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In 1997, The Asia Foundation, with funding from the

U.S. Agency for International Development, launched

a five-year, four-country initiative called the

Women's Economic and legal Rights (WELR) program.

Through a participatory, responsive, "bottom-up"

approach to program implementation, the Foundation

and its partner organizations have helped women in

Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Cambodia identify

and prioritize their needs in the economic and legal

arenas and organize to claim their rights.



The Asia Founda(jon has worked \\ifh the Urban Seftor Group. a Cambodian organizalion rnal assisls 1M urban poor. 10 tnharKl' 1M lilts

and lin>lihoods of more than 300 women micro-\l'ndors. The effort bt'gan with community organizing in fM marktfs and pro}t'ffS largt'foo ar

basic needs such as 5a\'ings and ardi!, business training. access to hfallh cart". and acct'SS 10 child caff. CA'fr 'iow lht program has

increasingly focust'd on leadership and negotiafion training. group problem soh'ing. and adnxacy lraining. T1w goal is 10 tQuip

participating women wilh the resources and skills 10 pulJ IheJllseh'{'S out of POH'~' and claim lheir righls as \t'ndors and

human beings.

Introduction

The \VELR program in Cambodia has rfacht'd oul 10 s.onw of lhf most t'fOoomkaJJ~ and

politically marginalized of all working Cambodians: low-incornt' women H'ndors in mrtt'

of Phnom Penh's large. outdoor wholfSale marhfs. l"nlikf man_\ \'tndors. rht>:st

womfn han' no pt'mlanfnl .stalls from \,'hich to StU. ~'simp': la~' our thtir

produce on a mal or in small baskels on the pt'riphtn' of lM marktf

T\pkaHy. lhf'Sf' ffmicfO-\'endors - StU smaJl amounrs o(frui!." .lnd

\·egerables. inf'xpt'nsin' fish. Simple pffpaTtd Khnwr foods such as s.our

cabbage and rice cakes, or Stfond-hand dOlOO, Tlwjr profilS aff'

meagff. usua"_\' bafel,\' enough to enable lhem fO ekt oul a ti\ing for

themSf'h'es and rheir famiJirs

Life inlht marktlS is djffiruJr, l"ndtr rules and rt"gulafions Sf'f b~­

fhf municipality of Phnom Ptnh and fnforc1'd b\' L1f' marktf

COmmiffl"t'S-local-lt\'fl go\·tmmt'nlal bodits chargtd uilh markt'l

gO\"fmanct-micro-\l'ndors ma.\· StU lMir wares in and around fht

markefs {'\"tn if tht.\" cannot alford 10 ff'n1 a srall_ The," art t.\ptt"ttd fO

pay nominal daily faxes and fees_ Hou'f'\"l'f. n'onwn mkro·wOOors art

gtntraJly unawaff' of rht rWrs and rf'gulations gOH'ming fMlr raxation and

bl.>atmfnt. making mtm qUire \lJlntrablf 10 fhe n hims of Iht aUlhorilles nho

collfcr fan's and dicralf whtrt wndors can or cannot oprralt Rfpom of ('_\(milt'

taxation and physical haraSSmtnl art" common.

vVomen micnH'endors fact' a hasr of olhtr challtngrs. Thty 'ack 3fCt:SS 10 affordablt cTl"dil and art' ofrtn

forced.o tum 10 DlODtyltndtrs who c.bargt' inltrt'S1 rafrs of 2010 30 J>fillnl a month. lrapping fht uomtn in a 0'de' of

d.bt. COlIStandy expostd /0 unsanitary worl<Jng conditions, rh.\, su/fer a range of heallh and h\gifl1f risk, and rannOf alford quail"

health can. 1lJe)' also face inadequate ehikfeart' and educaliOllaJ opportunilits for meir chiJdrfn

The WELR program in Cambodia is modes. in scale. but its impact on indi\'iduaJ Ji\'tS and fht" s~"Slfm in which WOmtn mkro-\l'ndors

operart has been significant Phnom Ptnhs \tiomen micro-vendor.> continue 10 wagt an uphill baoJe. but their eflfrg'o. knon ,oon. and

couragt-nurtured and supported by the WELR program-are inspiralionaJ. Thf'Sf' art lhtir SlOrirs
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From Micro-vendor
to Small Business Owner

Chea SOjJhal
Access to credit, awareness

of her legal rights, and

leadership and organizing

skills gained through the

WElR program have helped

Chea Sophal expand her

livelihood from selling a few

vegetables to a small

business.

