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Introduction
Background
The central focus of this study is the growth of civil society through democratic processes
of participation in activities aimed at the development or betterment of society in Banan
and Bavel Districts in Battambang province. The Asia Foundation (TAF) and Catholic
Relief Services (CRS) are both concerned with strengthening civil society processes at the
grass roots level and want to explore areas of potential collaboration.
The first step was a research project in two districts of Battambang Province, where CRS
implements a community health program. In the first two weeks of November 1999 a
research team from the Center for Advanced Study visited five villages in Banan and
Bavel Districts in Battambang Province where CRS is implementing highly successful
health programs. Inherent in CRS•f programs are approaches to development that might
be called •gnatural democratic processes•h. The Village Health Committees are
selected through a participatory, electoral process that is meant to strengthen and deepen
the sense of ownership and responsibility of community members for identifying and
finding solutions to problems they face.
The research was meant to gain more insight into those processes by asking the following
questions:
Have people in the project areas of Bavel and Banan Districts begun to understand and internalize
the participatory processes involved in the Village Health Committees (VHCs) and Co-Management, CoFinancing (CMCF) committees, or are they simply carrying out what is expected of them by donors?
What are the factors which explain why VHCs and CMCFs have been successful in meeting their
objectives?
What are some of the difficulties that have been encountered along the way?
Have VHC and CMCF activities remained largely focused on specific health concerns or have
they had a broader impact in other areas?
Have VHC and CMCF structures had an impact on the building of a •esense of community•f
(addressing issues and making decisions as a community and not just as a collection of individuals or
families)?
To what extent have the Management or Governance mechanisms or processes introduced through
the VHCs taken hold in the project areas?
What is the impact of such mechanisms or processes on the development of civil society in the
target communities? How can this further be enhanced?
What are the priority issues or concerns of people in the target areas that might benefit from
citizen-administered participatory and/or democratic processes?
What are the best approaches to deal with such priority issues and concerns?
Are there particular sensitivities that one should take into account in addressing these issues and
concerns?

Two weeks of research were too short to cover all points. However, we were able to do
more than we might have expected because of the facilities provided to our team by CRSBattambang.
CRS and TAF emphasized not having any preconceived views on the outcome of the
research, trusting that the people who will be contacted through this research know best
what the most important issues, needs, and concerns are for their communities. This
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report therefore reflects the perceptions of the people who are directly involved in the
above mentioned structures (i.e. as members) themselves, or take an important part in the
participatory and democratic processes initiated by CRS.
Methodology
The Terms of Reference asked for a qualitative exploration of the attitudes, perceptions,
and aspirations and needs voiced by grass roots civil society actors in the districts where
CRS is working. The views of our informants could only be brought to light by careful,
unstructured interviewing. This methodology rules out precise findings in terms of
percentages or numbers; we are not able to answer questions about the prevalence of
certain issues, or the frequencies of certain feelings in the communities.
Another aspect of qualitative research is that our findings are based on perceptions, which
are inherently partial. In a village, for example, a VHC may carry out many more
activities than any particular villager sees or can remember. The aim of this research was
not to evaluate the program or assess the impact of any specific CRS intervention, nor
provide a comprehensive account of VHC functioning. Our aim was to explore the
democratic dynamics that CRS had tapped at the village level.
In this report we utilize some Khmer concepts to emphasize that they are not easily
translatable into English. One of the Khmer concepts frequently used in this report
is Angkaa (NGO). We found that many informants speak of Angkaa as a more or less
abstract entity, as something from outside they cannot really grasp. They often don•ft
perceive NGOs as basically different from one another. In this report we will frequently
use the word Angkaa instead of NGO or CRS to stress its somewhat vague and abstract
meaning.
We also frequently use the term Chah tum: respected key people in the village of 40 to 50
years or older. The villagers themselves frequently used this term. They describe Chah
tum as kind people who think of the common interests, who have experience and often
have good, 'ripe' ideas. People trust them, and often turn to them for advice, especially
when issues of conflict or money are involved. These elders are able to call villagers to
contribute money or labor for a common goal. According to the villagers, women can
also be Chah tum; during our research however we only met male Chah tum.
Given the very limited time for the research (eleven days for field trips) we decided to
focus on four villages: Kdong and Kampong Sromor in Banan District and Prey Sangha
and Prey Toteung I in Bavel District. We spent two to two and a half days in each village,
which is too short a time to really be able to uncover all the issues, problems and
sensitivities. On average we were able to conduct 22 interviews per village.[1] We talked
to four to seven VHC-members in each village. In Kdong and Prey Sangha we
interviewed one of the two Community Representatives (both women) and in all villages,
except Kampong Sromor, we interviewed the village chief. In each village we conducted
on average 15 interviews with villagers, of which about three were •ekey persons•f.
Approximately 65% of our interviewees were women. We chose our informants on a
purposive basis, not randomly. We sought out informative interviewees. Some interviews
took a long time and covered different topics; others were shorter and were more focused
4

on one particular issue, depending on the circumstances. We did not ask everybody the
same set of questions, but chose to cover specific topics in each interview in order to be
able to go more in depth. However, we made sure that in one village all topics were
sufficiently covered, i.e. the VHC, the CMCF, key persons and indigenous forms of
cooperation, and main problems and needs. We spent as much time on a topic as was
needed to get an understanding. During our meal breaks, the researchers from our two
teams met to discuss the results in order to decide how to proceed. We always started by
interviewing the VHC-members, CR and village chief (if present), after which we
interviewed villagers and respected key people (as indicated by VHC-members, village
chief, and other villagers). We made sure that we covered all parts of the village. We
introduced ourselves to the villagers as independent researchers who wanted to learn from
the villagers about their village life. We tried to make clear that we were neither part of,
nor linked to an Angkaa providing materials. When asking our informants about the
VHCs (often starting with very indirect questions) we pretended not to know anything
about these committees and encouraged them to explain to us everything they knew. This
report presents the main issues that came up during our interviews.
Beside the four villages mentioned above, we also visited Knach Romeas in Bavel District
for one day, because elections for a newly set up VHC were held only five days
before. We were hoping to gain more insight into the perceptions of the people about the
identification process of candidates and the actual election process.
CRS-field staff in all villages we visited had announced our arrival beforehand. In almost
every village the VHC-members and the village chief were waiting to be
interviewed. Although we preferred to speak with people separately (to prevent one
person taking over the whole interview and to encourage people to speak about their real
feelings), this was seldom possible. It would have been very impolite to send people away
who had arranged their schedule in such a way as to be able to speak with us and
sometimes had been waiting for a long time for us. In Knach Romeas for example, where
we initially were not planning to talk with VHC-members at all, our arrival was
announced on the wrong day and the whole VHC-committee had been waiting for us on
that day. We felt we had to spend time with them, and so there was only one afternoon
left to interview villagers. However, we also realize that we would not have been able to
talk to the VHC-members and CRs in the other villages if our arrival were not
announced. We really appreciate the efforts CRS made to facilitate the interviewing.
The village chief often was present during the interviews with VHC-members. In some
cases the village chief also joined interviews with villagers, or VHC-members would
follow us to whisper answers to our informant. These are unavoidable difficulties in
conducting research for a very brief time in a village.
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1. The VHC-model

