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Diversified farming gives villagers hope 
for better livelihoods

PREAH VIHEAR – Despite the scorching 
heat, Ms. Roun March kept toiling in the 
vegetable garden, her face protected from 
the sun by a large rim of the hat she was 
wearing. 

“I used to earn a living by laboring in the rice 
field for other people. It is an unstable job 
where you become jobless as soon as the 
harvest is over,” said the 48-year-old woman. 

Her life has taken a turn for the better after 
she began growing vegetables around her 
house in Thoamachiet village, Preah Vihear 
province, about a year ago. She makes on 
average 20,000 riel (US$5) a day from their 
sales to a local market. 

This would not be possible for her – and 
many villagers in this remote community in 
northern Cambodia – had it not been for the 
solar-powered pumps. The utility has solved 
the chronic problem of water shortage they 
had faced in the past. It was brought to 
them by a UNDP-supported project with 
funding from Canada. In addition to the 
utility, the project also trains the villagers on 
techniques to diversify farming to increase 
their food security, income, and resilience to 
impacts of climate change.

It is a common knowledge that Cambodia 
is among the countries most vulnerable to 
this threat. This is because the country has 
a large portion of the population that relies 
on subsistence, rain-fed farming and weak 
capacity to adapt to climate change. 

Ms. Roun March, a single mother of two 

children, explained how she used to struggle 
to keep her vegetables green using water from 
a dug well she had. She said the well, however, 
normally dried out quickly during dry season, 
and so did her vegetables in the process.

“I now no longer have concern about the 
water problem like I had in the past. All I 
have to concentrate on now is growing 
many kinds of vegetable,” she said, 
standing in between the rows of 
cabbage, mints, and yard-long bean. 

Each day starts very early for her. She 
said she usually gets up at 3 a.m. to 
begin picking the produce and take it 
to sell at the local market by sunrise. 
She brings home approximately US$5 
– a daily earning higher than that 
of garment workers. But she is not 
satisfied just yet and is determined to 
boost her income by increasing the 
variety of her produce.   

“Last year, I grew only cabbage but I 
could not sell all of it and often had 
to throw away the leftover to rot or 
to the pig to feed on,” she recalled. 
“This year I have planted many things 
– a little of this and a little of that to 
suit the demand of the small market,” 
she said.

The project – Promoting Climate 
Resilient Water Management 
and Agricultural Practices in Rural 
Cambodia – is now in its second 
phase after receiving funding from 
Canada in late 2013. It supports 

“I will keep working hard - not in order to please anyone but for my own sake,” said Ms. Roun March, a resident 
of Thoamachiet village, Preah Vihear province. 
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some 5,500 poor and landless households 
across 32 communes in four districts of 
Preah Vihear and Krachech provinces. It 
covers a wide range of activities including 
techniques in crop diversification and better 
management of water resource. Aside from 
helping improve irrigation for rice farming, 
the project has also installed solar-powered 
pumps to supply the villagers with water for 
both household use and home gardening. 
Small fees are charged from them to put in a 
fund for maintaining the systems.

In Preah Vihear province, 16 solar pump units 
– with a price tag of US$6,500 each – have 
been installed to serve 210 families living 
across 10 communes. Some 50 of them are 
households headed by women who now can 
save time from the trouble of fetching water 
to spend on farming to earn more money. 
Their children too have been spared from 
the chore to focus better on their studies. 

Her daily routine is tough, but Ms. Roun 
March said that will not deter her from 
pursuing her dream to build “a better life.”  

“I am not going to sit around to be reminded 
about what I should do. I will keep working 
hard and through that I hope to make more 
money,” she said. “Working hard – not to 
please anyone but for my own sake.”

Solar pumps like this one are providing the villagers in Preah Vihear 
province with enough water for daily consumption and farming to 
increase family income.  
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Kuy Samoeun – a successful model in integrated farming

PHEAR VIHEAR – To a group of eight villagers 
Ms. Kuy Samoeun explained how to make 
organic pesticide cocktail to prevent bugs 
from destroying vegetables. On a wooden 
bed in front of them were a dozen types of 
natural ingredients that included wild roots, 
garlic, lemon grass, chili, ginger, and tobacco.

“The best time of day to spray the cocktail 
is in early morning and the evening. That is 
when the temperature is not so hot and the 
bugs like to gather on vegetables. But make 
sure to cover the nose with masks,” she told 
the villagers some of whom were jotting 
down notes to take home.

The gathering was the latest in a series of 
hands-on training that Ms. Kuy Samoeun has 
organized to teach other villagers how to 
use integrated methods in agriculture – by 
diversifying crops, growing fruit trees, and 
raising fish and animals  grow multiple crops – 
to boost family income. During the past three 
years, the 58-year-old woman has gradually 
transformed herself to be a successful role 
model to inspire other residents in Toek 
Krohom village, Preah Vihear province. 

