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When Veit Phumi was growing up in northern 
Cambodia, she lived near the edge of a vast 
forest where she and her father would collect 
wild mushrooms and other food. At night, she 
would listen to the sounds of birds and other 
wild animals, like boars and deer. “I saw many 
elephants,” she says, laughing. Once, when she 
was about 10 years old, she followed a herd of 
elephants until she could touch one.

The forest was a source of food and raw 
materials like wood and rattan for making 
furniture and houses. Phumi and her father 
traveled in the forest on a cart, tapping trees for 
resin used to make lacquer. He taught her the 
names of all the different types of trees.

“I was very happy to see all the timber and 
wildlife in this forest back then, but now I am 
worried that the remaining trees and wild 
animals might be gone forever because of the 
demand for land for rubber and palm oil 
plantations, or mining,” she says.

 

Protecting the forest before it’s too late
Concerned about the disappearing forest in northern Cambodia, women in a remote village set up and defend 
a Community Protected Area.

Phumi is 46 now, and has good reasons to be 
concerned about disappearing forests in her 
native Ratanakiri province. In an effort to 
promote economic development, the government 
of Cambodia is granting Economic Land 
Concessions (ELCs) to companies eager to 
establish rubber tree and palm oil plantations. 
These operations destroy old-growth forests 
from which local communities derive significant 
portions of household income. A study by 
Oxfam’s partner Save Cambodia’s Wildlife (SCW) 
on the economic impact of ELCs on communities 
living near the Virachey National Park (near the 
Lao border) and Lumphat Wildlife Sanctuary (near 
Phumi’s home) found that 95 percent of local 
households said land and natural resources were 
vital for their livelihoods.

The study revealed that in Rattanakiri alone, the 
government granted 26 forestry concessions, 
ELCs, and mining concessions to Cambodian and 
Vietnamese private companies. 

One of these concessions was in Phumi’s 
hometown, Village 3, where 80,000 hectares 
(about 197,600 acres) was granted to a 
Vietnamese company for a rubber tree and oil 
palm plantation in 2011. Villagers say they were 
not properly consulted.

In 2014, Phumi and others from Village 3 began 
meeting with Save Cambodia’s Wildlife to learn 
how to establish and manage a Community 
Protected Area (CPA), in order to preserve 1,908 
hectares (about 4,700 acres) of forest land for 
their own use. It’s called the O’Koki Community 
Protected Area.

She is one of the core team members who 
initiated this CPA. They mobilized other villagers 
to gain their support for a proposal to district and 
provincial authorities. Once the CPA was granted 
permission, the core team started to create 
guidelines and policies for managing the CPA, 
and formed a patrolling team to enforce them. 
The O’Koki CPA was recognized with a decree 
from the Ministry of Environment in 2016.

Concessions for business

Veit Phumi (second from right) takes a break 

while on forestry patrol with some of her team 

members in O’Koki Community Protected Area. 

She says women played an important role in 

establishing the CPA, and continue to encourage

family and others to protect it. 

Photo: Savann Oeurm/Oxfam



The O’Koki Community Protected Area is about 4,700 acres in  the 
southern part of Ratanakiri province. Photo: Savann Oeurm/Oxfam

Phumi says she and her neighbors need to keep a sharp eye on O’Koki to ensure 
outsiders don’t cut down its valuable hardwood trees. It’s challenging: They lack 
financial resources to cover their expenses for patrolling the forest. But she and others 
are committed to protecting O’Koki because the Ministry of Environment can withdraw 
the CPA if they observe that the forest has been cut down and people do not fully 
participate in protecting it.

Phumi says she is a lot better at communicating about the O’Koki CPA and teaching 
people how to protect it. “It’s different from the past,” she says. “I was very scared and 
nervous when talking about protecting natural resources or the CPA. Now, I am confident 
to talk with men and authorities on the development plan of the CPA and my village, as 
well as the need to stop illegal logging activities.”

Now that they have the CPA established and are organized to protect it, Phumi says she 
hopes she and her neighbors in Village 3 can set up an eco-tourism business, so they 
can share the beauty of O’Koki with others.