The Village Health Committees (VHC) that were the point of departure for our research
were set up by CRS-Battambang from 1996 onwards in 29 villages in Banan and Bavel
District, Battambang. An important factor is that the community elects the members of
the VHCs through a system of secret ballots. Village Health Volunteers and TBAs
(Traditional Birth Attendants)– if present – automatically become members. Key people
in the community together with CRS staff identify candidates for elections. For every
male candidate there have to be two female candidates; however, the villagers are free to
elect whomever they want. The final results of the elections therefore, do not necessarily
reflect the gender composition among the candidates. Nevertheless approximately 51% of
all elected members in the 29 villages is female.
CRS staff trains the committee members on issues such as health education and proposal
writing. The members provide health education to the villagers, refer patients to
the Health Center, and facilitate village health projects, such as hand dug wells, latrine
building, and village health information boards. The VHC works through monthly VHCmeetings and occasional large village meetings in which at least 50% of the families in the
village have to be represented.
1.1 How do villagers perceive the VHC?
The main reason for looking at the VHC was to find out to what extent it operates in a
participatory way and how it enhances democratic processes of opinion sharing and
decision making. We first tried to find out what people actually know and think about the
VHC, its meetings and other activities in which the participation of villagers is needed.
We found that the villagers in general do not seem to think in terms of a formal VHC
committee structure. Especially in Kampong Sromor and Kdong the VHC as such was
little known, but people were able to mention the names of one or two persons in their
village who are •ein charge of health•f. However, most villagers knew well about
meetings in which the construction of wells and latrines was discussed; some of them
spoke of the •ewell and latrine committee•f. The construction of wells and latrines was
often not linked to a VHC, especially in Kdong and Kampong Sromor. The most common
finding in those two villages was that informants feel confused by the large number of
committees and meetings in their village. Apparently, there are so many committees and
so many Angkaa, that they don•ft know anymore what is what and who belongs to
what. Currently, there are six NGOs working in Kdong with a total of six committees: a
VDC, a VHC, a credit-committee, a fertilizerbank-committee, a ricebank-committee and a
loan-without-interest committee. In Kampong Sromor four NGO are present with in total
five committees: the VDC, the VHC, a credit/savings committee, a dry season rice
committee and a cow bank committee.
In Prey Sangha and Prey Toteung I people were mostly aware of the existence of a VHC,
although it was more difficult for them to tell us about the aims of the
committee. Although people in both villages knew the VHC, it still seemed a somewhat
vague entity to them.
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In all villages our informants mentioned activities which had been initiated by other
committees than the VHC. We got the impression that all village committees seem to
have blended together for the villagers. People spoke in terms of meetings rather than in
terms of committees. We found that members of the VHC are often also involved in other
committees and this clearly contributed to a blending effect. Sometimes the village
meetings of other committees also distributed information about health. In Kampong
Sromor the most active VHC-members are involved in the VDC and/or in other
committees as well. In order to work more efficiently, they decided to hold just one
general committee meeting in which the activities of the different committees and
different Angkaa are discussed at the same time. Accordingly the CRS supported VHC
becomes merged with similar efforts that use a participatory approach to village
development issues.
Since participation of villagers in VHC-activities mainly takes place through big village
meetings, we decided to focus more on those meetings than on the VHC as a
committee. The first village meeting conducted after the establishment of a VHC is an
especially important one. In this meeting the villagers are asked to brainstorm about their
most basic health-related problems, the main causes and possible solutions. In this
meeting the VHC also consults the villagers about the first priorities to be set. Although
in many villages this meeting must have taken place more than three years ago, we found
several people who could still remember it. Our informants who reported usually
attending the meetings, said that their main reason to go was •ecuriosity•f and avoiding
the risk of •enot getting anything•f.
It is possible that the VHC and CRS-field staff have set their priorities already before this
meeting takes place, and more or less •eguide•f the villagers towards the same
conclusions. Accounts from a CRS-fieldworker and a few VHC-members suggest that
this takes place. The fact that villages all come up with the same priorities (health
education, wells and latrines), i.e. what CRS has to offer, reinforces this
impression. However, we found one example of the opposite: villagers setting a totally
different priority. In Kdong people decided to give priority to building a road to the
village pond in order to avoid skin diseases. CRS accepted this and instead of providing
culverts for latrines and wells, they provided laterite. This is a good example of autonomy
of villagers, not just following the proposals of a donor, but being able to advance their
own agenda, and of the donors responsiveness to expressed needs. We feel that this first
meeting made a considerable impression on villagers and is a good example of how
democratic processes of participation can take place.
The next question was to find out what actually happens at the village meetings: do
villagers really participate by raising questions and concerns, by sharing problems and
ideas, or are they basically listening to what the VHC-members have to say and accept
their proposals?
The accounts from the villagers differ from each other, so it is not easy to get a good
overall picture. Some villagers reported lively discussions, whereas others in the same
village reported speeches by the village chief and Angkaa (showing the material they can
provide) and a quiet audience that just follows: •gwhen Angkaa asks us whether we want
something, we just say •eyes•f.•h Many people reported being too afraid to speak
out. Some people seem to be afraid mainly because they are not used to speak in front of
a big audience; others think that the presence of the village chief and Angkaa are the main
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constraining factors. Nevertheless, all informants told us about the attempts of the village
chief and Angkaa to urge people to participate in the meeting by encouraging them to
speak.
We think it may need some time for villagers to get used to the idea that their contribution
is really appreciated. After all, Cambodia has a recent history of an authoritarian, very
hierarchically structured society. Two informants told us that the meetings remind people
of the meetings in the time of Pol Pot. •gHowever, when they see concrete results, they
understand that these meetings are different•h, according to one informant. According to
another informant this experience from the past is still a major obstacle for people to
participate in meetings: meetings are •eofficial•f and are often perceived as •ean order
from the top•f. The fact that the term Angkaa is the same term used for Pol Pot•fs
government may influence the sentiment voiced here. More than half of our informants
seldom attended meetings.
Besides the meetings, people are supposed to participate in certain project activities as
well.
Those village projects are basically building latrines and digging wells (except the road
building in Kdong). CRS provides material and explains how to proceed; the villagers
have to contribute labor and organize it themselves. One well can serve 10 – 15 families
and the cooperation of all families is needed to build it. The family on whose land the
well will be constructed organizes it. The other families have to contribute labor or
money.
We found several cases in which the cooperation seemed to work very well. After its
construction the families really considered the well as •etheir•f well. However, we also
found other perceptions of well ownership. To the villagers it does not always seem to be
clear whether it belongs to the families who built it, to the •eauthorities•f, or to the
community as a whole. In one case several families refused to cooperate in construction,
but wanted to use the well when it was finished. This caused a conflict between the
families that did cooperate and the families that did not, and the non-cooperative families
were refused access to the well. In another case the families using the well didn•ft
consider it to be their well, but the well of the family on whose land it was built. We are
however not sure that this was a well constructed through VHC mediation. In another
case villagers did not use the well because it was located too far away from their
homes. Another problem mentioned was the maintenance of the well. Some families
accused others of not cleaning the well, after which it became unusable.
Considering the accounts of several villagers and VHC-members we have the impression
that sensitive decisions such as the location of the wells may not always be taken in the
large meetings. According to the perception of our informants it is the village chief who
takes those decisions together with Angkaa.
For the building of latrines we found no cooperation between families. Each family is
supposed to build its own latrine, and if it lacks the force to do so, no one will help.
We have the feeling from the comments of our informants that activities of the VHCs in
general tend to decline over time. In the beginning the committee is quite active, involving
villagers through many village meetings, but after a few years it reduces its activity. In
8

two villages people complained that the activities had stopped (Kdong and Prey Toteung
I) and in Kampong Sromor people felt that the activities in general (all committees) were
reduced. Kdong and Prey Toteung I seem to be divided in two parts: people of one part
accused the VHC-members of only building latrines and wells for their own (and village
chief•fs) relatives in the other part of the village, after which the activities seemed to
have stopped. In both villages people reported not having seen any activity/meeting in the
last year.
A certain decrease in activities over time was confirmed by VHC-members in different
villages: they reported not having enough time to spend for VHC-activities. A VHCmember in Kdong told us that the last village meeting took place one year ago. There
were no such complaints in Prey Sangha.

