, INGO 3 has to find way to free up room for such interest in 

their strategic plan if the donor is a big one; otherwise, it will face difficulty in finding 

funding sources.  

 
To make sure sustainable success will be achieved, the three child-focused INGOs 

applying a holistic community development approach agreed that their child poverty 

reduction intervention needs to respond well to the actual demand in their targeted areas. 

These NGOs and INGOs wish to encourage child participation in community development 

planning meetings. In so participating, children can raise their concerns and needs to the 

adults and local authorities for them to reflect in their annual development plan to be sent to 

the government as well as the relevant development agency to support. Theoretically, such 

practice makes sense and sounds wonderful. NGOs and INGOs oftentimes announce such 

stance among the beneficiaries they are working with and for. In reality, however, child-

focused NGOs and INGOs cannot respond to all concerns and needs raised due to the hidden 

agenda driven by the donors mentioned above, according to three of the interviewed INGOs 

(please refer to KIIs 5 to 7 in the appendixes). 

 
There are many more pictures of donor pressure on INGOs working in the field of 

child rights. Some donors demand INGOs to use experts of their preference; some are not 

willing to support administration costs; some require their approach to be applied regardless 

of its inconsistency with the local context. Two INGOs interviewed claimed that though such 

cases happened to them, it is not a big deal, meaning it did not affect the organizational focus 
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very much. The reason is that most of their key funding sources can be used flexibly in order 

to respond to actual child rights gaps in Cambodia. Moreover, in the course of developing 

their long-term strategic plan within a range of three to five years, these INGOs would 

consult with their concerned stakeholders. The stakeholders often include children and their 

families, government counterparts at various levels, and development partners. None of them, 

however, made consultation with the corporate sector due to its perceived insignificance. As 

one INGO official (please refer to KII 5 in the appendixes) put it, 

 
“Given the current global economic crisis, each corporate sector has so little social 

responsibility to contribute to the development. So even if they contribute, this 

contribution comes with so much benefit-oriented conditions that do not support the 

grassroots community development. Furthermore, in Cambodian context, there is no 

company that has this kind of social responsibilities.” 

 
After the consultation, situational analysis from a child rights perspective was done 

thoroughly to ensure clear identification of child rights gaps on which they would focus for 

the coming years. This strategy is to ensure the demand-oriented approach to child poverty 

reduction where the actual needs of children within the context are identified and responded 

to. The depth of this type of consultation strategy, however, is again dependant on the 

available funding resources.  

 

On the other side of the coin, an available funding resource oftentimes implicates the 

focus of different actors in their child poverty mission as beyond that of the INGO. It is 

inevitable for a state party like the Royal Government of Cambodia to focus on the whole 

aspect for their work to end child poverty. Through its various ministries and other 

institutions, the government integrates the issue of child poverty reduction. The available 

national budget and limited expertise in the issues are always the case, but the need to look at 

the whole picture of child poverty is there because the government is a key and permanent 

player (duty bearer) in the matter. The Cambodian National Council for Children (CNCC) 

plays a key role in reporting the achievement as demanded by being a state party of the 

UNCRC. Similar to CNCC, the NGO Committee for the Rights of the Child (NGO-CRC) 

plays a coordinating and reporting role in terms of child poverty reduction. NGO-CRC 

funding is not big, yet it can implement the role somewhat productively simply because they 

do not handle grassroots child poverty reduction directly. UNICEF, as an international 
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organization, on the other hand, does not encounter very many funding constraints compared 

to the INGOs. Plus, UNICEF does not necessarily invest much effort in generating funds to 

implement its child poverty reduction programs. The international organization can covers a 

large scale of child poverty ending intervention, like national policies and physical 

infrastructure. 

 
The relationship with government across different tiers 

 
 Good relationship with the government is critical for INGOs in implementing their 

child poverty reduction strategies. Interviews with government and INGO officials and 

observations revealed that child-focused INGOs functioning in Cambodia do not conflict 

much with the government in political terms. As CNCC informant put it, “...so far, we 90% to 

95% of the time never have any problems with the government at all.” This, however, does 

not mean that INGOs are working productively and cooperatively with the government. The 

CNCC informant continued in the interview that:    

 

“We are expanding our network down to the provincial, district and commune level. 

This is a key task for us at the moment. Our main constraint so far, besides lack of 

human and financial resources, has been the lack of this kind of network system. So it 

is very hard for us to collect data on child-related issue even just within the 

government boundary. We know very little about the work of NGO because they are 

not registered with us and they don’t report to us. They should report to us as well. 

We don’t know how deep they work with the child issues. We don’t know their 

internal issues even though they signed the Memorandum of Understanding at the 

Ministry of Social Affairs. If they want reports, they come and contact us. The real 

full cooperation does not exist. Only when they need us do they come to us. We 

though cooperate well with NGO-CRC.” 