“I have come here often to ask her because 
she has the skills better than me. I applied 

Ms. Kuy Samoeun, left, watches as other villagers write down the names of herbs used for making organic pesticide to protect 
vegetables from insects.
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Ms. Kuy Samoeun’s husband and grandsons catch fish from a pond behind their house in Toek Krohom village, 
Preah Vihear province.
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the knowledge she has shared and it has 
made a lot of difference compared to 
growing vegetables the old way,” said Mr. 
Mao Samol, a 75-year-old man who also lives 
in the village.

Ms. Kuy Samoeun has acquired the skills 
through training under a UNDP-supported 
project. During the past three years she has 

been on two study tours to Thailand to learn 
the tricks in integrated farming system. In a 
nation-wide farming competition in 2013, 
she beat other contenders from 24 provinces 
and won the first prize – a plowing machine 
and US$300 in cash – from the government. 
Due to her success, a community training 
center has been built by the project for 

hosting knowledge-
sharing for visitors from 
her village and faraway 
provinces.

The project – Promoting 
Climate Resilient Water 
Management and 
Agricultural Practices 
in Rural Cambodia – is 
now in its second phase 
after receiving funding 
from Canada in late 
2013. It works in close 
cooperation with the 
Ministry of Agriculture, 
Forestry and Fisheries, 
and Preah Vihear 
provincial department of 
agriculture to implement 
activities including how 
to improve farming 
techniques and irrigation 
with the aim to build 
resilience of the villagers 
to climate change. 
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Crop diversification builds stronger communities to 
tackle climate change

Preah Vihear – The sun has just emerged 
in the horizon but Cambodian farmer Tum 
Heng was already working in full swing in 
his vegetable garden. After watering the 
vegetables, he made his rounds fetching 
cow manure to spread on newly paved rows 
where yard-long bean and cucumber were 
going to be on. 

These will be the new additions to eggplant, 
cabbage, pumpkin and chili – just to name a 
few – that have already filled the sprawling 
garden within the compound of hi house 
in Teuk Kraham commune, Preah Vihear 
province in northern Cambodia. These 
days the 61-year-old man and his wife, Kuy 
Sameun, keep busy daily routines toiling 
hard to ensure food sufficiency for their 
family of six.

“We go to the market only because we need 
to buy fish and meat, not vegetables,” Mr. 
Tum Heng said. 

He and his wife are among some 9,400 
poor families in 16 communes across Kratie 
and Preah Vihear provinces where a UNDP-
supported project is helping improve their 
ability to cope with the changing climate. 
The project Climate Change Adaptation in 
Agriculture and Water covers a wide range 
of activities including techniques in crop 
diversification and better management of 
water resource. It is also the first of its kind 
designed to respond to priorities identified 
in the country’s priorities to respond to 

climate change. The ultimate aim is to enable 
villagers to improve food security, thereby 
reducing their vulnerability to adverse 
impacts of climate change.

Like most Cambodians living in the 
countryside, Mr. Tum Heng and his wife used 
to depend on subsistence rice farming. But 
where they live drought is a frequent visitor. 
Because of that they decided three years 
ago to do home gardening as an alternative 
source of livelihood instead.

Using the knowledge they received from 
training provided by the project, the couple 
has turned the one-hectare space around 
their 5 by 6-meter wooden house into a little 
plantation of sort. Sugar cane is taking up 
the largest chunk of the land. Banana trees 
occupy a portion of the front yard and many 
of them are bearing fruits in the quantity 
that is surely more than the family of six can 
eat. 

The husband and wife may not be the 
model farmers, however. In other parts 
of Cambodia there are farmers who have 
already embarked on multiple cropping 
to boost food stock and revenue. Yet, the 
couple’s hard work is the latest example of 
rural residents making necessary farming 
adaptation for their own survival, especially 
at the time when rainfall is becoming more 
erratic but intense and drought is prolonged.
“Now we only grow fruit trees and vegetables 
for a living. They are easier than rice to tend 

to and take shorter time to harvest. You can 
do two or three crops per year only if you 
have enough water. Vegetables do need 
water but not as much as rice does,” Ms.  
Kuy Sameun said.

The couple owns 15 cows that they 
previously used to let loose in the field to 
graze. But these days they keep them fed on 
grass and hays most of the time inside the 
pen to ensure a steady supply of manure 
to produce methane gas for cooking and 
lighting the lantern at night. 

For they are not even connected to the 
power grid like most rural homes, the gas 
stove in their kitchen represents a small 
surprise indeed. 

The state-of-the-art, environmentally 
friendly stove is part of a bio-digester 
unit that the project has provided to Ms. 
Kuy Sameun and 11 other families in Teuk 
Kraham commune. To extract the gas, cow 
manure is mixed with water in a well in the 
ground from where methane is emitted and 
fed through a plastic hose to the stove and 
the lantern. Their cooking has become less 
of a chore ever since they began using the 
gas stove. 