1.2 Key persons in VHC
In Cambodian society each village traditionally has certain generally recognized, highly
esteemed and respected key persons who play an important role in generating ideas for
cooperation, and mobilizing villagers to take up certain tasks for the betterment of the
village. CRS recognizes the importance of such key people in the community by
involving them in the selection process of candidates for the VHC. By doing so, it seems
to us that CRS is one of the few international donor organizations applying such a
strategy.
Before elections for VHC-members takes place, a list of candidates is prepared. CRS first
asks the village chief to identify candidates (of whom 2/3 should be women, then other
key persons in the village, as well as villagers, are asked to recommend people. If the
potential candidates accept, a final list is prepared from which the villagers (at least 50%
of the households have to be present) can elect candidates through a system of secret
ballots.
Although certain respected key people in the community are asked their advice and
recommendations, the village chief seems to play an important role in drawing up the list
of candidates for elections, at least in the perception of the people. Almost all our
informants, whether VHC-member or not, emphasized the designation of certain people
by the village chief. Most VHC-members told us that this was their main reason for
becoming a candidate. Listening to the words of one VHC-chief, it seemed to us that it
had been difficult for him to refuse because it was the village chief who had pointed him
out.
One informant felt that all members are people whom are somehow related to the village
chief/local authorities. We have no further evidence for this. However, it is noteworthy
that several other informants mention that the village chief is not automatically a respected
person in every village. In some villages people criticized the village chief for being
selfish, gaining money at the cost of the community, and nepotism. This is not to say that
the village chief is always a selfish person: in some villages he may indeed be generally
considered as a helpful and trustworthy person. It is likely that the village chief selects
candidates who he thinks are capable of carrying out the VHC tasks.
9

We asked the members of the VHCs about the most important reason for becoming VHCmember. Almost all mentioned reasons such as: Plew Loak (working for the betterment of
the village), good reputation, a good name for the village as a whole vis-a-vis other
villages, setting a good example for the next generation, and Plew Thoa (gaining merit for
next life). Underlying all those reasons, there are of course also other ambitions. Several
informants expressed the hope of finding a job in the future with an NGO or at the district
hospital. Or, as one informant said: •gI hope that one day Angkaa will see me•h.
The VHC-members were all very positive about the VHC and its health activities. They
perceive the VHC as an important improvement to the health situation in their village. All
members told us they want to continue their VHC activities for a long time.
However, a big issue in almost all villages was the fact that the VHC-members do not
receive any other salary or incentive than an allowance for following training
courses. Except for Prey Sangha, all VHC-members complained about not getting any
salary or gift for their work. Not all villagers believe that the committee members work
for free. They often talk about •ethe people who work forAngkaa•f. The villagers who
are aware that no pay is involved, assured us that it affects their work: it demoralizes
them, and makes them less and less active over time. Many villagers added that the
committee members only work when Angkaa comes to the village.
Many elected members were already active in the past: some were •echief of women•f
in the communist time; others were just helpful in common works in the village, such as
building a road, a dike, etc. They are often also involved in other committees, such as the
VDC, credit committee, etc, as we noted above. Most villagers consider the VHCmembers as good, kind and helpful persons. Some informants added that the VHCmembers are talkative and •gare able to speak with Angkaa•h.
We found only a few examples of Chah tum in the VHC. Interestingly enough, the village
chief of Prey Sangha only wanted young people in the VHC: older people were excluded
from membership. According to one Chah tum, the main reason behind this is the faster
understanding of young people: they can work faster and have a higher education than the
elders. At the same time he feels that the young often lack a feeling of
responsibility. Although the Chah tum in this village can not be member of the VHC,
they are always invited to attend the meetings and are considered as important advisors to
the VHC. Still, it seems an arbitrary exclusion of one particular group in society by the
village chief.
Villagers do not seem to look at the VHC-members with different eyes now they are
working in the VHC. In general, they are considered as helpful, but not as people they
would turn to for help if they have a (health-related) problem. We did not have enough
time to get a firm impression on whether the VHC-members gain in prestige or esteem in
society. Several women VHC members reported feeling better able to express
themselves. One woman told us that she is proud of her membership and the knowledge
she gained through the training: she gained confidence in speaking out.
In Prey Toteung I new elections were held because some members had dropped out. The
main reasons mentioned, were: too many illiterate people in the committee, not willing to
work without a salary, or husbands who don•ft want their wife to work for free. Once an
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informant told us another reason: husbands who don•ft want their wife to work
for roat (government/authority). In Kdong one informant stated that working for a
committee does change the character in some cases. Before becoming a committee
member, they are good people: honest, hard working and helpful. But after some young
members become committee members, they take advantage from working in the
committee. He stressed that was is not the case for the VHC, because there is no money
involved.
Besides Kdong, Kampong Sromor, Prey Sangha and Prey Toteung I, the research team
also visited Knach Romeas in Bavel district for just one day. The main reason for visiting
this village was the fact that elections were held just five days before.
Due to circumstances (see Introduction) we only could spend half a day (3 hours) talking
to some villagers, not all of whom participated in the elections. We feel this is too limited
really to be able to comment on the identification process and the elections, as the
villagers perceived them. Only two informants were able to comment on the
identification process and the elections. According to them, the elections were conducted
in a fair and secret way. They were positive about the elections and had the feeling that
the right people were chosen. They told us that this way of selecting people for a certain
task was entirely new to them, and that they could imagine using it also for other
occasions, such as for the commune council.