 
The above quote reflects two things: the limited capacity of the state system in 

managing its own child poverty alleviation tasks and its limitation in managing those INGOs 

within the country who are addressing the same issue. This is apparent given the Cambodian 

state’s weak institutional structure, which does not allow its central government to easily 

control the number and activities of INGOs who are working both in and beyond child 

poverty issues. This makes the relationship between INGOs and the state dependant on the 

willingness and the perceived significance of each INGO toward each level or each sector of 
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the government bureaucracy. For example, INGO 4 tries to build up their good network with 

the national-level government by appealing to any specific ministries they are to work with, 

and they establish good networks with the commune and village authority within the 

communities where they are working. However, they do not care much to build up good 

relationships with provincial and district authority because they think these two tiers of 

government are not important. 

 
“We don’t contact much with provincial and district authority because we think 

Cambodia is a top-down country. So, if the decision is made at the ministry level, the 

province and the district level will have to implement the decision. By not networking 

with them, we save money—which mean we do not need to spend on these two 

levels,” said informant of an INGO interviewed (please refer to KII-6 in the 

appendixes) 

 
The above quote captured the hierarchical characteristics of the Cambodian state 

system, where decisions are made at the top level and are implemented at lower levels. This 

factor usually encourages those financially-capable INGOs to only contact the ministry at the 

top to have their project implemented at the lower level. If the officials sent directly from the 

ministry in Phnom Penh, the provincial department, which is the extending arm of that 

particular ministry, will implement the project. The provincial and district government, which 

are the core state institutions responsible for local development and service delivery, is 

bypassed. This, to some extent, contributes to the non-functioning of the two tiers of 

government and makes in hard for them to control the development projects within their 

territory despite their mandate to coordinate them so that a holistic development program 

within the territory is achieved. The above quote also hints that when a project has to go 

through more tiers of the government system, the cost of a project would heighten through 

the rent-seeking behavior of the state bureaucracy (please refer to KII-6 in the appendixes) 

 

On the other end of the spectrum, INGO 1, which is not very financially-capable, does 

not at all have a good relationship with the government at the national and provincial level. 

Given the limitation of the budget, they implement their program directly in the community 

and they only contact those state officials who are directly linked to their projects. 
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“The central and the provincial government hardly know us because we don’t have 

much money to spend on hard infrastructure such as wells, schools, and so on. But we 

are working well with some sectors. For example, we work well with the police in the 

area of rescuing homeless children and in dealing with children in conflict with laws 

for opportunities to be educated in jails. We have network for this kind of task,” said 

an INGO informant (please refer to KII-4 in the appendixes). 

 
Besides the factor that each child-focused INGO’s funding scope and strategies 

determined the variation in the level of contacts and relationship with the government across 

different levels, data from the interviews also reveal that child-focused INGOs feel 

uncomfortable with their ideal image of being non-bureaucracy, with accountability, high 

moral, openness, and the like because sometimes they are caught red handed for both 

intentional and unintentional errors. This ideal image, they commented, could put some 

INGO on a difficult edge since in Cambodia the government still looks at INGOs, child-

focused ones included, with critical eyes. Three INGOs interviewed complained that 

sometimes the government criticized INGOs for some flaws without reflection of the reality 

behind. They mentioned that, to prove high-ranking officials wrong is very challenging in the 

Cambodian context, given its biased media and patron-client politics. This makes some 

INGOs lose image and credibility and need to work hard to rebuild these aspects, not only 

among the public and beneficiaries but also among the donors. None of the child-focused 

INGOs interviewed directly experienced this situation. However, this is the lessons they can 

learn from other INGOs working in sensitive cases like land grabbing, deforestation, and 

corruption (according to informants of three INGOs – please refer to KIIs 5 to 7 in the 

appendixes). 

 
The INGOs and government relationship is also constrained by the fact that the 

government of Cambodia is more likely to prioritize the private sector over INGOs if it is to 

choose between the two even though the private sector may not necessarily do as much good 

to the situation of children in either short or long run of their activities. The idea is strongly 

supported by child-focused INGOs interviewed. As one INGO informant (please refer to KII-

5 in the appendixes) put it,  

 

“If they [high-ranking government officials] are concurrently invited to the opening 

ceremonies of both child-focused INGO and a private company, they are more likely 
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to go to the latter because they can make individual benefit with private sector but not 

with INGO.” 

 

It is generally agreed among the interviewed INGOs that many private companies 

coming to Cambodia these days are those who are flexible enough in the corrupt and 

bureaucratic system. Moreover, the government finds the operation of the private companies 

less harmful to their political agenda. That is why when invited to preside over any key event 

by INGOs, high ranking officials tend to be reluctant. It is likely because no under-the-table 

money is given. Instead, the government is more likely to welcome the invitation of a private 

company that can afford the said under-table money.  

 

However, all the INGOs interviewed agreed that a good relationship and support from 

the national-level government is very critical for them in addressing child poverty at the 

grassroots level because Cambodia is more or less a centralized country where support from 

the top government is likely to encourage support from lower levels of the government. Three 

(INGOs 2, 3 and 4) of the interviewed INGOs found that top-down and government-led 

advocacy initiatives give them better influence for policy change, in particular in the situation 

that Cambodia is increasingly freeing itself from the pressure of non-state donors (INGOs, 

IO, and so on). Despite such initiatives being effective, the government would not cooperate 

in all subject matters suggested by the INGOs, regardless of how significant the subject is to 

end child poverty. For example, INGO 3 identified that school violence remains a big 

concern in ensuring children’s basic education, but the government does not comment on the 

findings and there is no action on the issue. The INGO, in this case, cannot exercise their soft 

power despite the fact that they have spent a lot of money along with abundant technical 

expertise to research into the area. This, according to an INGO 3 official, results from the fact 

that the government has their own agenda, both visible and hidden ones, and that to play 

smart, INGOs would need to understand these agenda and work with it (please refer to KII-5 

in the appendixes). 