On patrol

Keo Rithy, 41, is the deputy of the O’Koki CPA patrolling team. He says 
illegal logging has almost completely stopped since they organized 
the CPA and forestry patrols. “We patrol two to three times a month. 
Each time, we have six people. If our patrol team is informed about 
illegal actives in the CPA, we don’t care, day or night, rain or shine, 
we have to go out on patrol quickly.”  Photo: Savann Oeurm/Oxfam
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Guadians of land, forest, and culture
Indigenous communities in northern Cambodia can’t live without their forest lands, so Oxfam is helping 
protect them.

Villagers quickly gathered to stop the company when it was clearing their 
native vegetation and felling big trees they used to worship. 

Conflict over this land dragged the company and community into multiple 
confrontations, including an affray when villagers burned down a 
company tractor in 2012. For years, their persistent protests against the 
company were met with threats.

“They threatened to throw us in jail if we continued to farm on our 
ancestral land,” says Romam Chuk, 52, a father of nine children and an 
ethnic Jarai community leader in the same village. “We were afraid, but we 
were left with no choice. How can we live without our land?”

Despite no public data, local non-profit ADHOC  estimates that the 
Cambodian government has granted more than 2.6 million hectares of land 
to private companies under the ELC scheme, designed to develop 
intensive agricultural investments in the country . 

“We live and farm on our ancestral land, and find food in the forest. A lot of 
our traditional practices are attached to this land,” says Bun Chealy, 36, 
an indigengous Jarai woman in Ket village, a community of 225 families 
near the Cambodia-Vietnam border.

Indigenous Jarai people in this village worship the earth, mountains, 
rivers, and their sacred forests. There, they conduct traditional rituals and 
ceremonies. This community has strong cultural, spiritual, and economic 
ties to their ancestral land and forest. They inherited these resources 
from one generation to another for centuries—until recently.

In 2007, 7 Makara Phary, a company receiving a government Economic 
Land Concession (ELC) started clearing land to grow rubber trees. The 
concession covers 8,654 hectares (more than 21,000 acres) spanning five 
villages—including 2,000 hectares (4,940 acres) in Ket. 

Bun Chealy, lives in Ket village, a community of 225 families 
near the Cambodia-Vietnam border.  Photo: Soleak Seang for Oxfam
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For indigenous people, the struggle is not over—far from it. There are now 
new companies and powerful individuals trying to reap the benefits off 
their ancestral lands. 

Vietnamese company Hoang Anh Andoung Meas is developing  palm oil 
plantation in the area. According to Bun Chealy, a Cambodian business 
tycoon   has been buying lands from community members for a rubber 
plantation. And last year, a group of border police also came, felling trees 
and aiming to seal off an area of 50 hectares (123 acres) for their personal 
use. The community was able to chase them away.

In 2012, the government issued the Directive 001 “Measure to strengthen 
and enhance the effectiveness of management of economic land 
concessions”    to address the country’s swelling land issues, some of 
which were caused by the overlapping areas between ELCs and communi-
ty lands. As a result of the policy, the government reduced the size of 7 
Makara Phary’s ELC, indicating lack of investment, and awarded 750 
hectares (1,852 acres) back to the ethnic Jarai community in Ket.

Ket village is at the lower end of the Virachey National Park and is known 
for its fertile red soil, favorable for growing crops, and home to indigenous 
Jarai Cambodians 

Like other indigenous groups in Cambodia, the indigenous Jarai communi-
ty in Ket village didn’t give up their fight. Their persistent efforts to protect 
their ancestral lands paid off.

With the support of Oxfam’s partner’s Indigenous Community Support 
Organization (ICSO), which asists indigenous communities to defend their 
natural resource rights, Ket villagers quickly organized themselves and 
sought help from their Parliamentary representatives and local govern-
ment. 

Through a project titled People Protecting Their Ecosystem in the Lower 
Mekong (PEM), Oxfam is working with local NGOs such as ICSO to support 
indigneous communities through community organizing, and building their 
capacity to report threats and defend their communal land and  forest. 
The project is funded by Margaret A. Cargill Foundation and Oxfam, and is 
working with ICSO to assist seven indigenous communities to file for 
Communal Land Titles, a legal mechanism under the Cambodian Land Law 
that recognizes indigenous people's rights to land and natural resources 
intrinsically valuable for their cultures and livelihoods. 