1.3 Ownership of VHC
One of the main ideas underlying the VHC is that it belongs to the people, to the
villagers. We asked the villagers how they look at the VHC: to whom does it belong and
for whom is it working? In case our informants didn•ft know the VHC, we asked them
about the ownership of committees in general, or focused more particularly on the
meetings, asking villagers by whom they are organized.
In Kdong and Kampong Sromor all informants told us that Angkaa and the village chief
organize the health and wells/latrine meetings. One woman in Kdong, who could still
remember the VHC-elections, spoke in terms of electing •grepresentatives for
CRS•h. Another woman in the same village thought that the chief of the •gwell and
latrine committee•h is working for Angkaa. In Prey Sangha and Prey Toteung I most
people believed that the VHC belongs to Angkaa. Only two informants (in Prey Sangha
and Knach Romeas) stated that the VHC belongs to the villagers. One should realize
however that the notion of ownership in question here is a Western (development)
concept, which may have a different meaning to our informants. It would require further
research to find out how this concept is really understood.
It is not surprising that many people connect the meetings/VHC to the village chief. The
village chief is heavily involved in any VHC-activity. Although he is not an official
member of the VHC, he is officially an advisor to the committee. The moment CRS
comes for the first time to the village, the Village chief is contacted. He is the first (and
according to many villagers also the most important person) to select candidates. He calls
the villagers to a meeting (often through the help of meekroms). He is present at the
village meetings and seems to play an important role by delivering speeches. In Kampong
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Sromor the village meetings are often held in the house of the village chief or a village
policeman.
Angkaa representatives are often present in the meetings and play an important
role. According to the people, Angkaa shows its projects (latrines/wells) and shows the
material it can provide. Many villagers feel there are only activities when Angkaa comes
to the village.[2] Some people say about the VHC members that •gwhen Angkaa comes,
they work•h.
When we asked the villagers in Kdong and Kampong Sromor to tell us about the whole
process - from organizing the meeting until the meeting itself - they only talked about the
village chief and Angkaa. When we asked them whether there were also villagers or a
committee involved in the organization of a meeting, they said that villagers from a
committee were present and participated but they did not know whether they were
involved in organizing it. In some villages the CRS field staff seemed to play a very
important role in urging villagers personally to participate in activities.
Only in Prey Sangha we found a few people who considered the VHC as their
committee. However, when we asked them why, they explained that Angkaa told them
so. Some villagers would consider the members as working for the villagers (although
one said they are working for the authorities), but couldn•ft answer the question whether
the VHC belongs to the villagers, Angkaa or the authorities.
Our VHC-informants in all villages were positive about the future of the VHC, but at the
same time made it very clear that they need the continuing support of CRS, and preferably
a salary or other incentive. The villagers in Kdong, Kampong Sromor and Prey Toteung I
were also very clear about the future. Viewing the overall reduction in activities over time,
they saw little or no future for the committee, unless Angkaa stays heavily involved. In
case Angkaa would withdraw, they saw no future at all. Because, as one informant told
us: •gOur people are not strong in contacting (other) Angkaa for support•h. The biggest
fear seems to be that there will be no NGOs to provide material, and without material
there will be no concrete activities anymore.
One informant in Kdong was more confident about the sustainability of the VHC. He
compared it with other committees in his village (a rice bank and a credit scheme) that
seem to work well and are able to continue without support from outside. In Prey Sangha
people in general seemed to be more self confident and proud of their own capabilities
than in the other three villages. Almost all our informants expressed their confidence in
the VHC and were quite sure it would continue its activities even if Angkaa would
withdraw. According to one informant: •gFirst we should do things ourselves and then
we can ask Angkaa to help provide the material.•h However, he also added that the VHCmembers need more training. Prey Sangha is different from the other villages because of
its Kampuchea Krom roots and its relatively well developed civil society (see page 2021).
We found two examples in which the VHC might have had a broader impact in the
community. In Kdong one VHC-member said he used his training on proposal writing
from CRS to write a proposal to •ea generous woman•f in the United States to build a
school. We heard many different stories about who actually got the idea and wrote the
proposal, not supporting the first (VHC-) account. Nevertheless, it clearly shows that
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someone got the idea and took the initiative to contact other donors. In Prey Toteung I the
chief of the VHC stated that she initiated the idea to create different associations in her
village and that the VHC had served as an example. Considering the fact that the husband
of the VHC-chief was involved in the initiative of setting up the associations, we have
good reason to believe that the VHC may have served as a catalyst for the reestablishment
of traditional self-help village associations.
1.4 Conclusion
When looking at the VHCs, we can basically distinguish three levels of participation: the
participation of the members of the VHC; the participation of villagers in the meetings;
and the participation of villagers in the concrete project activities.
Considering the good results of the health programs of CRS and the accounts of the VHCmembers themselves, we conclude that the members of the committee are important
contributors to the improvement of the health situation in their village. They seem to be
participating well in the program, although their activities tend to reduce in time and seem
to be linked more or less to the arrival of CRS in the village. The motivation of the
members is a point of concern. We will return to this issue later.
One of the roles of the VHC-members (amongst many others) is to be an intermediary
between the villagers and the CRS, and to make sure that the projects decided upon in the
meetings by the villagers are really carried out. The villagers elect the members of the
committee through fair and secret elections, and in general it seems that the right people
were chosen to take up the job. The VHC-members consult the people through village
meetings where they can voice their concerns, their needs and their ideas.
The participation of the villagers in general mainly takes place through those
meetings. There are basically two different kind of meetings: the first meeting in which
priorities are discussed, and the meetings following thereafter.
In the first general village meeting people are asked to brainstorm about the most basic
health problems in the villages, about the causes and possible solutions. The villagers
take the opportunity to speak out about problems and solutions in a fairly democratic
way. The example of the road building in Kdong is the best evidence that - at least in this
village – the meeting was taking place in a participatory and democratic way and that CRS
was really willing to respond to the wishes of the meeting by providing laterite instead of
culverts. In several villages people were still able to recall this meeting, although it must
have taken place several years ago. This is quite remarkable when considering the
number of village meetings (of all committees) that take place in a village in general.
The third level of participation is the participation of villagers in carrying out specific
projects: mainly digging wells and in the case of Kdong also the construction of a
road. There were cases in which good cooperation was reported and places where this
was not the case. However, we have got enough evidence that a small group of families
can take up a common task and perceive the outcome as common property. Nevertheless,
conflicts around scarce goods are always likely to arise. Therefore, we think the process
could benefit from the development of a conflict resolution or mediation agency or
mechanism that could deal with such disputes.
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The cases where the well digging did not have good results seemed to be connected to the
decision of the place where to build it and who would take care of it. A logical
place/space for deciding upon those issues, would be the village meetings following the
first one mentioned above.
This brings us to our next point: to what extent can we speak of the village meetings
following the first meeting in which the priorities are set, as places where people can and
will speak out and are really heard? The introduction of formal democratic processes such
as fair and secret elections and majority vote are the first stage. Consolidating democracy
in daily practice is a second one.
The research findings showed that one of the main reasons for villagers to attend the
meetings, was the hope of getting something out of it for themselves (or being afraid of
losing a chance when not going). The meetings are important places where potentially
limited and strategic goods are distributed and where decisions may be taken about their
allocation. We have some indications to believe that the decision about whom is going to
receive a well first and where this well will be located (potentially very strategically and
politically sensitive questions) may not always be taken in the meetings by the villagers
themselves. According to some informants this decision was made by the VHC and the
'higher level•f. We do not know to what extent such important decisions are taken in the
meetings, since the perception of people may be different from reality. However, we
think this should be a major point of concern. Our sense is that villagers are well able to
distinguish between the form of democracy (elections, majority vote) and its substance
(participation in decision making on all levels about the allocation of strategic
resources). The enthusiasm of people for village meetings would be a reflection of their
perception that a sufficient degree of decision making power were really available in these
meetings.
However, we are aware of the fact that shared decision making is not only a matter of
giving the possibilities, but also one of taking the opportunities offered. Here an
important constraining factor is the presence of the village chief in the meeting (and in
general the influence of the village chief in the whole of VHC activities). We should not
forget that the village chief is an appointed official, representing an authoritarian
communist system. One of the aims of enhancing democratic and participatory processes
is to try to break into the all encompassing power of the local authorities and give the
people a chance to have a say in the developments that affect the future of their village
and that affect their personal lives. We are very much aware of the sensitivity of this
subject and will come back to this later on.
Another constraining factor is the role of Angkaa as perceived by the villagers. If
meetings are perceived as a major Angkaa-device to get things done, the meetings may not
develop into places where real and free sharing of opinions can take place, and where the
villagers will feel free to make decision of their own. Activities seem to take place
especially when CRS comes to the village; this can partly be explained by the fact that
CRS brings material which makes it possible to start concrete activities such as digging
wells or building latrines. However, a lack of motivation from the part of the VHCmembers may, to a certain extent, play a role as well. The meetings often seem to be a
place where the village chief and the CRS-field staff play the most important, or perhaps
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the most visible, roles. Few villagers could remember the roles of VHC-members in those
meetings.
Many of the above mentioned findings were the same for all villages. The main
difference we found is that the villagers in Prey Toteung I and Prey Sangha mostly know
about the existence of a VHC. Prey Sangha was different from the other three villages in
that the villagers seemed to be more confident about the future of the VHC.
It is still a bit too early to be able to speak of a recognizably positive impact of women
taking active part in committees. However, it is likely that it will be positive in the long
run. One important factor to take into account is that we have the impression that
meetings in general (not only health related) are for at least 50% attended by women, one
of the most important reasons being that men are often working outside the village during
the time meetings are held.