 
Actual data from the grassroots level has revealed that by aligning their child poverty 

reduction program interventions to relevant state agendas or commitments, INGOs could 

easily establish good relationships and cooperation with the government. As has been 

illustrated in case 4 and case 7, the availability of antiretroviral (ARV) treatment is reachable 

down to the marginalized families such as that of Mo and Tola, and on a very positive side, 
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an HIV-carrying mother could give birth to a baby who is not infected with this fatal disease. 

The communities also do not discriminate against the HIV-carrying people. Such success in 

dealing with the HIV issue is fascinating compared to the same issue in the other areas of the 

globe. As a matter of fact, because of its apparent popularity in bringing support from the 

government, a lot of INGOs have separated it from the health component in general and give 

it a solo stand in their strategies (according to informants of three INGOs – please refer to 

KIIs 5 to 7 in the appendixes).  

 
Moreover, based on their experience, the four INGOs interviewed agreed that 

alignment with the state’s visible agendas like the National Strategic Plan of the Royal 

Government of Cambodia and the Cambodia Millennium Development Goals (CMDGs) have 

proved to be helpful in terms of bringing about better cooperation with the government at all 

levels, thus ensuring program impact, and sometimes this is very efficient (working with the 

government sometimes does not require large experience). The point is, the government 

makes a commitment to the world through CMDG. As limited resources (technical expertise 

and financial resources) oftentimes pose problems to live up the promise, the government 

welcomes assistance of INGOs. Such agendas include ensuring basic education among 

children, reduction of maternal and child mortality, better children’s access to basic water and 

sanitation, and so on. The alignment is fruitful, but sometimes, when the INGO’s key donors 

cannot compromise with the said government agenda, INGOs will have to aim at other 

aspects of child poverty not prioritized or included in the agenda. As a result, they suffer 

criticism from the government, poor cooperation leading to big unspent budgets, less impact 

or little positive change in relation to aspects of child poverty in their focus. Does this mean 

to be successful INGOs should align with all of the government agenda? Government also 

has its own hidden agenda. Some government hidden agenda are efforts to strengthen 

political influence. A corrupt and bureaucratic system demands alignment by child-focused 

INGOs. Complying with the said hidden agenda means the INGOs have to compromise their 

accountability to the beneficiaries or children as a good role model and to their donors. A big 

question lingers among INGOs: Am I supporting a corrupt system or fighting it and which 

one helps me most to improve the situation of children? The answer and decision remain to 

be seen.  
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Child-focused INGO coordination 
 

Besides a good relationship with the state, coordination across international and 

national/local NGOs and CBOs working to alleviate child poverty is crucial for the efficiency 

of each organization’s project and program implementation. Data from both interviews and 

observations reveal that INGOs, national/local NGOs, and CBOs work in Cambodia is 

characterized more by competition than cooperation and/or coordination. Case 6 from the 

previous chapter illustrated the impacts of such non-coordination of various organizations at 

the grassroots level. Da has not received counseling assistance from the children volunteers 

who had been trained to encourage parents to care about children’s education because these 

children volunteers are too busy with other activities delivered to them by other organizations 

within the community. An official from NGO-CRC who is coordinating the 51 NGOs across 

the whole country commented on this issue as follows: 

  

“The workings of NGOs are sometimes contradicting each other if no coordination 

efforts from CRC or donors. This is the competing nature of the work. Some NGOs 

try to take advantages of others despites what is written in the Terms of Reference and 

so.” 

 

The competition results from the fact that these NGOs—both local and 

international—might have different agendas and they also need to align to the different 

agendas of their individual donors.    

 

“The competition between INGOs could not be avoided because of different agenda 

even though they work on the same area. These are for on the table [straight forward] 

agenda. And there are other hidden agendas. For example, some might hold a 

religious stand while some others might hold a political stance,” said NGO-CRC 

informant. 

 

Besides the different agendas they are holding, these NGOs also need to compete for 

money. The lack of money also hinders some NGOs from getting the information within their 

network (e.g., coming to the meetings to share information) because they are busy trying to 

earn money for their organization. 
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“Some NGOs are fat and some are skinny. The fat ones have big money and big 

capacity. The skinny ones have least money and least capacity. When invited, it is 

rare that these skinny NGOs would come to our meetings because they have to find 

some rice for their cooking pots. Moreover, their representatives with us keep 

changing so the information mechanism is flawed. Moreover, the information 

distribution channel is not good because their staffs are in and out irregularly. 

Sometimes they change the names of their NGOs, change their visions, mission, and 

then we don’t know... We help them to write their vision and mission to match with 

our objectives and asked them to re-apply. These skinny NGOs are also members of 

too many networks so asking them to participate with us is not easy,” added NGO-

CRC informant. 