Romam Chuk, is ab ethic Jarai community leader in Ket Village.
Photo: Soleak Seang for Oxfam

Fending off encroachments with communal land title

Jarai  women in Ket Village
Photo: Soleak Seang for Oxfam
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“Over the last 10 years, we have lost about 70 percent of our land to 
companies and powerful individuals,” Chealy tells visitors in a small village 
meeting in a wooden raised house with a tin roof.

Now, they are working with ICSO, to learn about their land and natural 
resource rights, and apply for a communal land title, a more secure way to 
protect their ancestral land and forest resources.

Under the Cambodian Land Law, communal land is made up of residential 
areas, agricultural lands, spirit forest, burial grounds, and reserved land 
for future generations. Land held in communal title can only be 
transferred among indigenous community members. 

Dark clouds hover over Ratanakiri, pouring rain every morning for the last 
10 days. The red dirt roads leading to Ket village from Banlung, the capital 
of the province, are becoming muddy and slippery. A four-wheel-drive 
vehicle crawls slowly and sometimes gets bogged in deep mud holes, 
sending passengers out into the rain to push it out.

Rays of the sun break through the cloudy sky around noon and dry up the 
soil. A slew of motorbikes modified to carry big loads of timbers are 
omnipresent along the village roads.

They stop for help at steep hills when another motorbike arrives with a 
rope to pull them up. Chealy says these timbers are heading to the 
Vietnam border to be sold. 

“We do forest patrols, but some loggers can still get away,” Romam Chuk 
says. “In 2016, we stopped two cases of illegal logging, confiscated their 
chain saws and made them sign an agreement that they would stop.”

He says the forest is dwindling and could be completely wiped out in a few 
years if forest destruction continues at the current pace. 

One of their strategies is working with neighboring villages to report illegal 
activities on their lands, and organizing communities to rotate their farms 
to areas along the borders of their communal lands.

“We go to our farms frequently and if we see anyone cut down our trees or 
clear our land, we will know and we will report to our committee to take 
action,” Romam Chuk says. 

Through ICSO, Oxfam supports communities  like Ket to protect their 
natural resources as a means to protect their ability to make a living, as 
well as their culture. “Indigenous people are the best guardians of the 
forest and land, as they not only depend on their natural resources for 
their livelihood, these forests also hold significant spiritual value,” says 
Sophoan Phean, Oxfam’s PEM project manager. “Indigenous people and 
their land and forest have an interdependent relationship,” she says. 
“They can’t be separated.”  

Fending off encroachments with communal land title

A man uses a motorbike to move timber near the border with 
Vietnam. Oxfam’s partners in this area say there is a lot of 
illegal logging, with a steady stream of the timber smuggled 
into Vietnam on Motorbikes. Photo: Soleak Seang for Oxfam



Building 
community 
fisheries 

to safeguard
 fish stocks, life

A mega hydropower dam on a fragile
river in norther Cambodia threatens 
fish stocks and the indigenous 
communities that depend on them.

Ping Chamroeun sits on the boat looking at 
the spawning ground in the Sesan River.  
Photo: Savann Oeurm/ Oxfam
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In the rainy season, when the monsoons bring 
heavy rains, shrubs and small trees are 
submerged in the Sesan River. The Sesan runs 
from east to west from Vietnam’s central 
highlands across the northern Ratanakiri region 
of Cambodia, where it, flows into the great 
Mekong River. 

For the indigenous Prov community, June is high 
time for catching fish and making prahok, a 
fermented fish paste.  Cambodian families use 
the pungent condiment all year ‘round.

But this community in Cambodia’s northern 
Ratanakiri province is now facing a major 
challenge. Their fish catch is declining                
drastically, which they attribute to illegal fishing 
and the Lower Sesan 2 dam, Cambodia's largest 
hydropower project being constructed 
downstream and slated to go online late this 
year. 

“I think we’ve lost 80 percent of our catch,” says 
Ping Chamroeun, 28, an indigenous Prov mother 
of one son and a coordinator of the communiy 
fisheries partrol team in Ratanakiri’s Taveng 
District. 

“Before the construction of the dam, at this time 
of the year we used to go out fishing and return 
with our boats full of fish. Now we catch barely 
enough to feed our families,” she says.