2. The CMCF/CR Model

•gThe linkage of communities to health services is one of the key principles of
Community-Based Primary Health Care•h, according to the Implementation Guide
CRS/CBPHC, and this linkage must be •gsustainable and responsive to the health needs
of the community•h (Implementation Guide CRS/CBPHC, p. 145). In order to achieve
such a linkage between the village level and the commune level, CRS set up Co
management / Co-financing committees (CMCF). The purposes of the committees are,
amongst others: to facilitate the flow of information from the community to the Health
Center and vice versa, and to create a system for community •gowners•h of the Health
Center to participate in management and financing of the Health Center (Implementation
Guide CRS/CBPHC, p. 146). The committees consist of two Community
Representatives (CR) from each village served by the Health Center (one man, one
woman) and two Health Center staff. The villagers elect the CRs. Although the CMCFs
were established only from 1998 onwards, the Health Centers show a dramatic increase in
numbers of patients.
We talked to the Community Representatives (CR) in Kdong and Prey Sangha (Kampong
Sromor and Prey Toteung I do not have CR•fs yet; we were for a too short time in Knach
Romeas to have a look at the functioning of the CR in that village).
2.1 Findings in Kdong and Prey Sangha
In Kdong we talked to the female CR. She explained us that the male CR stopped his
activities as a CR because of lack of time and money. The CR in Kdong does not have
any medical background. According to her, the villagers mainly elected her in 1998
•gbecause I always showed up in the meetings.•h She told us that her main duties are to
visit sick people and tell them to go to the Health Center. But she added that when she is
busy, she has no time and stops this activity. In the CMCF-meetings, the health center
staff mainly wants to get information from her, such as the diseases in the village, how
many people go to private practitioners, whether the fees are suitable, etc.
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She did not attend the meetings the last two months, because she was ill. However, during
the interview she repeatedly stressed the fact that she has to pay for her own transportation
to the Health Center and that she does not always have enough money to go. This
suggests that the reason of her absence may not have been illness, and may occur more
often in the future.
The CR had only vaguely heard of the VHC: there was no relation between her and the
VHC.
The vice-chief of the VHC knew the CRs, but another member of the VHC had never
heard of them. There is obviously a lack of coordination between the two, which could
easily be remedied.
When asking the villagers, we found out that almost no one knows about CRs. Even after
an explanation from our side, most villagers assured us that Kdong does not have such
representatives. Even the niece of the CR we interviewed – living almost next to the CR –
assured us that she was not involved any such activity. All our informants, except one,
told us they go to the private practitioner when ill. One informant told us that a man and a
woman in the village can help people go to the Health Center by asking the Health Center
to waive any fees. There probably is some vague understanding of the idea of a CR,
without specific knowledge of who serves in this capacity.
The situation in Prey Sangha was different. In this village we also interviewed only the
female CR. She has a medical background as Village Health Activist in the past and was
trained by CRS as TBA. Besides, she works as a private practitioner. She is also a
member of the VHC. She described her role as follows: informing the Health center about
diseases in the village and informing the villagers about vaccination programs, medicine,
and fees and services at the Health Center. She told us her activities included going
house-by-house, gathering people in small groups, or usingVHC-meetings to inform
people.
Most villagers know the woman who is CR, but apparently more as a private practitioner
and someone •gwho works at the Health Center and can give injections and
vaccinations•h, than as a key informant who informs people about policies and fees at the
Health Center. Only one of our informants could remember ever having received
information about fees, but mentioned someone else as the informant than the two CRs.
2.2 Conclusion
We must admit having a problem in drawing any conclusions about the CMCF. Our
findings suggest that the activity of the CRs is not well known, at least in Kdong. But the
dramatic rise in patients at the Health Centers indicates that somehow information is
reaching villagers. Obviously, the CMCF somehow managed to overcome the natural
mistrust of the villagers regarding Health Centers. It was beyond the reach of this study to
approach this part of the research in another way (i.e. a tracer-study of people who visited
the Health Centers in the past few months). However, we think it is worthwhile to try to
get a deeper insight into the dynamics in play here.
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3. Key persons and indigenous forms of cooperation

When talking about participation it is most important to try to get an understanding of and
insight into Cambodian culture and society. What are the occasions in which Cambodians
get together to cooperate, how do they mobilize resources and how do indigenous forms
of cooperation appeal to the villagers? Are they willing to work for the common benefit of
the community, and are there things we can learn from it when entering a village with the
aim of setting up a program based on participation and cooperation?
We tried to find the indigenous forms of cooperation in the four villages, as well as the
main key persons behind those activities. We found quite some diversity among the four
villages with regard to both the number and activity of key persons in the communities
and the level of cooperation among villagers, whether in a more or less organized form or
not.
We will discuss both issues (key persons and indigenous forms of cooperation) together
for each village because they are closely linked to one another.
3.1 Kdong
The research team found the lowest level of cooperation in Kdong village. Many villagers
talked about the past with a slightly nostalgic feeling: we often heard the names of two
important key persons in the past, especially the former commune chief who used to live
in the village and was a great initiator of many projects. He was considered as a real
leader who called villagers to a meeting to discuss his plans and ask for contributions in
kind, labor or money. He was able to make the projects (such as building a road)
attractive to such an extent that men, women and children, and even people from nearby
villages would join to help. All villagers talked about the past as the time of the real
leaders, whereas nowadays the village seems to lack such key persons. One informant
stated that this kind of cooperation doesn•ft happen anymore without the involvement
of Angkaa: •gAngkaa has to create the idea.•h
When we asked villagers whom they consider as key people in their community, most of
them replied that there are no key people, other than the village chief. Further asking
sometimes elicited one or two names, but those names would seldom be the same for
different informants. Sometimes Chah tum were mentioned, but they only seemed to be
called upon in case of conflicts. Mistrust among people was mentioned several times as
the main problem preventing cooperation. When we asked the people whom they would
turn to for help if they had a problem, the answer would be that •gwe solve our own
problems•h, mainly within the own family and sometimes with the help of a
neighbor. Only in case of conflicts people would turn to the village chief and Chah tum.
We found no other forms of cooperation without an NGO involved, than individual
contributions to a family organizing a death ceremony. Not even occasionally for
constructing a house, or helping with someone•fs harvest.
Kdong does not have a pagoda: villagers go to the nearby pagoda in Phnom Sampeu. That
pagoda has a Wat-committee, but this committee seems to be involved only in the
17