 
 

Effectiveness versus sustainability 
 

Balancing effectiveness against sustainability of a child poverty alleviation project is 

always a dilemma for INGOs when choosing between do-it-yourself or delegating-it-to-the-

fellow-country strategies. It is becoming a general truth among state, child-focused local and 

INGOs, and UNICEF that the roles of INGOs and IOs in ending child poverty is to 

supplement and not to replace the state. The state is a duty bearer, and society is the rights 

holder. They are the two permanent actors in ending child poverty. INGOs, on the other hand, 

are just temporary actors. Thus, theoretically, to help, INGOs should focus on capacitating 

these permanent actors to do the projects rather than just doing the projects themselves and 

leaving once completed. It is purported that the first mode of action would derive sustainable 

results once INGOs leave because the recipients could now master the skills in doing the 

tasks, while second mode of action would do good only in a short run. Findings revealed that 

there is a variation of INGO perception of the theory’s logic within the Cambodian context; 

hence, their actions.  

 

INGO 1, given its limited finance, works directly on the project to ensure the 

effectiveness and efficiency of that project. They do not care about delegating or sharing the 

project with either state or national/local NGO and CBO. One of their officials (according to 

an NGO informant – please refer to KII-4 in the appendixes) put it in the interview that: 

 



79 
 

“In theory, CBO is more skillful than INGO because they work more closely with the 

community. But to me, some INGO are still more skillful because they work directly 

with the community, and they have a lot of money. Some want INGO to work with 

CBO, but when this happens, INGO give money to CBO and CBO would hire new 

staff to work on the area the INGO would like to. This is to some extent not cost-

effective and efficient at all. The INGO possess skilled staff already. When CBO used 

the money from the INGO to hire new staff, it is more likely to increase the 

administrative cost of the project and not the content of the project itself. Moreover, 

national/local NGO and CBO usually work on short-term projects funded by different 

INGO. This poses the problem of project’s effectiveness when delegating the project 

responsibilities to them.”    

 

The above quote reflects the uncertainty felt by this INGO toward delegating the 

project to national/local NGOs and CBOs—which are usually less resourceful and less-

focused than the own INGOs. Moreover, in tying partnership with either state or 

national/local NGOs and CBOs, each INGO needs to think beyond the partnership itself to 

the agenda of their donors, which further complicates the tasks for those national/local NGO 

and CBO who shoulder projects from more than one INGO. 

 
“It’s difficult to satisfy different donors because donors have different interest. And 

always imposed their individual agenda into the development work they are 

sponsoring. As a result, those imposed agenda need to be integrated in partnership 

guideline implemented by our INGO,” said the INGO informant (please refer to KII-4 

in the appendixes). 

  

To solve such a problem in working with national/local NGO and CBO, INGO 3 and 

INGO 4 possess good certification procedure with their partners because they own a sound 

policy to ensure proper treatment before, during and after representing the voice of children. 

These two INGOs, however, could not use the same strategies when choosing to work with 

the government because there is no alternative for them.   

 

“We know that some cases government understood situations but it has no willing to 

solve them. That is the most challenge we face presently. And we are afraid of 

speaking truly. As we know there are a lot of laws (as I know there are more than 
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three hundred laws) but they are not enforced well. When the laws are not enforced 

they are just papers. So what INGO could do is to support the existing structure to be 

implemented well and to fulfill the gaps which government does not have yet. Again, 

work with them, work for them and work out with them together. And we dare to 

speak what is not right even though it is a little bit hard. Otherwise, it will not change. 

But to do so, we have to know exactly what happened. Monitoring and evaluation 

tools should be developed to measures the achievement as well as constraints,” said 

an INGO informant (please refer to KII-5 in the appendixes). 

 

To these two INGOs, the current government of Cambodia is not capable enough to 

carry on the projects alone. They underlined the quality gap within the government as the 

main blockage of their cooperation with the state:  

 

“These gaps are the result of state’s limited capacity, poor commitment, and corrupt 

system. For instance, while the CNCC is supposed to be an independent institution, it 

has been placed under the supervision of the Ministry of Social Affairs, Veterans and 

Youth. This is likely to limit the influence of CNCC in enforcing the change to 

concerned ministries or other government institutions in terms of ending the country 

child poverty. Moreover, key institutions and focal points in ending child poverty at 

various levels are not aware of what and how to handle child poverty and why there is 

a need in doing so,” added the INGO informant (please refer to KII-5 in the 

appendixes). 

 

Officials from these two INGOs (please refer to KIIs 5 to 6 in the appendixes) also 

pinpointed that quality gaps within the government stem from low payment and overloaded 

work of particular civil servants. They mentioned that from their experience in working with 

local authority, they saw the commitments among those poorly paid commune councilors. 

However, these councilors find it very hard to maintain their commitment because they are 

supposed to handle a lot of support sought from them not only by the government but by 

INGOs, simply because they are a rare resource. Inevitably, they find themselves overloaded 

and accordingly their work quality declines. All of the related government staffs involved in 

child poverty reduction projects are similarly capacitated with necessary skills and 

knowledge by INGOs, yet not many of them can or are willing to transform the gained skills 

and knowledge to better the situation of children. Some believe that working to increase their 
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hidden political agenda of the political party they are from is more important to sustain their 

position. Some simply don’t feel the need to make any change, except individual gain.  

