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Lotus Outreach Begins Working in 
Microfinance in Rural Cambodia! 

In the past year, Lotus 
Outreach has experimented 
with a new support method 
making waves in the world of 
development ς microloans. 
Microfinance has been 

heralded by groups from the 
United Nations to the apparel retailer 
Benetton, and the Bangladeshi 

economist credited with creating the concept, Muhammad 
¸ǳƴǳǎΣ ǿƻƴ ǘƘŜ bƻōŜƭ tŜŀŎŜ tǊƛȊŜ ƛƴ нллс ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ άefforts to 
create economic and social development from belowΦέ1 

 

As the poorest of thŜ ǇƻƻǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻǊ ƴƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΣ [hΩǎ 
target communities are easy prey for loan sharks.  Falling ill or 
marrying off a child often drives villagers to borrow from local 
moneylenders, who charge inordinate interest rates of 10 to 20 
percent each month and demand family land for collateral.  
Defaults are common, and for families with no assets or 
financial cushion, this often means losing their home.   Although 
the homeless and desperate are especially vulnerable to 
exploitation, their daughters inherit the greatest risk of abuse 
and absorption into the ubiquitous sex industry. 
 

When LO was approached by the Cambodian Organization for 
Children and Development (COCD) with an integrated rural 
development (IRD) project in Pursat province that included 
microcredit, we took notice.  In addition to microfinance, the 
IRD program features education, health and food security 
components for a comprehensive approach to eradicating 
poverty.  Villagers are taught efficient production of cash crops, 
value maximization of existing crops (such as selling tahini paste 
from sesame seeds, rather than the seeds alone) and home 
gardening.  Budding co-operatives called self-help groups (SHGs) 
serve as central support and financial centers for the exchange 
of ideas and information.   
 

Five SHGs now represent 92 families in tǳǊǎŀǘΩǎ Phnom Kravanh 
District, and over the past year have made small loans (from $15 
to $25) for investment projects such as raising chickens and pigs, 
purchasing sewing machines or fabric for garment production, 
and seeds and agricultural equipment for farming. The interest 
from these loans is used to expand the pool of funds available 
for new applicants.   

 

.ŜŦƻǊŜ /h/5Ωǎ ƻǳǘǊŜŀŎƘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ {ƛŜƳ {ŀŀǘΩǎ 
circumstance was typical of other poor Cambodians. In order to 
deal with unanticipated needs or emergencies, like treatment 
for typhoid or malaria, she was obligated to borrow from 
opportunistic moneylenders who charged interest rates as high 
as 20 percent per month.  The 32 year-old jumped at the chance 
to participate in the COCD microloan program, which charges a 
comparatively moderate three percent monthly interest. Siem 
invested her $15 loan into a bountiful vegetable garden that 
Ǉŀȅǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŘƛǾƛŘŜƴŘǎΥ ƛǘ ƴƻǳǊƛǎƘŜǎ ōƻǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ōŜƭƭies 
and their wallets. 
 

Although Siem garnered a monthly income and dignified work, 
she pushed to expand her profits and bought a baby pig. She will 
feed him garden scraps for a few months before she resells him 
for almost three times his original value!  Siem will be able to 
pay off her original loan in full, and the interest will be 
deposited into the common fund, available to others like her in 
need of a small financial hand up. 
 

Three years ago, seventy year-ƻƭŘ bƎŀƴƎ {ǳǘΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
son-in-law left Kravahn to find work in Thailand, leaving four 
children in the care of their grandmother.  No one knows what 
became of them ς ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ƘŜŀǊŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƛƴŎŜΦ  ! 
ǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊ ƻŦ tƻƭ tƻǘΩǎ ōŀǊōŀǊƛŎ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΣ bƎŀƴƎ {ǳǘ ǊŜǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ 
countenanced the likely but uncertain loss of her daughter and 
son-in-law, and rose to the challenge of raising four small 
children alone.  When the crafty septuagenarian joined one of 
/h/5Ωǎ ǎŜƭŦ-help groups last year, she opened a door to a rare 
bit of fortune.  With an initial microloan of $15, Ngang bought 
10kg of mung bean seed and a few months later harvested a 
crop of 150kg.  After setting aside enough seed for another 
season, the sale of her beans earned Ngang $112! 
 

bƎŀƴƎ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ  .ƻǊǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ Ϸрл ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊ 
SHG, she plowed her earnings back into her new livelihood by 
digging herself a water well.  Although simple and shallow, the 
Ϸмрл ǿŜƭƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ bƎŀƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ 
resource, a reliable supply of clean drinking water, and a means 
for her and her grandchildren to practice safe hygiene.   
 

The well represents the achievement of a long-held dream. 
Since their arrival in Phnom Kravanh, Ngang and her family 
traveled great distances to collect and haul water for drinking, 
washing and gardening.  For 31 years, to be exact - since Pol 
tƻǘΩǎ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ƛƴ мфтф. We are proud to help her, and others like 
her, move into a new era.  
 
1
"The Nobel Peace Prize for 2006". NobelPrize.org. 2006-10-13. 