The Lower Sesan 2 hydropower dam is an $816 
million joint venture between Cambodian, 
Vietnamese, and Chinese companies, designed 
to provide much needed electricity to support 
Cambodia’s burgening growth. But development 
of this dam does not come without criticism. 
Environmental advocates  have warned that the 
project could lead to a food security crisis in the 
Lower Mekong region, affecting tens of 
thousands of people in Cambodia, Vietnam, and 
Laos . 

A few communities have already reported to have 
suffered the impact, saying the dam blocks the 
natural flow of the river, and fish can no longer 
migrate upstream to fishing communities like the 
one here in Taveng district.

And because of the drop in fish stocks, this 
community started to see an increase in illegal 
fishing activities, including the use of powerful 
batteries to electrocute fish, and fishing in 
restricted zones designed to protect spawning 
fish. Like the other 500 community fisheries 
across Cambodia, ethnic Prov people in the 
Taveng district are now fighting back to 
safeguard their fish stocks and restore their way 
of life. 

Registered with the government as a community 
fishery since 2013, the community reviewed their 
fishing regulations, management plans, and 
maps of their community fishing areas with the 
support from Oxfam’s partner Save Cambodia’s 
Wildlife.

“This is a community fishery. So, we want all our 
members to benefit from it, long into the future. 
That’s why we need to safeguard our fish stocks 
and prevent anything that would put our river, 
our fish, and thus our lives at risk,” says Muong 
Huong, 57, chief of a village in Taveng district 
and an indigenous Prov person, in a recent 
community meeting.

On a small, engine-powered boat, Chamroeun 
and four community members she calls citizen 
guards, are patrolling their community fishing 
zone, an area that stretches about five miles 
along the river. 

Their equipment includes a camera phone, a 
flashlight, and a document file which includes 
their attendance sheet, a template report for 
recording any offences, their community fishery 
by-laws and a stamp pad for offender(s) to 
fingerprint on their offence report when caught. 

Citizen Guards

It’s late in the afternoon. The sun is still up, yet 
sunshowers soon follow. 

Once in a while another boat passes by 
transporting goods and passengers including 
their motorbikes. When the engine sounds from 
these boats collide, it’s hard to hear anything at 
all.

About three miles down the river, Chamroeun 
points to a tin-roofed shack, saying it’s the 
community guard post they recently built, so 
their members can watch over the community 
fish conservation zone, a restricted deep water 
area where fish spawn and rear their young.

Indigenous Prov people living on the Sesan River depend on 
the fragile fishery for their livelihood.  Photo by Soleak Seang for Oxfam

The fishery patrol led by Ping Chamroeun (left) speak with fishers casting nets 
in a restricted area. Photo by Soleak Seang for Oxfam
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“We ban all kinds of fishing in this zone. Not even 
one fish hook is allowed here,” she says, 
pointing to the bounderies of an area about 500 
meters long. 

On the way back, just a few hundred meters past 
the guard post, three young men are drifting in a 
boat in the middle of the stream. The citizen 
guards say the boat is in the no-fishing zone. 

One man is rowing the boat slightly against the 
current to let the others cast the net into the 
river. As the patrol team speads up their boat to 
approach them, they are pulling out the net in an 
effort to escape. They look scared. 

“Do you know that this is our community fish 
conservation zone? It’s a restricted area and you 
cannot fish here,” Chamroeun starts asking 
them. 

“We are sorry, we didn’t know and we will stop 
now,” one of them responds frantically. 

Trying to educate them and make sure they never 
fish in the area again, Chamroeun talk with the 
fishers for a while. They leave after pulling all 
their nets from the water. The citizen guards say 
they don’t take any serious action against the 
fishers because they are members of the 
community fishery and they have been warned. 

Since the establishment of the community 
fishery, citizen guards have confiscated illegal 
fishing gear which they have turned in to 
authorities. Three of their members were sued for 
stealing property by a Lao fisherman after he was 
found fishing illegally in the community area and 
the fishery patrol confiscated his fishing 
equipment in 2015.

During a village meeting, a woman is selling fish 
on a motorbike. The villagers say she purchases 
it from the district town and resells here. This is 
quite a new phenomenon for the indigenous Prov 
community. They used to catch sufficient fish 
just a few years ago.  