'2

Access 1o credit, awareness of her legaJ rights. and leadership and urganizing skWs gained

through the WELR program have helped Chea SophaJ t'>;pand lIef livelihood from selling a few

vegetables to a small business.

Chea SophaJ began se11ing vegetables from a piece of pavement at the Chbar Ampeau market 18

years ago, barely making ends meet. When other vendors in the WELR program af the market

decided to form a credit commillee, Sophal became a member. Sophal llOW confidently manages

her own finances, saves money for the first rime, and has started a small grocery business in the

village where she Jives.

Sophal first heard about the WELR program from Urban Sector Group staff members who visited the Chbar Ampeau market. She was

drawn to the idea of women vendors helping one ana/her, learning business skills, and improving their standing with the police and the market

committee. In training sessions offered by Ihe Urban Sector Group, Sophallearned about the market's regulations and relevant human

rights issues.

Armed with new knowledge and the support of her savings and credit group, Sophal no longer allows herself to be intimidated by market

committee officials or tax collectors. She knows her rights and doesn't hesitate to voice complaints to the market committee. She has successfully

demanded that vendors pay only established fees, and only to individuals shOWing documentation of their official position, which has greatly

improved the Jives and livelihoods of the women vendors.

When her husband was killed in a motorcycle accident, Sophal found herself unabJr to make some of the payments on her loan from the

Urban Sector Group. Under the system set up by the program's women vendors, one percent of a11 loan repayments had been placed in an

emergency fund. When members learned of Sophals tragedy, they contributed GO,OOO riel-almost $16-for her husbands funeral.

Life remains hard for 44-year-old Chea Sophal, but per determination is strong. Today she is on secure financial ground, successfully paying

back a loan and putting money into savings. Her nett goal, she says, is to acquire markefing skiJls through Urban Sector Group training.

Success Stories of Market



Legal Aid
for a WELR Member

Chuop Sarim
Financial distress, police brutality, wrongful seizure of

This hmt. hownn. Salim and htr fa.mih-'

T"'0 \"ta~ laltr. IDl1 lackin,g a rf'SOlurion ro rht crtdir dtipurt.

Sarim Itamtd 'hal ;ht mditor had sold htr

houst Ht brought in tht polkr. "ho bunt

infO htr homt _ dumptd htr famih's

btlongings inlo lilt Slrt'tf. and arr~ftd

Sarim for -in\adillg anofhtr's proptm­

Sarim and htr dau¥!hrtr Wtn' borh plaood in

a nofOrious coJonj.al·tfa prison In crnlraJ

Phnom P,nh

Sarim is a ngt1ablt StUrr in Phnom Ptnh"s (hbar ..\mpt~u
markt1. making aroond S J.50 ada.' -juSf mough 10 cml'r btr

filing f'xptnSt'S. Sht jOlntd a \\ELR tTr'dil and .s.<nlnp group In

J998. Pmioush. sht had O"ntd' a rKt rrfining busintss. but rht

mill was dtstm\'td b." firr. Sarim borrow't'd 52'.800 from a /(l{·.d

RWnt.\"ltndtr 10 r-tbuild 'fHO mill. Hon-n"tr. !ht ~1ffidt1- rtntgtd

on an agrrffi·upon stflItmtnf and. with lht lacil apprmal of rht

polin'. ronfis.ralffl htr houst Ht lhtn uitd 10 SfflN rltt disptJrt b~

ol1e-ring Sartm a small amount for ht-r proptr~. \ \ lttn Sarim

rejtf1rd dw oIfrr. dw poJKr barnd "" from miffing hrr bom<

Dt1tmlintd nor 10 gi"t in. Sarim found a \\'.1.\ to gf'I inro tht houst

and RW\-td back ui,h htr fanlih

Wtfr 001 aloM A s a mt"mbtr of Iht

\,tndo~- commjflf't at 1M (hbar ;\mptau

marktf. "hkh 1M Uomtfl in rht \rElR

program tStablJ.sht-d afltr IMrning lftto-ir

rights Sarirn had d<,,/optd "I.llloo>hjp>

"im OffMor marktf \\Omtfl. ~\ho ltd. clofhtod.