building of the pagoda. The village chief is the key person for collecting money from
villagers for development projects organized by NGOs.
3.2 Kampong Sromor
The situation in Kampong Sromor was not very different from that in Kdong, although
there was a little more conformity in key persons pointed out by villagers than in
Kdong. The most respected persons are the acaa and some Chah tum. They are known
for leading villagers to join religious ceremonies at the Pagoda in Choe Tiel (Kampong
Sromor does not have a pagoda either). They are sometimes also involved in raising
money from the villagers for building a road or other village projects. But as in Kdong,
the people in Kampong Sromor told us they would basically solve their problems within
the own family: •gwe can help ourselves•h, was the much-heard adage. Only in case of
conflicts, the village chief would be called upon, as well as Chah tum playing part in
conflict resolution basically as witnesses.
Some informants complained that the Chah tum in the past used to be more active in the
village, but nowadays mainly worked for the development of the Wat. Our informants
recognized that the Chah tum, as in the past, are still the ones with ideas and initiatives,
but they are •gslow•h. They do not have the energy and the materials that
the Angkaa has.
The acaa in Kampong Sromor blames foreign organizations for changing the tradition of
mutual help, such as exchange of labor or draft animals. He claims that since •efood for
work•f programs were started in this village, it has become more difficult to ask
people•fs contributions without paying them (either in food or money). He admits that
poverty also plays an important role: people are too busy trying to earn a
living. Nevertheless, he tries to urge people to contribute money for community activities,
especially for road building. Although the main reason given is bon craen, gaining merit
for next life, it mainly leads to the betterment of the community. He is afraid that people
will forget about the importance of bon craen. Another informant, chief of VDC,
complains that people are more and more often only thinking about themselves. He
especially blames the rich who are often less willing to contribute than the poor. Two
villagers see the main reason behind the decline of exchange of labor rather in the fact that
each family has less farming land than in the past. People can do everything by
themselves now and don•ft need the help of others anymore.
Probably there are more factors playing a part in the slow disappearance of mutual help.
Other villagers praise Angkaa. In the recent past nobody had the idea of joining forces to
get things done for the betterment of the community, mainly because people were too poor
to spend time for anything else than earning a living. But since Angkaa came, people feel
they themselves can do things for the village.
The village chief sometimes raises money or other contributions from villagers. However,
most villagers admitted that they prefer to give money to monks or the acaa, especially
when it is used for religious purposes. The main reason they give is trust in monks
and acaa and gaining merit. Monks and acaa are occasionally involved in raising money
for village construction works as well, especially roads. Once the VDC and village chief
were not able to complete the construction of a road. The acaa turned to the abbot and the
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Wat-committee in Choe Tiel. With the help of two monks and a loudspeaker they were
able to collect money needed.
As in Kdong, we found no indigenous forms of cooperation or association, other than
ceremonies organized by the acaa for religious purposes.

3.3 Prey Toteung I
We found a greater degree of cooperation in Prey Toteung I. There were small examples
of cooperation between some families, for example helping in the construction of a house
or providing help in emergencies such as when the neighbor•fs harvest is threatened by a
sudden flood. The owner pays for the food, which is cooked by the women of the men
who are assisting the owner. We also heard about the collectively filling up of holes in a
destroyed road, initiated by Chah tum. We did not find any such examples in Kdong or
Kampong Sromor.
There was however a very interesting development underway in Prey Toteung
I. Although this village in the recent past seemed to have been much like Kampong
Sromor (i.e. some generally recognized key persons, but no organized forms of indigenous
cooperation), suddenly all kinds of associations were set up since last year: a rice
collecting association, a pot association and a youth association. A death association was
in the process of being set up. The Chah tum were the main actors in all these new
associations.
The rice collecting association is meant to facilitate the celebration of the yearly Phjum
Ben ceremony. Because this ceremony takes place at a time when the harvesting has not
started yet, many families had trouble contributing money. Now four men are in charge of
rice collection after the harvest: two meewin collect rice from 40 households to put in
storage. In October the rice in the storage is sold to the miller, amounting to 100.000 –
120.000 riels, which can be used for the ceremony.
The Pot association is an old tradition in Cambodia, meant to help families in celebrating
their ceremonies by lending them the material needed (such as pots and pans). All
members and their contributions are listed (with the acaa and two others as witnesses),
and the material is kept in the house of a trusted person. The members (Chah tum) were
appointed by the acaa. Our informants felt that elections were not needed because
everybody knows the most trusted persons in the village and elections are too complicated
for this kind of activity.
However, many villagers had not heard yet about the associations, especially the villagers
in one part of the community. The village seems to consist mainly of two parts: the
inhabitants of one part originally came from Svay Rieng and Prey Veng. The indigenous
population and returnees from border camps are living in the other part. According to the
villagers in the •eindigenous•f part •geverybody looks at the other to start•h, so
nothing happens. The associations seemed to be set up mainly in the •gSvay Rieng•h
part. The other part of the village had either never heard about it and didn•ft believe it,
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or expected that the associations in the Svay Rieng part would extend their activity to their
part of the village soon after the harvest.
One association that is better known throughout the village is the Youth Association
(•gthe wind of the girls and boys•h), also created in 1998. It is a Wat-based association.
The acaa, Chah tum and the leader of the monks took the initiative in creating it. They
invited all young, single people from the five villages surrounding the pagoda to come to
the Wat to select five representatives per village: two boys and three girls. Of each group
one girl was selected to be the chief (girls are supposed to be more patient than boys, and
know better how to prepare food for the monks). If the pagoda needs help, for example
physical force, they can ask the youth representatives to mobilize the young people in
their village. At Phjum Ben ceremony the Youth Association collects money, and the
15th day (15th win) is reserved for the youth. The chief of the Youth Association told us
that she also could get the young people together for other, non-pagoda based
activities. However, so far nobody had asked for their help.
We tried to find out what the main reasons were for those associations to suddenly come
up in this village. The example of Pre Toteung II, where several associations were set up
already, seems to have been an important factor. Possibly, the Angkaa-committees have
somehow also served as an example. However, the most important factor seems to have
been the role of several key persons in the community who not only saw the example, but
also took up the initiative to set up associations. A last factor has been the place were the
key persons from different villages meet and exchange views and ideas: the pagoda.
3.4 Prey Sangha
Of all villages we visited, Prey Sangha was clearly the one with most cooperation among
the people. Prey Sangha is a Kampuchea Krom village, founded by Khmer two or three
generations ago who mainly came from the lower Mekong delta. Throughout Cambodia
Kampuchea Krom communities are known for their cooperation and solidarity.
In Prey Sangha several associations had been formed from 1993/1994 on, building on
very old traditions. The associations were, as in Prey Toteung I, set up by the Chah tum in
the village. The Chah tumin Prey Sangha still play an important role in the village. They
are considered to be the ones with most experience and the best ideas. Chah tum are the
main advisors in the community and are often called upon when money issues are
involved. According to one Chah tum, it is important to do things step by step, not too
fast, because that gives long lasting results. He doesn•ft like the •gstyle of the
government•h where people only want quick results and want to earn as much money as
possible.
The first association was set up even before 1993, but it failed. In 1989 the Chah
tum created a death association, but the contribution was different per family, causing
major conflicts. The association stopped its activities and was recreated in 1994 with an
equal contribution of 2000 riels per family. The names of all the contributing families are
carefully written down and the total amount is given to the family who has to organize a
death ceremony. Like the other associations, the death association can be an important
safeguard against a life long debt. The association has five members: a chief, a vice-chief
and a recorder. They mainly are Chah tum, except the recorder who is a young literate
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person. The Chah tum who set up this association told us that elections were held for this
association. He got the idea of elections in the association from the UNTAC-elections.
However, the existence of a chief, vice chief and recorder suggests that there has been
some influence from development committees and their structure as well.
There is a Wat committee in the village that sometimes extends its pagoda-activities to
activities for the betterment of the community, such as raising money for building a
school.
There is also a Parent school association and a Pot association. Both were created this
year through elections, suggesting that the formal participatory techniques introduced by
UNTAC and NGOs had wide currency. We can imagine that such associations might be
reestablished in a village like this, in the course of time.
One Chah tum still remembered other associations that used to exist in the past (before the
time of Pol Pot), such as an association to help the poor and an association to help the old
people.
One Chah tum in this village made an interesting comparison between
the Angkaa committees and the indigenous associations. According to him
the Angkaa committees think about activities to improve the infrastructure, whereas the
associations are about people helping each other. This raises the question what appeals
committees might use to build an image of •epeople helping each other•f in order to link
their development activities to a larger moral world in which the villager lives.
3.5 Conclusion
We can discern a large degree of variance among villages we visited with regard to the
level of cooperation and existence of civil society groups. Our informants from all four
villages could recall more and less organized forms of cooperation in the past. There were
many reasons given for the disappearance of cooperation. However, the fact that all
associations that used to exist in the past were dissolved in 1975, suggests that it is
mainly the experience of Pol Pot and the Heng Samrin period that caused a major rupture
in organized village life. It is only since 1993 that people in these villages have begun
rebuilding the kind of associations that used to be a strong tradition in the past.
However, not all villages are alike in their rebuilding efforts. Some villages seem to have
a more natural cohesion, such as the Kampuchea Krom, and possibly the Svay Rieng part
of Prey Toteung I. Others have less factors binding them together and need more time to
overcome the lack of trust and solidarity caused by a prolonged period of suppression and
forced cooperation, refugee camp experience and eventual return and resettlement in
communities quite new to them.
Prey Sangha was the earliest among the four villages we visited to take up the initiative,
right after the UNTAC-elections. Prey Toteung II got the idea a few years ago, and
provided an example to Prey Toteung I. We suspect that eventually the old traditions of
mutual help and cooperation will percolate also to villages like Kdong and Kampong
Sromor. Considering the fact that those initiatives were taken up by Chah tum and acaa,
as well as the finding that Kdong - and to a lesser extent Kampong Sromor - seemed to
lack such people, suggests that the existence of generally recognized esteemed, trusted
key persons in the village is an important factor. Another important factor may be the
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existence of a pagoda in the direct neighborhood. Only Prey Sangha and Prey Toteung I
have a Pagoda. Chah tum usually meet each other at the Wat, and as such it seems to
serve as an important focal point for organizing these associations.
Foreign development organizations (either Khmer or international) do not operate in a
vacuum. Not only may there be things to learn from one another; there may also be scope
for cooperation. This however will differ from village to village. It is not possible to
draw more general conclusions on what foreign development organizations could learn
from indigenous associations from this short study. However, remarks to the effect that
associations are about •gpeople helping each other•h whereas committees are about
building infrastructure, call for further study of the particular dynamics in play here. On
one hand associations seem to be focussed on the moral or social betterment of the village,
while committees are focussed on the material development side of community life.