“Before we catch fish in the river. Now, we catch 
fish on the road,” Chamroeun chuckles. 

She says  hydropower development at the Lower 
Sesan 2 River is causing irreversible changes to 
the river’s eco-system, especially the loss of fish 
habitats. 

“The company knows clearly about this. That’s 
why it has promised to release fish in our river 
and to set up a fish breeding facility to increase 
fish population and restore food security for our 
community. So far, they have not released a 
single fish. Nor have they set up any facility yet,” 
she says.  
 
“Our plan is to advocate for the company and 
government to deliver on their promise. Now with 
the dam, conservation alone is not enough to 
manage our fishery resources more sustainably.” 

Oxfam is supporting Save Cambodia’s Wildlife to 
organize 14 indigenous communities in 
Ratanakiri province into community fisheries and 
train them about their rights to self-manage 
fishery resources and protect fish habitats and 
spawning areas.

Demand to release fish 

Ping Chamroeun using her smart phone to capture fishing activities 
in the Sesan River. Photo by Savann Oeurm/Oxfam
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He once electrocuted fish, 
now he’s a reformed river 
protector

Kem Soth and his wife Phun Lai used to buy fish off the 
boats along the Mekong River to sell in local markets 
near their home in Kratie province. A few years ago, he 
noticed something: While most of the fishers would 
come in with two or three kilos (five or six pounds) of 
fish, he saw one boat that consistently had 30 or 40 
kilos. “I was wondering why they caught so many fish 
every day,” Soth, 37, says.

So he asked. “’Electrocution,’ the fisherman told me,” 
Soth says. With the secret now out, this boat captain 
and his crew invited Soth to join them.

It was a tempting offer. Soth and Phun Lai have five 
children, and making ends meet selling fish is not easy 
in Sambor, the district where they live near Kratie city. 
The family is from the Kouy indigenous group, many of 
whom rely on fishing for their livelihoods.

In Cambodia, awareness about environment turns fisherman into defender of the river.

Electrocuting fish, however, is illegal. But Soth considered it, because fish catches had 
been dwindling and there was more and more economic pressure on his household. “They 
said if I want to have more fish and earn more money, I have to join them.”

The offer was too hard to pass up. The fisherman told Soth to wait in his boat at the river 
behind his home, a typical house raised up on stilts to stay above the rainy season flood 
waters. When the fishermen arrived, they had powerful batteries and an illegal fishing net.  
(An illegal fishing net is more than 50 meters long; with a very tight mesh that catches even 
the smallest fish.) They then went to the fish spawning area near his village.

Pressure to change

Meanwhile, officials in Soth’s village, a place called Koh Khnher, were concerned about 
illegal fishing and the precipitous drop in fish population. The village chief was taking steps 
to enforce laws on his own. He suspected Soth was involved in illegal fishing, so he 
approached Phun Lai, Soth’s wife.

“The village chief asked my wife to tell him about the location where we were fishing illegal-
ly and said he will not arrest me…but that if she did not tell him, when he caught me he 
would send me to prison,” Soth says.

The prospect of prison pushed Soth and Phun Lai into informing on the illegal fishing gang. 
The next night, the illegal fishermen spread their big fishing net, and started to electrocute 
the fish. By about 11:00 they had caught about 20 kilos (about 44 pounds) when the village 
chief and a few volunteers arrived and stopped them.

“I was arrested and some of those illegal fishers were also detained at the island next to the 
spawning ground,” Soth says. Two of the men escaped, but the village chief confiscated the 
illegal equipment.

“After I was detained, the village chief advised me to stop illegal fishing, and he asked me 
to join his team to protect the river,” Soth explains. He added that the chief argued that Soth 
needed to set a better example to other families in the village, and discourage others from 
illegal fishing. The chief warned him: If illegal fishing continues, none of the families in Koh 
Khnher would make a living fishing when the fish are all gone.

Since this was his first offense, when Soth committed to helping the chief, the chief did not 
bring the case to the authorities.

Photo: Savann Oeurm / Oxfam 
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On the team

It’s been about a year since the crackdown on illegal fishing in Koh Khnher. Oxfam 
and its partner Northeast Rural Development (NRD) are now helping the community 
to establish a community fishery, an official designation granted by the government 
that allows community members to protect a fishery area, and enforce fishing rules.

