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Portrait of a Former Sex Worker in 
Cambodia: Touch Pheap 

Meet Touch Pheap, 
caretaker and nanny 
ŦƻǊ [ƻǘǳǎ hǳǘǊŜŀŎƘΩǎ 
Non-Formal Education 
program in the Trolok 
Baik red light district.  
Pheap has been 
immersed in the 
commercial sex trade 
from a very young age 
and has experienced 
first-hand the 
difficulties confronting 
sex workers in 
Cambodia.  Pheap was 
recently diagnosed 
with HIV, but happily 
spends her days caring 

for the infants of sex workers while they attend our non-formal 
education classes in pursuit of better opportunities for 
themselves and their children.  We recently interviewed Pheap 
to get a better understanding of what leads Cambodian women 
to join the sex trade.  Here is her story: 
 

What compelled you to become a sex worker? 
Of all of my siblings, I seemed to be the only one that my 
mother did not love.  I was regularly beaten, and reached a 
point where I could no longer stand it and ran away from home.   
 
I first came to Phnom Penh when I was 14, without a plan or 
source of income.  Fortunately, I met a kind woman who helped 
me get a job laboring in a local market.  She introduced me to an 
elderly couple who were willing to take me in.  The elderly 
couple soon fell ill and we had no money to pay for their 
treatment.  I turned to my neighbor, a young girl who worked as 
a bar dancer, for help finding a job.  She introduced me to a 50 
year old man who offered me $250 to spend a week with him.  
He seemed to understand my situation and agreed to three days 

for the same price.  He was kind and did not force me or act 
violently.  At the time, I felt that he was genuinely trying to help.  
Unfortunately, I could not save the elderly couple.  After they 
passed away, I continued to work as a prostitute with the help 
of my neighbor, who would take me to different karaoke bars 
and beer gardens to serve beer while looking for clients.  I 
worked as a prostitute in this setting for 10 years and had to 
share half of my income with a pimp. 
 

Why did you leave the sex industry? 
At the age of 29, I was too old to continue as a prostitute.  
Instead, I became a cook at a brothel. 
 

When did you find out you were HIV positive? 
I just found out in early 2009.  I think I got it from my husband, 
ǿƘƻ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŀōƻǊŜǊΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ L 
had it before, because while I was working at the brothel I 
would get regular blood tests which all came up negative. 
 

How did you first hear about the Non-Formal 
Education caretaker position?  
After the first brothel crackdown by the Royal Cambodian 
Government, my workplace was shut down.  My husband and I 
had to rent a small place in Trolok Baik.  Around this time, I 
heard that the Non-Formal Education program was looking for 
someone to care for the children of sex workers while they 
attend daily classes.  I asked for the opportunity since I had no 
income and was unable to afford my rent.  I have been working 
as the NFE caretaker since the classes opened in Trolok Baik in 
August 2008. 
 

What are the hours and pay? 
I look after the children from 12-4 PM, Monday through Friday.  
I also sweep and clean the NFE classroom and bathe the 
children, among other things.  I make $50 per month.  I also look 
ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŜȄ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ р ta-2 AM every night 
for $1.25 per day. 
 

Do you enjoy the work? 
Yes, I enjoy the work very much.  I love children and I am not 
lucky enough to have any of my own. 

  
 
 
Update on Lotus Outreachôs ñGetting Wellò Project in Cambodia 

With the generous support of our friends in Taiwan, Lotus Outreach has 
successfully secured funding for three additional wells, bringing us to a total 
of six for 2009!  Because of their quick and compassionate response, 
approximately 2,000 Cambodian men, women and children will have access 
to a safe and reliable water supply this year. 
 
The first three wells were generously funded by Coughlin Stoia Geller 
Rudman & Robbins LLP, Lutheran Church of the Ascension and our countless 
supporters on Facebook.  Our partner in the field is currently in the process 
of recruiting a Program Manager, who will be tasked with identifying six 
drought-prone and highly vulnerable villages in rural Banteay Meanchey.  
We expect the identification and baseline survey phase to be completed at 
the end of June, with construction getting underway in July. 
 
We will keep you posted throughout the year as this high-impact project 
progresses.  Please join us in thanking these compassionate sponsors for 
providing such an important resource to the people of Cambodia. 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Buddha Smiles in India 
With the generous support of our friends in 
Germany, Lotus Outreach continues to 
partner with the Spirit in Life Movement to 
provide educational opportunities to 
marginalized and lower caste children in 
India. 
 