This piglet, purchased by Siem  
with a $30 microloan, will bring in  
$75 at market in just a few months 

Ngang Sut with her four grandchildren 

http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2006/press.html


 

 

.ƛƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀΦ ²ƛǘƘ нллфΩǎ wƛƎƘǘ ¢ƻ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 
(RTE) Act coming into force on April 1, the National Commission for 
the Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR) has appointed commissioners 
from each state to ensure compliance with the law.  LO is thrilled to 
announce that its own Suraj Kumar has been selected to represent 
the state of Haryana! When the NCPCR discussed the 
implementation of the RTE bill on February 23, Suraj was at the table.   
 

RTE decrees that while states are responsible for implementing free 
and compulsory education to all Indian children ages six to 14, the 
central government must enable compliance by providing necessary 
resources.  The NCPCR is charged with monitoring and 
recommending measures for implementation, and the new 
commissioners are responsible for establishing a local grievance 
redressal and monitoring system, liaising with the state government 
and reporting to the NCPCR. 
 

By opening a direct channel from our work on the ground in Mewat 
into the corridors of the national government, this promotion has 
profound implications for the future of our Lotus Education as a Right 
Network (LEARN) project.  The weight our recommendations will 
carry is increased by two factors: a) Suraj is one of the few state 

commissioners to have extensive, hands-on experience in the field, 
and b) our long-running relationship with NCPCR chairwoman 
Shantha Singa, who inspired the LEARN program five years ago, is one 
of mutual trust and confidence.  
 

{ǳǊŀƧΩǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎents a stunning recognition of the integrity 
of the LEARN program by officials at the national level.   The model 
for our local successes in Mewat can now be applied to institutional 
reform, reinforcing improvements underway in our target area and 
exporting them across the country.  While we anticipate challenges in 
ŜƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ w¢9Σ {ǳǊŀƧΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ 
his input has already been applied in the creation of enforcement 
mechanisms.  
 

It would be difficult to overestimate the impact of this development.  
Having one of our field officers promoted to a position of national 
import exceeds our greatest expectations, and we congratulate the 
LEARN team on the excellent work that earned them this magnificent 
opportunity. It is rare for a small organization to see its efforts 
rewarded on such a grand scale, and we invite you to join us in 
celebrating this momentous occasion with the LEARN staff. 
Congratulations!

 
 

With the support of Buddhist Global Relief, The Independent Pilots Association Foundation 
and long-term supporter Michael Allen, Lotus Outreach is excited to announce the advent 
ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǘŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ tƘƴƻƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ /ŀƳōƻŘƛŀΩǎ ǊŜƳƻǘŜ aƻƴŘǳƭƪƛǊƛ 
province.  The Mondulkiri province, located 160km northeast of Kampong Cham, is home 
to the Phnong (Bunong) people, an indigenous minority and hill tribe who survive mainly 
on subsistence slash-and-burn agriculture in the mountainous forests of this highland 
region.  Mondulkiri is the largest, yet among the most inaccessible and isolated provinces 
of Cambodia.  The risks facing this highly vulnerable population are illustrated by the 
ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ά/ŀƳōƻŘƛŀƴ ƧǳƴƎƭŜ ƎƛǊƭέ Rochom P'ngieng and high-profile trafficking victim 
Somaly Mam, both of whom are of Phnong ethnicity. 
 

With only one secondary school facility in each district, education has yet to become a 
commonality. Further exacerbating the great distances children from remote communities must travel to attend school is the dearth of Phnong-
speaking teachers. With few educated locals, most teachers in the province are of Khmer ethnicity who come from other provinces for work. 
Low enrollment rates (16 percent for secondary school compared to a national average of 35 percent) and high dropout rates attest to the 
difficulties raised by this language barrier. Despite modest improvements in access to education, literacy rates for highland minority tribes 
remain a staggering 5.3 percent in comparison to the Khmer majority (48.8 percent). Ethnic minority females fare even worse, with a 2000 study 
placing the highland tribe female literacy rate at less than one percent. 

 
 

Introducing Our Newest Project: The Phnong Education Initiative in Cambodia 

Notes from India 

LƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǘƻǇ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŜǿŀǘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ 
literacy rate hovers around four percentτthe worst in the nation. 

Suraj meeting with a village head in Mewat to discuss  
the state of public schools 

PEI students on their new bicycles 

The Phnong Education Initiative (PEI) will provide scholarships to ethnic minority children who are largely excluded from the education system 
due to their extreme poverty, remoteness to schools and inability to speak Khmer. Not only will these scholarships ensure the children have 
what they need to go to school by way of uniforms, bikes, supplies, food and shelter, but it will provide tutoring support so they can excel 
despite the language barrier. In addition, the program will support teacher training of Phnong girls who finish grade 9 so they can return to their 
communities and help other Phnong children through school, allowing the program to achieve outcomes that will reverberate throughout 
communities and even generations. 

 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/cambodia/6468099/Jungle-woman-Rochom-Pngieng-wants-to-return-to-the-wild.html
http://www.somaly.org/whoweare/somaly/