Sambor district is a rich fishery, close to where the Mekong River connects to the 
vast Tonle Sap Lake. There are 62 spawning grounds in Sambor. Fish are a crucial 
resource to the Kouy indigenous people in Kratie province, so they are mobilizing 
people to protect their river and their fish.

Soth is now a member of the fishery patrolling team in Koh Khnher that was formed 
by NRD. He and the other volunteers on the fishery patrol participated in training 
programs on water management and fishery laws from NRD.  He says he always 
participates in the regular patrols (two or three times each week) along with six or 
seven others. Families in the village make modest contributions (about $1 a month) 
to cover fuel and other costs. NRD and Oxfam have provided a boat, engine, life 
jackets, flashlights, rain jackets, and tools.

NRD has helped communities establish six community fisheries, and train local 
people to manage them on their own.

Committed to save the river

Being part of the fishery patrol has changed things for Soth. “I stopped doing any 
illegal fishing and I take part with other villagers to search for illegal fishing 
activities,” Soth says. 

“I can see the illegal fishing activities in my community have 
been decreased significantly because of our patrolling team.”

Soth is still a fisherman. He says the fish he catches earns 
enough profit to cover his children’s education. He and the other 
indigenous Kouy families consider fishing a significant part of 
their culture, and are concerned about fish populations because 
they could not imagine not having fish as part of their diet. Their 
lives revolve around the river.

Soth also grows vegetables like tomatoes and eggplants and 
corn, as well as rice, to supplement his income, in case fishing is 
slow.

Soth is committed to protect the river and tries his best to 
persuade other illegal fishers to stop their activities in the 
Mekong River. He said, as long as illegal fishing happens in the 
river, he and his Kuoy indigenous community will continue to 
fight.

“I hope my team and I can 
protect the remaining fish in 
the Mekong River,” Soth says.

Kem Soth paddles his boat on the Mekong River near his river-side home in Koh Khnher village. 
Photo: Savann Oeurm/Oxfam       
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Brutal attack stiffens Cambodian 
woman’s resolve to protect forest

Phorn Sopheak walking in the forest behind her house
in a remote village in Kampong Cham commune,
Sambor district of Kratie province, Cambodia.
 Photo: Savann Oeurm / Oxfam 

An environmental defender survives injury, and is more committed than ever.

Phorn Sopheak was sick with a fever when she went into the Prey Lang 
forest in central Cambodia on a regular patrol to make sure illegal loggers 
were not cutting down trees. The 26 year old was sleeping in her hammock 
at 1:30 in the morning when one of her friends saw someone with a 
flashlight approach her. A moment later, Sopheak woke up: She had been 
brutally slashed in the foot with an ax or machete and was bleeding 
heavily.

“I pulled my leg up and there was blood everywhere. I saw it and I just 
started screaming and looked away immediately because I was so 
scared,” she told a reporter from the Cambodia Daily.

Her colleagues brought her to Kratie, the major town in her home province 
of the same name. She says no one knows who attacked her that night, 
but Sopheak and others in the Prey Lang Community Network (PLCN) think 
it was one of the many illegal loggers who routinely threaten her for 
speaking out against the widespread environmental destruction facing 
the forest and Mekong River in Kratie.

After the attack, Sopheak’s parents asked her to stop her work to defend 
the environment, but understand why she continues. “I don’t want to 
discourage other environmental activists,” Sopheak says, five months 
after the attack. “The blood that came out of my injury will make me 
braver and stronger,” she says. 
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Changes bring pressure on environment

Sopheak is the eldest of seven siblings in her family. Ten years ago, she quit 
school to help her parents in the rice paddies. During these years, she has 
become an astute observer of changes in her community, particularly illegal 
logging and deforestation, as well as the ways companies are snapping up 
large areas of land. She says they spray chemicals on eucalyptus trees and 
crops near the Mekong River. When it rains, the chemicals flow into the river. 
“One of the main concerns is losing tons of fish in the river,” said Sopheak 
who emphasized that in the past she had enough fish to eat and the price of 
fish was very affordable compared to now.