 

Despite the above said, increasingly, the INGOs are focusing more on community and 

state ownership for sustainability in their work to end grassroots child poverty. Among the 

four NGOs and INGOs, INGO 2 in the study totally accepts the sustainability concept and 

delegates all its tasks to the recipient country. Its official declared in one interview: 

 

“We believe in partnership for sustainability. We work on livelihood, health, and 

education. We believe in holistic approach. We capacitate our partners, both national/local 

NGOs and government, so that they are responsive enough to end child poverty. We only 

monitor the project and wait for the report. We believe this is a more sustainable approach. 

And we believe the role of INGOs and IO decrease when the government is able to address 

all aspects child poverty,” shared an INGO informant (please refer to KII-7 in the 

appendixes).  

. 

 

In so doing, INGO 2 gains a lot of respects from the government at the national and 

local level. However, the community does not know INGO2 much. Some of the interviewed 

INGOs are critical at what INGO 2 is doing. They mentioned that at the current stage, it is not 

at all wise to totally deliver the work to the community or the state. The commitment is easier 

said than done. It is time-consuming and demands the cultivation of strong commitment from 

the children, their families and the state actor. One reason is that child-focused INGOs who 

are not direct implementers of the project are highly likely to misrepresent the voice of the 

beneficiary. The other reason is that when they implement the projects directly, the INGOs 

usually own more expertise and resources than the national/local NGO and state to ensure the 

maintenance of authenticity of children’s voice. Officials from these INGOs believe that it is 

not yet time to totally deliver the work to the recipient country, either the state or the 

national/local NGO. An INGO informant (please refer to KII-7 in the appendixes) said: 

 

“At this stage, we need to work as a model for them. We work with the government to 

succeed our projects and only sometimes we delegate the project to the government or 

the national/local NGO. The strategy is work with them, work for them, and work out 
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together. First, the joint projects should be done as pilots. We need to start with two or 

three schools, or one or two health centers.” 

 

Such a quote reflects the values of INGOs working in partnership with the state and 

the community but they could not fully delegate the tasks to the recipient country because 

this would be not reliable. Though having its own merit, letting INGOs leading the tasks also 

has also been questioned, given the fact that INGOs might not be ideal actors.  

 

All the four INGOs (please refer to the list of KIIs in the appendixes) interviewed 

agreed that there are two main challenges that put this ideal picture of INGOs in question. 

The first is the questionable existence of well-behaved staff within the INGOs who are able 

to influence the behavioral change within the community. Interviews with stakeholders across 

all the 12 cases in this study revealed that these stakeholders need somebody who can act as 

their role model so that they can change their negative practice in addressing child poverty in 

their community in an effective and sustainable manner. For instance, it is not enough that 

children and families are given clean water and schooling access and participation 

opportunities. The “role model”, who is the well-behaved staff (in the sense that he or she can 

influence the behavior of the people) has been emphasized by all child-focused INGOs as a 

driving factor that significantly determines the success of their operation. However, none of 

the interviewed INGOs provided detailed accounts to assess and follow up behavioral 

capacity of their employees in handling child poverty at the grassroots level. As a result, they 

put sustainability of their many project in a questionable condition. The second constraint is 

the quality of each INGO’s management structure. It is generally agreed that INGO 

management should never be bureaucratic. The top leadership, especially, is viewed as a key 

driving factor to possess necessary ethical standards to inspire team work and sacrifice for the 

child poverty reduction mission. Three of the four INGOs interviewed have their senior 

management serve a fixed term period in the position. In so doing, they believed the senior 

management would be able to bring in new ideas and leadership to improve their quality of 

child poverty alleviation. However, looking at the communication and impact level in the 

grassroots community of many of the interviewed child focused INGOs, their management 

model is questionable. In other words, to asking for information from them (INGOs) 

demands complicated process and procedure. Though the process is less complicated than 

that of government institutions, it is still complicated. Also, many of their child poverty 

reduction projects on the ground produce questionable impacts.   
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The research problem to this study asks, “Are current child poverty combating 

strategies used by INGO working in Cambodia well-aligned with the nature of child poverty 

problem? Why?” To tackle this research problem, three research questions were asked and 

qualitative research approach was utilized to collect empirical data for the current study from 

the national level down to the local grassroots level—looking deeply into the reality of poor 

children and how interventions from INGOs, state, CBOs, associations, and other concerned 

stakeholders interact at that level. In this chapter, the author summarizes and discusses the 

answers to this problem, as well as provides some policy, research, and/or practical 

recommendations for the betterment of the situation.  

 

 Are child poverty context and INGO strategies well-aligned? Why?  