and Jooktd ahrr htr odltT dliJdfm n hUt w
was In prison. Thl' t'rban Stetor Group

inftnl'ntd b~ cootacting tht l"niltd .':ariom

Offict of Iht High (ommis.siontr for

Human Righl5. .1 (ambodian hum.1n

lights organization. and a local Itogal aid

agtlK)'. Togtlht"r Iht'St organizations sucrrssfufly lobbitd for lilt rrltast of Sarim and 00 daughltr and faciliraltd

hto-r access 10 a Itgal aid organizalion thaI could prmidt (ormal le-gal rrprr:stfJlation for stftbng tht dispult. Sarims
participation in tM \\lELR sa\ings and cndil program prO\idtd htr \,irh a critical b.lst of support fhal is

enabling her 10 claim her legal righrs.

property and Imprisonment, these were among the

successfully seek legal redress for her grievances.

hardships Chuop Sarim faced. Her participation In the WELR

program enabled her to gain access to legal aid and

Women in Phnom Penh 5
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Discovering
Natural Leadership Skills
Kien Mouy Chrea

After years of working in

isolation at Phnom Penh's

Daum Kor market,

vegetable seller Kien Mouy

Chrea has discovered

through WELR training the

power that comes when

micro-vendors talk to each

other, form alliances, and

negotiate with one voice.

A mother of five living without support from her

estranged husband, MOllY Chrra has also discovered that

she is a natural leadel: One of a group of Dallm KaT

market women who participated in WELR workshops,

MOllY Chera helped organize a vendors' committee to

defend micro-vendors' rights in the face of inconsistent

and unfair peacHers by market officials. Last year, MOllY

Chrea was appOinted head of the committee.

As committee leader, Mouy Chrra makes it a palnl to walk around the market. talking with other vendors

and listening to their grievances about marker conditions. Although there is a complaints box at the market,

many of MOllY Chera's colleagues arc reluctant to pUl their concerns into writing for fear of reprisal by

municipal authorities. Mouy Chrea. however, is not afraid. and with skills learned at an Urban Sector

Group advocacy-training workshop has made a mission of negotiating on behalf of her fellow vendors. She

meets ""ith the market committee when problems arise, and has succeeded many times in persuading the

audlOrities to adopt the micro-vendors' suggeslions. Today, Mouy Chrea is optimistic that new market

regulalions negotiated by her vendors' commirlee ""rill result in economic improvements for all of Daum

Kar's micro-vendors.

Success Stories of Market



Income
for a New Home

Kim Hat

With credit opportunities provided through

WELR, cabbage pickler Kim Hat runs a tight

business-so tight that she has been able to

build a house for her husband and seven

children with the profits.

Ha(s da\' btgins a' 5 a.m.. u'htn silt got:s 10 Iht [hbar .-\mpl".au marktf fa bl0'­

cabbagt'S. her ryrs on lhr lookouf (or ,ht OOf'S btginning fO roI'. Thtst art" chtaJ)"-and ahtr

the DUlt'f It>an's hav{' bttn J>tflt'd off. ptrff'f1 {or pickling. Back homt an hour lattr. sht

and htr childrrJ1 fill rht cabbages infO smaJl pitt:t"s. s.alr lht-m. and plan' lhtm in a big jar

In a {fW da.,'s. lht produr1 is ready 10 stlllO a ntarb\ SlOf!'.

Participarion in me \\'ELR rrtdil program has madt Hat"s small bus:int:s,s a big

success. ;'\;o longf'f dt'pt'ndf'nf on rxploiljn' ffiOl'lt.\Jtndns. Har U'iotS htc Im~ ·inrffl'Sf

\VELR loan 10 stock up on rabbagr J('a\"es and s.all wfwn rabbagt i:s in stdSOO Salts

from inrrrasro production. rombinfd "ilh mont~' s.aH'd b~ al'Otding high imtrtSl rates.

hart' {'nahltd Hal to payoff old dt'blS 10 local mont'.\-Itndtrs and for Ihf. fiN [imt in htr

Ufr. san mo~: So far sht has managtd fO pur about

S /7.50 in llit bank.