4. Problems and needs
Part of the research was meant to look at the main problems and needs as voiced by the
people themselves. The problems in Kdong, Kampong Sromor and Prey Toteung I did
not differ much from one another. Only the problems mentioned in Prey Sangha were
slightly different from the other village.
In Kdong, Kampong Sromor and Prey Toteung I the biggest concern of the people was the
question: how to make a living? Almost all our informants complained about the small
plots of rice field: far too small to support the whole family throughout the year. Many
were able to have only one harvest a year, due to irrigation problems. People had to find
other jobs to supplement their income, such as breaking stones, selling labor, picking
oranges, etc. We found that this was the main subject of conversation when people meet
each other for drinking wine, at a marriage ceremony, or whatever occasion. They were
always on the look out for casual labor opportunities. The situation for those who fell ill
and had to sell their rice field to pay for their treatment was even more desperate as they
were then entirely dependent on wage labor for survival.
Many families in the villages we visited have a lot of children, who will have even smaller
rice fields than their parents in the near future. Their choices will be limited to selling
labor and hunting daily for jobs, or clearing the forests in the reconciliation areas (a very
dangerous option because of mines and malaria). Families would like their children to be
able to go to school in order to become cheang(craftsman), because according to our
informants the villages are in need of craftsmen like carpenters, house constructors, radio
repairers etc. However, the districts have no technical school, and even if there were one,
villagers wouldn•ft have the money to pay for the fees.
Our informants often said that all the activities of Angkaa in their villages are very much
appreciated, but they do not change these most basic problems. They feel that those are
only small improvements and that nobody is really able to help them with their basic
problem of survival.
Beside those basic problems, other needs were voiced, such as roads, secondary school,
teachers, and literacy and numeracy classes for adults. In Prey Sangha the main concerns
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of the poorest were the same as for the other villages. But here another main problem
mentioned was the falling prices for products, mainly due to cheap import of pigs and
vegetables from Thailand. They also voiced the problem of transportation of their farm
products from the field to the village, and from the village to the markets.
Those were the most important problems, concerns and needs as voiced by the people
themselves. However, the research team felt that there is another problem that needs to be
addressed: the all encompassing power and interference of the local authorities in all
spheres of civil society life. This is a theme we encountered in nearly all discussions
about NGO-based committees and activities. If NGOs want to support and enhance the
growth of civil society in the villages of Banan and Bavel district (and very likely also in
other parts of Cambodia), they have to examine the role of the village and commune
chiefs. The main questions would be: what is the proper role of the local government
authorities in regard to rural development, and what is the proper relationship between the
local authority and the various forms of civil society activities (either indigenous or
initiated by NGOs) that are emerging?