 
Like elsewhere in developing countries (e.g., Bangladesh, Ghana, and Egypt), child 

poverty context in Cambodia is very complex, and a lot of causes link with one another like a 

spider web. Such overall understanding of the inter-linked poverty cycles seems prominent in 

the current holistic development approach to alleviate child poverty. Hence, as it seems from 

a theoretical perspective, most INGOs working on the issues in Cambodia and elsewhere in 

the world are taking the right path of adopting such approach, which is very much in line with 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

 

However, in practice, the implementation of such holistic approach is quite 

fragmented due to three main factors.  

 

Firstly, comprehensiveness of the holistic approach to child poverty reduction is not 

complete. The study has forcefully shown that the three outstanding components that these 

INGOs focus on in common are the quality of health and sanitation, schooling and security 

services and facilities. Such focuses are well in line with indicators and solutions used 

elsewhere in Bangladesh, Ghana, and Egypt (UNICEF, 2009; UNICEF, 2010), but fail to 

recognize the subtle non-material aspects of poverty. The 12 real case stories of the study 

have well exemplified that this trend of using nutrition, health, child protection (i.e., focus 



84 
 

primarily on physical protection), and education96 as indicators to assess and solve child 

poverty issues is not at all complete. The endeavor, to some degree, contributes to addressing 

non-material aspects of child poverty. However, as recognized by the UN General Assembly 

(2007), vague emphasis of non-material aspects of child poverty (i.e., confidence, inspiration, 

secured feeling and the like) will not produce concrete and lasting results in fighting child 

poverty. 

 
Secondly, within itself, child-focused INGOs seemed to share the challenges in terms 

of staff and top management’s commitment to organizational goals. The current study had 

revealed that because the current macro phenomenon of funding limitation, child-focused 

INGOs seemed to have become more driven to accommodate new requests of donors, 

disregard it being beneficiary-oriented, responsive to their long-term strategic plans, and 

responsive to government’s strategies—delimiting them from being a role model within the 

development arena. As argued by Taylor and Groom (2000), when staffs and management 

fail to act as a role model in relation to the INGOs codes of conduct (i.e., accountability, 

transparency, and professional expertise), the value and effectiveness of the organization are 

at risk. Further evidences from the current study informed that bureaucracy and nepotism 

were quite common in two of the studied INGOs, and one of them even mentioned about the 

top management’s not being transparent and democratic in making decisions. This INGO 

respondent also accepted that many of his colleagues are worried more about personal 

benefits than impacts that the organization would lead to in the grassroots communities. 

Further responses from the local community further revealed such trend. About one third of 

community respondents (i.e., children and parents) complained about frontline staff of these 

INGOs’ taking the problems they were facing, such as those of domestic violence and land-

grabbing, for granted.  

 

Thirdly, in line with arguments made by Karns and Mingst (2004) and Ofosu-Appiah 

(2003), INGOs in Cambodia seemed to face bold challenges when dealing with the 

government, with their fellow child-focused INGOs, and with the community people. With 

the government, all the studied INGOs revealed that Cambodian government is willing to 

cooperate with them only when their work concerns the building and/or rehabilitating the 

hard physical infrastructures. Cooperation from the state is much more limited and difficult to 

                                                
96 UNICEF, “Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities”, National Reports: Bangladesh/Egypt/Ghana, 
(Bangladesh/Egypt/Ghana: UNICEF, 2009) 5-8/10-16/1-4 
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attain in other soft infrastructure projects. In both cases, cooperation with government is 

perceived to be oftentimes very costly and inefficient (e.g., such as in the joint campaigns, 

research, and publication); and at times dirty (e.g., some government staff might directly 

request for some under-the-table money). Among their fellow child-focused INGOs, visibility 

competitions (i.e., competing to raise individual organizational profile), overlapped projects 

at both national and sub-national levels, and poor coordination present another cooperation 

constraints for these organization. In working with the community people, issues of 

dependency and lack of ownership are very common. Three studied INGOs articulated that 

working within Cambodian grassroots communities can be quite demanding because the local 

people tended to lean forward and let the INGO initiate and work on the issue rather than 

proactively cooperate with the institutions. They had contributed this factor to the Cambodian 

patron-client cultural practice of “giving out fish to the commoners rather than teaching them 

how to fish”.  

 

In sum, INGOs play a crucial role in Cambodia to work on child poverty alleviation 

projects, particularly from a holistic development perspective. However, in practice, applying 

such approaches to address the issue at the local level is still incomplete due to incomplete 

interpretations of the approaches to cover mainly the material side of poverty, the institutional 

limitations within some child-focused INGOs, and the cooperation dilemmas present in the 

work across different concerned stakeholders. Future predictions of how effective child-

focused INGOs will continue to benefit the beneficiary country and local people is getting 

more and more uncertain today due to global financial constraint and the increasing financial 

capability of the state in responding to their local people’s need. Hence, formulation of more 

effective policies, strategies, program planning and implementation is crucial in sustaining 

the effort to end child poverty in Cambodia, and requires high level coordination and mutual 

support among INGOs, United Nations agencies, government, the private sector, and other 

stakeholders. As purported by UNICEF (2009), the processes that don’t meaningfully involve 

key stakeholders are likely to jeopardize the spirit of collaboration, thus weakening the 

momentum of ending child poverty because such processes are prone to being inconsistent, 

overlapping, and victimized by bureaucratic bottlenecks and lack of strong political will97. 