AI tht s.amt timt. Hal and htr huIDand nut abk 10 build

a fltW homt for lhtir famih \tllh (two pnxtffi~ from hn

picklin,g busintSS_ \Hlal noll ()JJ(t.l din-tloor. tha,dwd-roo(

shack is now a hous.r nllh a unod floor and sbtt'HJlttal

roof S,UM nalk·buill ant al a Limt as~ alJonf'd

shtltrr htr sr,tn child",n. and ~Jf:S proftf' rntm from

aoodWaft~ mal ust'd 1o inundalt' Ihnf hornt "~ rain~

""",n As Hal"., ir. Iht \\"ELR endit program has

htlptd htr rum discardffl \~abJrs info a mablrt 00mt.

Ont wall al a timt.

Women in Phnom Penh 7



Phorn Yet

Being overcharged for selling

space and having her goods

confiscated and held for ransom

by market officials used to be a

routine, If unwelcome, part of

life for Phorn Yet, a vegetable

seller In the Daum Kor market.

No more. Today, with the benefit

of leadership and comm-

unlcatlons training from the

Urban Sector Group, Yet pays

market officials only those taxes

that are legitimate and Is left to

sell her goods In peace. So

confident Is Yet In standing up

for the rights of micro-vendors

that members of her WELR

group elected her their leader.

Yet's days follow a strict routine.

Awake at 3 a.m. 10 sell vegetables, she

is back home by 8 a.m. and sleeps

until 3 in the afternoon, when she

starts cooking for her family. After

dinner she returns to the market to sell

vegetables from 8 p.m. until midnight.

Her long hours at the market give

38-year-old Yel plenty oftirue to

discuss importaot issues with other

members of the WELR group;

indeed. it was rhe potendal for this

kind of community and joint problem­

solVing with other market women that,

as much as anything else, prompted

Yet 10 join WELR.

8

"Before, I never talked to the market committee or /0 other vendors in the market, even if we were selling things to

each other," says Yet. ''Now we discuss our problem~ and help each other." At the same time, Yet has benefited from

WELR's low.jnterest loans, which have allowed her to expand her business.

As if key negotiator for her WELR group, Yet has earnl.'d the grudging respect of market officials, who, she

r{'ports, now give her a wide berth and fhink twice before harassing other micro-vendors. Now when WELR

members' goods are confiscafed, "1 am allowed 10 return the produce to the vendors without th{'ir haVing to pay the

fine." she says.

Success Stories of Market



Financial
and Personal Transformations

Soeu Vanny

A divorced mother of five, Soeu Vanny has found self-reliance and a new

start through WELR. With a five percent loan from WELR's micro-credit

program-a sharp contrast to the 20 to 30 percent loans fonnerly provided

by a local moneylender-Vanny has Increased her Inventory and rented

a larger space for her second-hand clothing business at the Daum

Kormarket,

With ntgOlialion skills Itarntd in \rELR Ifainin~ stS.00m. s.ht has

won changt'S in 1m- anjtudts and btha,-ior of marktf 1jffi<iaJs lo,,-ard btr

group of womt'n ,-rudan. A.nd "ilh rllt htlp of a \\ E LR childcarr

ctofn Ot'ar lht marktf. sht has St'f1Jrtd a mmulanng and \\tU-suptnistd

tm"lrorunt'nl for her .mung son whilt silt works.

On lOp of if all. \ "ann,\ has fht

s.alisfacTion of knowing that parr

of ht-r monf~- Joan rrpa~mtnllO

\\"ELR i'; ustd 10 t.tpand lht

pool 01 a\aililblt loan fund> for

oI:htr '"tndors

\\ELR ha, mad< p=lbk a

rrarnJormarion 00f~ in

\"anny s bmifwss lift_bur htr

prnonaJ lift ~ uri!. \ruh lht

tinanfial indtptndtoc. and

struri~' i:'aiflt'd b~' bNoming a \rELR mtmoo. \ 'anm "as abWo 10 tnt

htlY'lf prrmal1t'nd!- from a \whom. akoholk husban'l:t Ptrhaps lht mou

(tiling indic310r of \\'ELR"s profound impaet on 50nJ \ "anm's ouull

situation carnt' whtn htr tx-husband ft(rnd:'- asbd hrr 10 COOat back

Vanny's rt"pl~'? An untquimcal "':'<0."