5. General Conclusions and Recommendations
5.1 VHC model
With long-standing commitment CRS succeeded in improving the health care delivery by
setting up creative programs involving a multitude of people. Initiating Village Health
Committees is one of those creative programs. An important component of the VHC is
the support for •enatural democratic processes•f through participation of villagers in
identifying problems and needs, and deciding upon projects to be implemented. We think
that the VHC-model is a good model for future program activities in other fields than
health, especially when the extent to which participatory processes of decision making
really take hold is constantly carefully monitored. It is important for any future program
to assure that those participatory processes are basic ingredients of committees throughout
its whole life cycle, and that proper checks and balances are built in. Not only can the
formal involvement of trusted elder be an important safeguard against misuse of funds and
allocation of resources; elders also can act as an ombudsman in case of complaints and
conflicts.
Fair elections and majority vote alone are not enough to ensure the continuous
participation of the people in sharing ideas, opinions and problems, and in shared decision
making on different levels. People should be empowered to participate in all decisionmaking processes, including the strategically and politically sensitive ones. Then there is
a chance that they will perceive the effort really as •etheir•f effort, and not as one that is
pushed through by the village chief, some committee members, or NGO-workers.
One of the main problems of the VHCs seems to be a lack of motivation, not only from
the villagers, but also from its members who are supposed to work for free to the benefit
of the community. Almost all VHC-members complained more or less directly about not
getting a salary or other incentive. Another important problem is the apparent dependence
of the committees on Angkaa and the lack of sustainability in the future.
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 We recommend providing members of any potentially new committee more tools and
confidence through a training program that is linked to basic skills necessary to run any
kind of committee or other form of organization. Possible examples are communication
skills, leadership skills, strategies to link up with possible donors, negotiation skills,
advocacy skills and accounting skills. This would not only enhance their capacities and
confidence, but could also provide that necessary incentive that makes working for the
benefit of the community worthwhile by giving them marketable skills.
5.2 CMCF-model
Another creative program of CRS is the setting up of Co-Management Co-Financing
Committees (CMCF). Unfortunately however, we were unable to gather enough
information on the CMCF-structures and the roles of the Community Representatives, to
draw conclusions on the applicability of this model to other sectors. We however feel it is
important to try to find out the reasons behind the sudden increase of patients in the
Health Centers.
 We would recommend further research on the CMCF. Interviewing villagers in
haphazard way did not work well. A better way to find out could be to trace back the
patients who visited the health center during the last few months. It could be interesting to
ask them what made them going to the health center and for what reason, as well as their
experiences in the health center: would they return to the health center a next time, would
they tell others, etc.
5.3 Problems and Needs
One important aim of this study was to find out what are the main problems and needs of
the people. The research team encountered three problems, partly as voiced by the
villagers themselves, and partly indirectly following from the research on the position of
the VHCs in the communities.
The problems and needs most often voiced by the people themselves are linked to their
living conditions. Too small plots of rice land and not sufficient rice yields to feed the
family throughout the whole year, and definitely not enough to offer jobs and food to the
young people of next generation. There are several possibilities aimed at structurally
improving their living conditions that come to mind:
A.
A land sharing committee, renting unused land from big landowners and using it
as a common property for committee members for irrigated crops during the dry season.
B.
An agriculture-experiment committee: a plot of land is provided to the members,
who can experiment on it with new seeds, new vegetables, etc. At the same time informal
training around farm produce and business can be provided to the members, such as
agricultural extension, agricultural education, marketing strategies and numeracy classes.
C.
An irrigation committee: there are several options, such as small groups
responsible for pumping wells, or an irrigation committee responsible for larger scale
irrigation schemes. Such schemes may affect other villages as well. In that case it may be
worthwhile to consider the Wat as the central place to scale up activities rather than the
commune, in order to prevent the same kind of problems from happening as we found at
village level with the VHCs.
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 We recommend investigating further possibilities for intensifying agricultural
production, since it is most directly linked to the basic problems as voiced most often by
the villagers themselves. One can set up new committees such as rice banks, cow banks
or credit schemes, but as long as the cultivation cannot be intensified, those problems will
only bring more of the same small improvements.
Even with a dramatic intensification of rice and vegetable cultivation, it will be impossible
to absorb all labor force in the future. Therefore other strategies are needed as well,
focusing on vocational training and private sector development. One possibility could be
the establishment of vocational training centers at district level. Another possibility at
village or Wat level could be the formation of craftsmen•fs cooperatives. They could
focus on important needs in society and/or common resources in the surroundings of the
village that can be used for profit making, such as woodworking. They can define the
education needed to exploit the possibilities and form for example a woodworkers
cooperation, a radio-repair cooperation, a house constructors cooperation, etc.
 We recommend the setting up of vocational training possibilities at district level,
and/or investigate possibilities of setting up craftsmen cooperations, linked with
substantial vocational training and training on marketing and business strategies,
numeracy, etc.
The third problem, the role of the local authorities, may be more difficult to tackle. The
upcoming commune elections will undoubtedly raise important questions such as the role
of the local authorities at different levels, citizens•f rights, and a transparent and
responsible system of tax collecting. How are local resources going to be generated and
redistributed in a transparent and democratic way?
Groups could be formed to discuss such important issues, and through which voter
education can be channeled towards the villagers. Essential for the success of such a
model, especially when monetary issues are at stake, will be the active involvement of
respected key people in society, especially Chah tum, acaa and monks as monitors or
ombudsmen and as a check and balance on the authorities. Our research showed the deep
mistrust of people towards the local authorities, especially when money or the distribution
of scarce goods is involved. Only local trusted people could handle such issues. And
only when trusted persons are involved, people will be willing to take such an attempt
seriously and be willing to participate.
Western style democracy should not be forced upon people as some kind of foreign
intervention. People should be given the chance to think it through, compare it with their
existing Buddhist democratic principles and practices in order to eventually fine-tune it to
accord with their own culture and society. This not only entails the active involvement of
important respected lay persons in society, but also the Wat-committees.
 We recommend the setting up of civic education groups in which the Chah
tum, acaa and Wat-based persons such as the abbot and leader of the monks are the main
initiators. Those groups could be based in the village, but could also be scaled up to a
larger level. In that case we recommend the use of the Wat as a central place from which
to depart, instead of the commune office.
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All these recommendations and possibilities entail the setting up of even more
committees, whereas the research team found a lot of confusion among people in the
villages that seemed overloaded with committees. However, we think of the solution to
this problem not so much in terms of reducing committees, but rather in terms of
improving the dissemination of information in the villages.
 We recommend an information board at several places in the villages providing
information about all committees, the committee members, the activities, and the times
and subjects of the meetings. In that case the villagers can decide themselves what
information is relevant and interesting to them, and all villagers will have equal access to
the information.
 For all committees we recommend an equal representation of women, as well as
veterans and war victims. Women often are equally involved in farming and handicraft
production as men, and have an important role in marketing and business in the
community by selling products at the market place. Their representation in any kind of
civic education needs no justification.
 Not only do veterans and war victims represent separate •ecategories•f in the
community and as such have the right to equal representation; it may also enhance their
reintegration in a society that tends to look down upon them.

5.4 The need for further research
Despite the many recommendations just made, we want to conclude this study by drawing
the attention to our findings regarding existing and slowly reviving forms of indigenous
civil society groups. Villages are in a constant process of change, although it may not be
directly visible to a foreigner. It is important to know the particular dynamics in civil
society of a particular village in order to be able to fine-tune a program to what is already
available and developing in the community itself. The study of the VHCs suggests, for
example, that villages with a considerable degree of cohesion and cooperation are also
better able to adjust to and absorb interventions brought by outside development
organizations. In other villages however it may be worth considering support to local
religious institutions as an initial avenue for strengthening indigenous forms of
organization.
Some existing groups and developments may be strong enough to join; others have to be
handled in a very careful, sensitive way. Some associations are still so fragile, that any
foreign involvement could easily break them. It is important to get a full understanding of
the relations between the villagers and organized forms of cooperation on one hand, and
the village chief on the other, as well as the existence of key people in the village and their
roles. Both the roles of the village chief and of key people in the village will vary among
different villages, and will have to be examined closely for any specific case.
CRS acknowledges the importance of a study of the village prior to starting up
programs. We think this is a very important key to their success. It is a very useful
strategy for any other program that might be set up in the future. We think it would be
useful to make this initial study a more comprehensive research effort, including social
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relations in the village and an exploration of the developing •ecivil society•f
mechanisms and associations in that village.
 We recommend to adopting and intensifying CRS•f strategy of studying the village
carefully before entering it for any other future program. We would like to recommend
making this a thorough study of a village. It is not just a matter of finding out what
indigenous organizations are present (dividing villages in ones with and ones without a
•ecivil society•f) as well as the important key persons. It also is a matter of finding out
the particular dynamics in that society, recognizing the variance among villages, the
different roles of key persons (that may be ambiguous as well), and the processes of
change already taking place.

[1]

There were often several people participating in one interview at the same time, and sometimes other people would join
the interview while it was underway.
[2]
It is important to note here that villagers often only remember concrete project activities such as building wells, roads and
latrines. They tend to forget, or do not 'see' the other activities.
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