This year, the Buddha Smiles program will 
provide much-needed afterschool tutoring 
and homework support to 275 children of 
illiterate migrants who labor in the 
dangerous rock quarries of Tamil Nadu, 
South India.  Apart from basic literacy and 
mathematics, these children will learn life-
skills such as critical analysis, self-esteem 
and conflict-resolution. They will also learn 
about human and civil rights through the 
examples of great leaders such as Mahatma 
Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., thus 
giving them a chance to break the cycle of 
illiteracy, caste bias, poverty and menial 
slavery their parents have known since they 
migrated to these areas decades earlier. 
   

The primary goal of the Buddha Smiles 
program is to deepen the understanding of 
the value of education amongst children 
and parents in these marginalized 
communities. It aims to achieve higher 
degrees of literacy, better grades, lower 
dropout rates, increased self-esteem and 
better employment prospects for the 
children participating.  Yet the program also 
works to combat class discrimination by 
helping disadvantaged children compete 
educationally with more privileged 
segments of the population.  By doing so, 
we hope these children will gain a broader 
social perspective and a chance at upward 
social mobility. 
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Glenn Fawcett 
Executive Director, 
Field Operations 

Raksmey Var 
Project Manager, 
Cambodia 

Suraj Kumar 
Project Manager, 
India 

Erika Keaveney 
Executive Director 

Patrick Gauthier 
President 

Lotus Outreach Society Canada provides over $44,000 
in funding to our Cambodian partners! 

Thanks to the support of our Canadian affiliateΣ ǘƘŜ DƛǊƭǎΩ 
Access to Education (GATE) program in Banteay Meanchey 
received substantial funding for 2009.  The GATE Banteay 
Meanchey program continues to provide educational 
scholarships to 335 at-risk and exploited Cambodian girls.  
By providing these girls with school supplies, uniforms, 
bicycles, food support, and housing assistance, we aim to 
reduce both the real and opportunity costs for 
impoverished families who keep their daughters in school. 

 

Staff Spotlight: Mr. Suraj Kumar 
This month, weΩd like to introduce you to our LEARN Project Manager in 
India, Suraj Kumar.  Suraj is driven by a passion for knowledge that he 
traces to his modest beginnings.  His father had gone no further than the 
fourth grade in school and his mother never attended; consequently they 
ǘƻƻƪ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ {ǳǊŀƧΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ  CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ мнΣ {ǳǊŀƧ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ 
12-ƘƻǳǊ Řŀȅǎ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ƘƛƳ 
from studying.  Unbeknownst to his parents, he pursued his diploma 
through distance learning while he worked.  {ǳǊŀƧΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǿŜǊŜ  

put on hold until 1993, when he was able to return to formal education ς albeit at age 35 and 
with a family to provide for.  In 2001 he began sharing his computer teaching skills with a local 
NGO, and his career path came full circle. The recipients of his hard-earned knowledge were 
rural, impoverished children just like he had been, growing up with extremely limited 
educational opportunities and prospects for social mobility. 
 

As a member of the Social Jurists of Delhi, Suraj began partnering with Lotus Outreach to 
implement the Right to Education Task Force (RETF) in 2005.  Following the completion of the 
RETF project, which successfully opened up 100,000 seats in private Delhi schools to poor 
children, Suraj joined Lotus Outreach to bring the RETF advocacy model to several villages in 
his home state of Haryana.  For Suraj, returning to work amongst cousins, childhood friends 
and others ǿƘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ƛǎ άŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŘǊŜŀƳ ŎƻƳŜ ǘǊǳŜΦέ  
He enjoys his work so much that he eagerly makes a 250 km drive to the villages as many as 
ten times per month.  
 

Yet there are some regrets. Suraj 
sees a stark contrast in tƻŘŀȅΩǎ 
culture of education from the one 
he grew up with.  While today 
there are many more schools, 
teachers are no longer afforded 
the respect and dignity that used 
to come with the post.  Instead of 
being honored with gifts from 
ƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ teachers 
are looked upon with contempt 
for squandering school resources 
designated for the children.  In  
{ǳǊŀƧΩǎ ǾƛŜǿΣ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ education has suffered greatly with the expansion of the school 
system, and parents have almost completely lost faith in it.  It is this attitude and behaviorτ
both of villagers and teachersτthat Suraj is working tirelessly to change. 
 

{ǳǊŀƧ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ Řƻ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅΦ  LǘΩǎ 
easy enough, he says, and he considers himself one of the fortunate few who can earn a living 
ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƭƻǾŜǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ  άDƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǇƛŎƴƛŎ ŦƻǊ 
ƳŜΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ ά¢ŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǊǎ ƛǎ ώƭƛƪŜϐ ŀ ƘƻƳŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǇƭŀŎŜΦέ  [ƻǘǳǎ 
Outreach is happy to facilitate his homecoming. 

 
 
 

 

Suraj, practicing some English 
words with Meo school children 