Women In Phnom Penh 9



Increased Profits
and a New Business

SokMom

earnings. All because of

knowledge and confldence

result keeps more of her dally

Wth credit from WELR. Mom has also started a

second business buying clothes and other items wholesale

and reselling them /0 her sister. who sells the goods in a

remote province. Between this and her ongoing vegetable

trade. Mom now saves up to $1.25 a week.

InWELR.

her desirable spot, and as a

her Into an out-of-the-way

She refuses to pay a 25-cent

Ampeau market, Sok Mom no

gained through participation

corner where business Is slow.

A vegetable seller In the Chbar

bribe every few hours to retain

longer lets market pollee chase

Meanwhile, Mom has managed to set aside an additional $2,60 a day for the schooling of her

five nephews and nieces, who are in her care. She looks forward to the time when they are all

literate and employed, and she can put her feet up and be cared for by them. "Let's hope that

won 'I be faD long," she says with a grin.

10 Success Stories of Market



A Master
of Negotiation

Sun Thouk
Newfound communication skills learned through

Urban Sector Group training sessions have helped Sun

Thouk dramatically Improve her relationships with

market authorities and fellow vendors at the Chbar

Ampeau market. As a result, the fonnerty loud and

her husband at home, and Is able to conduct her

harassment by market pollee at work or scolding by

business of butchering chickens and seiling

Thouk anmill l"rb.w SKtor Group

"orkshops rrgularh. dts.s.tminarin,g lhot

iJl(onnalion sht a<q,Jirf'S 10 \ \'ELR

mtmbtrs. Ihroughour lht marktf. Sht also

finds grrar fulfiUmmr in htJping orhn'

\\'ELR mtmbtrs;,nd WiT (amil~ in

Toda\. tw-r lTaM j~ !tuning and .s.ht is

laking homt mort 1llOOt':"- Dispurt$ mff

f~ and coofhc.JnOfl of htr goods b\ fl1.drktf

poljet all' a lhing oIlht past. [\m Jw.r

husband has (han~ his. bffl,a\ lor and 00"

ihO\~'S htr fht rt:Spto 'Silt dt:vf\t:\. Htr

COnniff (Mution s-kills. honffl r.h.rough

"1!ulaf anrndanct' <II r rban St-rtor Group

norbhoJ.l5. h.wl' \\(;n lltt --Ig-\'('"u-old

Thouk "idt-spr'tad admirarion. and rKmd:­

\\E LR mtmbm t""td tltr !!loop I<adtr

of [hbar Ampt'au 17Larktf

-

,"

combative Thouk Is no longer subject to continual

vegetables In peace.

riUlts of rmublt. BUf htr mos' eruMaJ colllribufion is m-f ifKTtasingh pon-trio! abili~ 10 rw-g".JIiart ;\l,h dllt markt!

(omminrt> on behalf of \\'ElR mrmbtrs. NOling fhal officials OJKt r~ardtd htr as a rroubkmaktr Thouk Scl\S

rht\- now nol onJ."lakt nalt of htr ;\ords, bur ·rht" t'H'n sir up "htn I t'nlt'f fllt room.'

Women In Phnom Penh II
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Preschool for
Micro-vendors· Children

Another problem that many poor women

face Is the lack of child care for their

children when they are working away from

home. Many women used to resort to

taking their children with them to the

market, but their children's health and

development were adversely affected by

the market environment.

Now mothers can leave their

children at one of two pre-schools at

Ch 'bar Ampau and Daum KaT

markets. Mothers drop off their children at the ,start of their day early in the morning, and pick

them up at the end of the day, making ir possible for these women to coneen/rale on their work

the entire day.

Members of the community and the parents' committee are routinely involved in the selection

and evaluation of their children's reachers. \Vhile at the pre-schools, the children benefit from

receiving not only basic courses, but also meals during the day. Moreover, they are referred to a

local dinic when health issues arise. Overall, the availability of these pre-schools at the markets

have allowed poor mothers to focus on their work without worrying about their children, and

have enabled these children to get a headstafl OIl their education.