Below, some recommendations derived from the study are discussed in full-length.  

  

                                                
97 UNICEF, “Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities”, National Reports: Bangladesh/Egypt/Ghana, 
(Bangladesh/Egypt/Ghana: UNICEF, 2009) 75/39-42/98-99 
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Recommendations to address the 1st constraint factor (lack of comprehensiveness of the 
holistic approach to child poverty reduction): 
 

It’s important to consider the following points when shaping child poverty, especially 

in the context of Cambodia: 

 

1.1.      In relation to the defined four principles of child rights, Principle 1 (rights to life, 

survival and protection) and Principle 4 (respect the view of the children) have been 

encouragingly understood by children themselves as well as primary duty bearers, such as 

parents, local authorities, and so on. However, there remain confusions in the meaning of 

Principles 2 (best interest of the children) and Principle 3 (non-discrimination and inclusion). 

The need to better unpack the latter two principles, which will consequently concretize non-

material aspects of child needs, should be considered to ensure meaningful respect, protection 

and fulfillment of child rights so that the strategic solutions to end child poverty can be more 

workably introduced. 

 

1.2.      Comprehensive understanding of child rights and its principles is not equivalent to 

being able to effectively apply the concepts in real life. They are two different levels. While 

the former is an indispensible starting point, the latter will contribute to lasting investment in 

child poverty reduction. Duty bearers, including parents, local authorities, the government, 

and concerned development agencies should achieve the two steps at the same level both in 

order to improve their indispensible cooperation and to more effectively and efficiently 

address child poverty. 

 

1.3.      Many and inter-locked issues of child poverty demand accountable cooperation 

between the temporary actors (development agencies) and permanent actors (children, family, 

community, and the government). 
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Recommendations to address the 2nd (INGOs internal challenges in terms of staff and 

top management’s commitment to organizational goals) and 3rd constraint factors 

(INGOs challenges in dealing with the government, with their fellow child-focused 

INGOs, and with the community people): 

 

         Specifically for Cambodia, INGO and state actors as well as the donor community and 

corporate sector should put in mind the following for better cooperation and effective 

measures to end child poverty in the country: 

 
For INGO actors 
 
2.1.     First and foremost, strong humanitarian and development minds should be a 

prerequisite for child-focused INGO staff. In other words, the INGO’s staffing needs to put 

emphasis on commitment and capacity to apply guidelines and principles of child rights 

effectively and consistently. INGO’s staff have to be a role model of child rights and 

responsibility believers for all stakeholders in order to ensure sustainability of the work to 

end child poverty. 

    
2.2.      A transparent, accountable, democratic and open-minded type of management and 

leadership is desired by all child-focused INGOs, otherwise abundant resources will be 

wasted. This steering (the management) level is primary enablers for organizational 

successes. One of their important roles is to maintain a high-level of staff commitment, thus 

ensuring their quality performance in the work to achieve sustainable result in child poverty 

reduction. 

 

2.3.      INGOs working to address child poverty should possess contextually established and 

widely consulted long-term strategies with sufficient and wise mechanisms to filter irrelevant 

influence from donors and with approaches to ensure quality and lasting impact on both 

material and non-materials needs of the children. 

 

2.4.      When empowering national/local NGOs or Community Based Organizations (CBO), 

the Child-focused NGOs and INGOs should have in place practical check-lists of process and 

procedure to ensure that those national/local NGO and CBO partners are able to represent 

genuine voices from the children and their communities. 
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2.5.      In ensuring good cooperation with the state actor, the child-focused INGOs should 

align their development agendas (goals, objectives, projects, and so on) with those of the 

government and wisely maximize the existing mechanisms. However, the former suggestion 

should not be done at the expense of actual material and non-material needs of the children in 

the context where the INGOs are working. The latter suggestion, moreover, should not be 

applied without room for new initiatives and flexibility. The said alignment will also help the 

INGOs justify unacceptable dominance by donors. 

 

2.6.       While literacy and critical thinking remain dominating concerns among the 

population (of both children and adults), holistic approaches to end inter-connected issues of 

child poverty seem to work better compared to single-focused approaches. However, it is 

advisable that the holistic child poverty reduction approaches work more productively when 

they tackle actual material and non-material needs among children. 

 

2.7.       Visibility competition and poor coordination (resulting in overlapped projects) 

among like-minded INGOs in enabling children to fulfill their rights and responsibilities to 

break the cycle of poverty is remarkably increasing. The continuation of these flaws will 

eventually weaken the status and role of INGOs. A joint and widely consulted 

communication and coordination strategy development will address the gaps. 

 

2.8.       In their effort to influence decision making especially of the government, the child-

focused INGOs should not only capacitate community children and adults, but also strive to 

encourage the participation and to ensure ownership of relevant government institutions as 

well as other development counter parts at all levels for the result of decision to be made. 

 

2.9.       INGOs cannot afford costly work, especially the establishment of physical 

infrastructures. However, INGOs should think of their work as something like a small drop of 

black color in the white one. Through drop is small but it can, to certain level, change the 

white color. And mostly the work is mainly about changing behavior of the poor and less 

privileged. 
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For the state actor 

 

2.10.      Understanding and improving its behavior and attitude to fit the fact that it is an 

irreplaceable and permanent actor in fighting child poverty is the most important pre-

perception that the state actor should instill within its system. 