All these pressures on the environment, the illegal land grabs and unsus-
tainable fishing practices, and pollution are spreading conflict among and 
between community members, local officials, and company workers in 
Kratie. 

Life as an environmental activist

Sopheak acted on her interest in protecting the river and forest by becoming 
a member of the Prey Lang Community Network (PLCN), a grassroots 
movement committed to protecting the Prey Lang Forest, one of the biggest 
(more than 1.4 million acres) remaining forests in Asia. She is also an active 
member of a community fishery that was formed by Oxfam’s partner,

the Northeast Rural Development Organization (NRD) in her village, Kampong 
Cham. “I learned a lot from NRD,” said Sopheak. She and others in her town 
learned about fishery laws and the benefits of forming a community fishery, 
which helps them control and protect a specific area of the river. 
One important piece of training for local people in Kratie is learning about 
their right to be consulted about development projects that will affect them, 
such as hydropower dams that could disrupt the flow of the Mekong and 
severely affect fish populations. This right, known as the principle of Free 
Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC), is an important part of the NRD’s training.
“NRD empowered me and others to be leaders,” Sopheak says, adding that 
understanding her right to be consulted is powerful. “The FPIC principle 
helps me speak more confidently, and raise questions when talking with 
local authorities.”

Her concerns about hydropower dams on the Mekong are a frequent topic in 
discussions with officials. “If the dam is built in the river, it will affect not 
only the people living along the river but the fish, dolphins, and other 
species living in the river,” she says.

Last year, representatives of the Prey Lang communities in four provinces 
elected Sopheak to be their representative to receive the UN Equator Prize at 
the 2015 Paris climate summit.   

Phorn Sopheak scrolled the timeline of her friend’s Facebook that posted 
her photos during a five-day patrol combating illegal logging in a section 
of forest in Kratie province, Cambodia. Photo: Savann Oeurm / Oxfam 
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Speaking on air

Sopheak and about 50 other women in her commune were trained by NRD to 
speak on a radio program it produces called Women On Air. Women On Air is 
broadcast nationally, and helps women establish themselves as leaders in 
Cambodia society. “In the past, I used to think that only well-educated 
people can talk on the radio,” Sopheak says. “When I was invited to speak 
on the radio, it gave me the chance to express my concerns about the 
destruction of the Mekong River and the forest.”

In addition to the Women On Air radio program, Sopheak is an active 
Facebook user. She posts photos and videos, sharing them with her friends 
and fellow environmentalists. 

“Facebook is a good medium, I receive a lot of news about social issues and 
developments on Facebook. I can get updates on any events happening in 
my nation,” she says while looking at her friend’s Facebook page that has 
photos of a five-day forest patrol looking for illegal logging in a section of 
Prey Lang forest.

“I always share stories from my community fishery and community forest to 
other people and networks that protect the river and forest.”

Increasing knowledge on natural resource for women

Sopheak shares what she’s learned from NRD’s program with other women 
and youth in her community. She tells women they are not only mothers 
working at home, but that they are also responsible for protecting their 
natural resources and the Mekong.

“I will try my best to help women to become strong environmental activists,” 
Sopheak says. “I will keep informing them about fishery issues and how to 
conserve the fish for the next generation. I will work hard to inform and 
persuade them to love the river and protect our resources,” she says.

Defenders of the land and environment in Cambodia are routinely threatened, 
as are others in many countries. One international NGO documented more 
than 1,000 deaths of land rights activists and environmentalists globally 
since 2002.

The attack on Sopheap was a sober warning to her, but she intends to 
continue her work. “No matter what happens to me, if I am still alive I will 
devote my life to protect the Mekong River and forests,” she says.

Photo: Savann Oeurm / Oxfam 



O’koki community protected area in Ratanakiri province. 
Photo by Savann Oeurm/Oxfam



People protecting their Ecosystem in the lower Mekong (PEM) is a 10-year 
collaborative program bringing together development and conservation 
efforts to reduce threats to biodiversity and livelihoods posed by large 
scale development projects in Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Vietnam. 
Geographically, PEM focuses on the Mekong and the 3S areas. The project
is jointly funded by MacArthur Foundation, Margaret A. Cargill Foundation 
(MACF), and Oxfam.
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