Volunteer in Siem Reap, Cambodia— Regina Meyer, Switzerland

| have traveled to many places in Asia and its beauty, cultures and uniqueness of people has

never failed to fascinate me. | had the desire to stay longer and to contribute my skills and time

towards those who are less fortunate than ourselves, rather than just consume. When | was given

the opportunity to volunteer with Child’'s Dream | didn’t have to think twice. | was not only keen to
see how a charity works, but also very
eager to be directly involved with the
Projects and Programmes that were
implemented and ultimately | was
curious to witness the impact they
have on the beneficiaries and their
communities.

After an initial introduction (one week)
in the Chiang Mai office | traveled to
Cambodia. | was wondering how it
would be to be the only non-local
member of the team. The people in
the office were very friendly and | had
a warm welcome, making me feel

The youngest in the village immediately at ease. None the less, it
took me a couple of weeks to get
familiar and find my space.

My duties as “volunteer special tasks” were varied, as one can guess from the title, and | enjoyed
a lot of freedom while carrying them out. The main area of focus was supporting and instructing
the team in administrative related work (e.g. documentatlon and update of prolects compose e-
mails, structure texts) and teaching i — = .

English. We also spent time on improving
IT literacy, practiced research skills and
improved self-organisation capacity. |
often picked up events of the day and
interlaced them into the English class. |
wrote and/or translated texts for the
website and various reports, took on
research tasks and networked with other
NGO’s. Some truly “special tasks” came
up also, which included sourcing and
implementing a local supplier for IT
support, finding a new cleaner and even
layering sandbags (during the September
2009 floods). We got together one G TR TSI IR PN s e R ]
weekend and painted the office in new,
bright colors. There was always something to do. We learned a lot from each other and laughed
often. Most notably, | had the feeling to be able to contribute and leave an impact which was
incredibly important to me.

A definite personal highlight for me was visiting our Projects and Programmes on site, which most
of the time involved adventurous car and/or motorbike rides. We evaluated new and ongoing
initiatives, joined meetings or visited the children in their homes. During my stay | was also able to
join two school openings (Prasath Bei & Roka). It was a privilege to be so close and quickly
taught me the importance of understanding a community before launching projects or attempting
to address important issues.



One could easily be distracted by the beautiful
landscapes and warm smiles, or fascinated by the
simple lifestyle, but beneath all this lays a lot of
hardship. Life in these villages is a struggle. The
most basic infrastructure is missing. Many families
do not have enough food, lack of clean drinking
water and have no or limited access to education
and basic healthcare facilities. Poverty is of a
scale that has fatal implications for the children
and is an incubator for problems such as child
trafficking, forced begging and exploitation, to
name a few. It is impossible for most to free
themselves from this vicious circle they are in.
That is where Child's Dream comes in with its

initiatives and projects. The youngest get equipped with the precious commodity of education and
therefore opportunities for a better future for themselves, and ultimately their families. Many
encounters in the villages involved emotional and touching moments, especially when children,

and sometimes adults, shared their very personal stories.

Cambodians come from a very different cultural
background than my own. Some of these aspects | knew
already, or understood very quickly, for others it took a
little while to seize them. The family, and supporting of it,
is very crucial to every Cambodian. Also, most of the
Khmer's are rather quiet people. The way of thinking,
behaving and communicating is traditionally determined
by hierarchy and modesty. Disagreement and conflicts
are avoided if possible. When transferred into a work
environment, this calls for re-thinking, flexibility and a lot
of patience and tact, the rhythm is a different one. There
isn't a manual to offer guidance on how to cope with
certain situations and reactions. | drew on my own
experiences to help me to deal with the given
circumstances.

The language barrier is not to be underestimated and
that is why | started taking Khmer lessons after a while.
In hindsight | would have done this in the beginning
since the mini conversations proved to be so much fun,
triggered a lot of smiles (laughter more often) and built

bridges. | would strongly encourage every future volunteer to do the same!

My stay was initially planned for four months, but Cambodia wrapped me around its little finger in
no time, resulting in me extending my stay to six months. It was not easy for me to leave the
country and my new circle of friends behind. | met some amazing and inspiring people who made

my stay so unforgettable.

My backpack is full of precious memories and valuable conclusions. | was greeted openly,
showed trust and made to feel like a member of the Child’'s Dream family right from the
beginning. A big, big thank you to the entire team!

Som somnang la-or (Khmer for “please have good luck”)!

Siem Reap, 25 February 2010