 

2.11.      The government should take advantage of credible information, expertise and moral 

authority of child-focused INGOs by deploying qualify staff and improve ministerial 

decentralization. Constructive criticism can help the country grow faster in terms of ending 

child poverty. 

 

2.12.      The government should never use its hard power (like military force or penalizing 

means) against child-focused INGOs soft power (effort to influence decision making for the 

benefit of the children). With this said, the government should better invest their priority and 

other supports on INGOs so that they can tackle child poverty issues more productively. 

 

2.13.      The government should adopt and enforce legal mechanisms to ensure quality work 

of INGOs rather than to restrict their exercise of soft power. Wide consultation and 

transparency in the development of the legal mechanisms should be applied in order to give 

opportunity to INGOs to self-adjust. 

 

2.14.      The government should redefine the structure of CNCC (Cambodian National 

Council for Children) in a manner that empowers this body to act independently and 

effectively in monitoring Cambodia’s effort to ensure the implementation of the child rights 

and responsibilities to end child poverty. 

 

2.15.     The government should always ensure that their long-term and short-terms strategies 

in addressing child poverty are well adjusted with concerned INGOs as well as other players 

and reflect the reality of child material and non-material needs. 

 

For the donor community and corporate sector 

 

2.16.      The donor community with interest in child poverty reduction should create 
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mechanisms to assess focus of INGO and government counterparts as implementers in order 

to make sure the focus reflects the reality of children’s situation and entail appropriate 

priorities. 

 

2.17.      The corporate sector should understand that child poverty is both their direct and 

indirect as well as their long-term and short-term threats. With this understood, they should 

make contributions either in cash or in kind to address the issues. 

 

For child rights holders, their families and communities 

 

2.18.      In the work of ending child poverty, the government and the children, their families 

and communities are considered permanent players, unlike INGOs, who are indeed 

temporary players. By understanding this, they (the children, their families and communities) 

should exercise not only their rights—but, and more importantly, also their responsibilities to 

sustain and expand interventions or mechanisms introduced by the INGOs. 

 

2.19.     As permanent players, children, families and communities should proactively 

contribute their available resources and lead interventions to end child poverty. Dependency 

and passive involvement should be avoided. 
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APPENDIXES 

 
Appendix 1: Ethic Protocol (for e-mail interview) 

 

Dear Mr./Mrs/Ms (Name): 

 

My name is Mom Chantara Soleil, a staff member of Plan International Cambodia and a 

graduate student for the master degree in International Relations (major in Peace and 

Development) at the Pannasastra University of Cambodia (PUC).  

 

I am now in the course of doing my thesis on Roles in Child Poverty Alleviation in 

Cambodia: Matching Principles to Local Realities. Though with encouragement from Plan 

Cambodia’s colleagues, this research is not officially related to the organization’s business 

and is purely my personal research for the said degree. 

 

Your organization is one of the sampled 15 INGOs, NGO coalitions and government 

counterparts (5 of whom will be approached for in-depth face-to-face interview) for an email 

interview. 

 

Your answers will be kept confidential. Of course, excerpts of this interview may be made a 

part of the body of my thesis, but under no circumstances will your name and the name of 

your organization or identifying characteristics be included in the discussion of the report. 

 

Therefore, kindly help me answer the following question as detailed as you can, 

 

1. What is ‘child poverty’ as understood by your organization? 

2. What strategies your organization chooses as approach to end child poverty? 

Could you please explain why? 

3. How is your organization funded? 

4. What collaboration areas between INGOs and the Royal Government of 

Cambodia most challenging to your organizational mission to end child poverty in 

Cambodia? (You can decide not to answer to this question) 

5. A brief history of your organization’s presence in Cambodia? (if the appropriate 
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version is available on the internet, kindly share with me the link. With that you 

don’t need to answer this question) 

 

Thank you so much for your willingness to participate in this study. 

 

Regards, 

Soleil 

 

 

 

Appendix 2: Key informant interviews 

 

 

• KII-1 : Face-to-face interview with Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International 

Cooperation’s official in charge of INGOs on 21 July 2011 

• KII-2 : Face-to-face interviews and clarifications through phone calls with NGO-CRC 

informant in charge of overall child rights issues on 19 September 2011. 

• KII-3 : Face-to-face interviews with CNCC informant in charge of overall child rights 

matters on 13 October 2011 

• KII-4 : Face-to-face interview with EveryChild Cambodia informant in charge of 

program management on 14 October 2011 

• KII-5 : Face-to-face interviews with Plan International Cambodia informants in 

charge of child rights on 8 July 2011 

• KII-6 : Phone interviews with Save the Children informant in charge of early 

childhood care and development on 4 September 2011 

• KII-7 : Face-to-face interviews with World Vision Cambodia informant in charge of 

education program on 19 August 2011 

• KII-8 : Face-to-face interviews and clarification calls with 2 UNICEF informants in 

charge of (1) overall programs and (2) education on 18 and 22 August 2011 

 

 


