Cambodia - A hard case for survival

By: John W. McCoy

Fun and games are not just two words facing the Donor Organizations in Cambodia.  It's hard work and time schedules and priorities change rapidly as the Donors push for reforms. The government wants change but years of internal conflict have wrecked the economic and banking systems. The government wants the money to help rebuild the country but the Donors wants specific programs in place to help the poor with better living standards, education and the alleviating of poverty.  About eighty percent of the population is below that poverty line, mostly in the rural areas. With rampant corruption at most levels of the government and flowing into the provincial communities, the Donors are attempting to force changes. Those changes, if accepted, will have a major impact on the standard of living for the poorer communities. Businesses will begin to reappear, and social infrastructures will appear to support an economic base that is on the poverty line.

All the Donor organizations are here. World Bank, IMF, United Nations, USAID and Asian Developments have all returned since during 2000. They walked out and gave up during 1997 when the last serious political revolt took place. Each Donor is trying to support rebuilding a country that came close to extinction during the Pol Pot four-year period of carnage and destruction during 1975-1979.  And since then, there has been a continual series of other revolts, conflicts and wars. The working class was the victim and the Pol Pot regime basically wiped out the urban areas. They forced the people living in cities, like Phnom Penh, to flee to the country and across borders to survive. Many fled into Vietnam in 1975 just as the Vietnamese War was coming to an end. And the Vietnamese had there own problems with a protracted war that was thrown at them, and one that the people didn't want. Many Cambodians fled their country and that started a different type of survival. But the Vietnamese did force the Khamer Rouge (Pol Pot) out in 1979. When Pol Pot captured the government in April 1975, life became a brutal experience for the Cambodians for the next four years.

The Khmer Rouge are still active these days but to a lesser extent and hidden in the jungles on the Thai border. They still attack villages, creating disorder as they go and destroying many innocent lives. But slowly they are being forced into a corner and maybe there will be an end someday. When the conflict broke out again in July 1997, the Donors threw up their hands. They lost hope with the government, and abandoned the Cambodian and walked away. But they returned in 2000 in full force determined to assist the new shaky government to pull the country out of a disaster and to help the innocent victims who had lost everything and who were surviving with basics and just above the starvation line. 

The Cambodians are amazing people, always with a smile in spite of the tragedies they have lived through. Acceptance of life each day, as life is thrown at them, is a necessary pre-requisite for survival. They don't complain. They just go on doing the best they can with what they have.  

Our main task on this assignment is to get a Donor loan approved in April that will be disbursed in November. That loan, to be repaid over thirty-years, is one-third of the government's annual budget to keep the country going with basics. The other major Donors - IMF and World Bank are also in the action, doing what they need to do to throw a little hope at the people (first of all), and to help rebuild the country, to contribute something and to give these people a chance.

When I walk down the streets, I feel the sadness as I look at the prior destruction. I watch the individuals with their hands out for stipends to buy a meager meal. They are handicapped, the product of wars, conflicts and the deadly mine fields - no legs or arms and with very little hope. Yes, the "Killing Fields" still exist but in a different fashion than the ones in Pol Pot's days. I keep all of my local currency - Riel - and put that to good use as I share with these people what I can. And they always smile with thanks and the sparkle flows from their eyes. They see hope but not quiet understanding how it will arrive and from where. But today is much better than yesterday in their eyes.

The people working with us in the Central Bank talk openly about the stories of the Pol Pot days - and since then. Those relive the stories and days when their families lost everything and they fled the cities. Some families never made it. Some disappeared into the jungles on the neighboring borders of Vietnam to be protected by the ethnic tribes in Vietnam - the Montagnards. Some were forced into labor camps to build canals, roads and villages to house the fleeing hordes of people from the major cities. The hours were long and the food minimal. The price for talking or smiling to the captors was a bullet. There own countrymen in the Khamer Rouge pulled the trigger. So the lessons were learned. Silence and work the fourteen or fifteen-hour days; eat the bowl of rice and pray for survival for the next day.

I find hope in these people. People like us working with the Donors want to give them that chance to find the life that has eluded them for many years. They work hard on the streets or at any job. They know and understand that if they earn one dollar that day, it's enough to feed their family. The struggles go on but it's always with a smile and acceptance that life will throw whatever it wishes and they need to be prepared to accept the challenges. They also understand that things are changing. And they have a faith that the changes will come and make their lives better. Today is better than yesterday, they will often say. And tomorrow will be better than today. They have an unbreakable faith in survival. And it is not connected to any religion. The God as the western world understands, abandoned these people long ago and they have survived on there own, and with a smile.

People outside of Cambodia need to understand - but they will not - simply because they have not been here. They have never been forced to face up to survival each day and not knowing if there would be a tomorrow. The westerners see life through rose colored glasses but they fail to look at the misfortunate sitting on their own back doorsteps.  Yes, I feel companion for these people - for the Cambodians and the Vietnamese who live here and in their own country. I was part of their lives in the early 60s. We lived together and some of us survived - others didn't. The Americans struck us off the official records. We simply didn't exist in this part of the world, but we did live with these people and we learned from them. But we also learned to live a life with a smile as if there is no tomorrow. The same lesson applies today for most Cambodians. The Cambodians have come the full circle from being basically free in the 60s to being almost destroyed in the 70s and 80s. And their struggles go on. 

The Vietnamese are slowly coming out of their struggles but it's still a long way to go. And it all start with a monstrous lie, created by the very people who are now determined to help rebuild the lives of people they almost destroyed. The war in Vietnam had its tentacles and it did spread into this country and further north into Laos. And it's spreading again. The border crossings and clashes have started again.

It is only faith and hope that keeps these people going each day. It's not an unseen, uncaring God that abandoned them many years ago. It's the Cambodian humanity that paid the price. And these people see life each day on its own terms and smile about it. They have that faith and hope that has alluded most westerners.
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