“In the past sometimes we were unable to 
cook because the fire wood got soaked up 
by the rain. But we do not have to worry 
about that anymore,” Ms. Kuy Sameun said, 
adding that she can now save around US$75 
in annual spending she normally made on 
purchasing charcoal.

Meanwhile, the residue left from gas 
extraction goes to keep their vegetable 
garden flourishing. 

“It is quite tiresome for us since we are not 
young any more, but we enjoy our work. 
After all it is pointless to leave the land 
empty, isn’t it?” Ms. Kuy Sameun said with 
a grin.

Their hard work has paid off. Over the past 
two years they managed to accumulate 
US$2,100 in saving from the sales of their 
produces. They spent half of the money on a 
brand new motorcycle for their son to drive 
to school. They are not rich but clearly better 
off now.

Farmer Tum Heng takes furtilizer to prepare new vegetable beds at his house in Teuk Krahom village,  
Preah Vihear province.
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Solar-powered pumps bring water into rural homes
Kratie – Clean water is a commodity often 
hard to come by for Cambodians living in 
the countryside. For the most part, running 
water is simply unheard of.

That is beginning to change now for many 
villagers in Kratie province, about 315 
kilometers northeast of the capital Phnom 
Penh. Pumping systems powered by solar 
energy channel clean water straight into 
people’s homes that are not even connected 
to the main power grid.

“My house was the first to get the running 
water,” Chhae Sokhaeng, a 37-year-old 
woman, said with a chuckle while washing 
vegetable to fix lunch. Turning off the faucet 
to halt the water, she added “it is just so 
convenient and saves a lot of time.”

Her family is one of the 150 households – 
or around 1,000 people – in the province’s 
Bos Leav commune that are now receiving, 
for the first time, clean water for cooking, 
drinking and washing. Such convenience 
can help spare women like Chhae Sokhaeng 
the trouble of fetching water to spend more 
time on farming activities instead.  

The utility represents a small but significant 
breakthrough in tackling the larger water 
problem in the countryside that is home to 
some 80 percent of Cambodia’s 14.5 million  
people. Across the country, around 56 percent  
of the rural populations are still without 
access to safe drinking water sources.

Bos Leav commune used to be one of them 
until recently. The area is also no stranger to 
drought and flood. The villagers and their 
animals rely on a nearby stream for water 
for consumption. In dry season, the stream 
ebbs, forcing people to trek 20 meters down 
the bank to fetch water. In rainy season, 
the stream overflows to consume the 
wider landscape where animal droppings 
are a common sight. Cases of water-borne 
diseases such as diarrhea were also common.

“The water in the stream is simply dirty. You 
have to stir white alum in it to separate the 
residue first before you can even use it for 
cooking,” said Im Li, a farmer. “The pipe water 
is clean and I don’t have to worry so much 

Chhae Sokheng washes vegetables using running water from a solar-powered pump system in her village in 
Bosleav commune, Kratie province in northeastern Cambodia.
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about my children getting sick with diarrhea 
like in the past anymore.”

The 37-year-old man is also in charge of the 
water distribution in Preah Konlong village 
in the commune. Part of his job is to manage 
the power switch linking a well pump to 
the eight solar panels – each measuring 
0.6-meter wide and 1.2-meter long – that 
rise above a six-meter high water tower 
overlooking the village’s horizon.

Once the switch is on, the pump pushes the 
water up into four tanks that together hold 
35 cubic meters of water. From that height 
the water drops through a main pipe system 
that snakes through the village. 

This hi-tech utility is the latest intervention 
to help mitigate adverse effect of climate 
change on the villagers’ lives. There are three 
solar water pumping stations across the 
commune. Each costs US$21,350 paid for by 
a climate change adaptation project in water 
resources and agriculture, a partnership 
between the Cambodian government, 
United Nations Development Programme 
and Global Environment Facility.

Although it’s still early to measure the extent 
of the impact, the villagers say the pump 
system is helping cut down significantly 
both the amount of time and money they 
used to spend on getting water and treating 

water-related illnesses.

“Every day, we had to spend more than 5,000 
riel to buy gasoline to run the generator and 
pump water from the stream for storage. It 
was really hard to keep up with the expense,” 
In Aen, another 35-year-old farmer, said. 

The villagers spoke of their plan to grow 
more vegetables around their houses during 
dry season, taking advantage of the new 
utility.

And so is afoot a plan for managing it.

Each of the three villages has formed a 
committee to draw up water use regulation. 
It will include limiting the amount of water 
a family can use per day to no more than 
5 cubic meters at a fee of 1,000 riel (24 
US cents) per cubic meter. The fee is less 
than half of the 2,300 riel (56 US cents) the 
provincial utility charges to the residents 
living in the nearby provincial town.

Im Li, the water distribution supervisor, said 
that imposing the limit will help ensure 
equitable share of the resource among the 
villagers. As for the fee, he said, it will go 
to building up a fund to help maintain the 
system.

“It is a big investment so we have to maintain 
it to last long,” he said.
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