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Executive Summary 
The Stung Treng Women’s Development Centre (SWDC) empowers young women in 
one of  the poorest provinces of  north-east Cambodia, by transferring skills and creating 
sustainable livelihoods. The SWDC pursues its goal of  “breaking the cycle for poverty 
and illiteracy” for socially and economically vulnerable young women in the Stung Treng 
province by providing them with basic education and vocational training, and engaging 
them in sustainable, skilled employment. It has trained and educated an average of  50 
young women per year through its literacy, health, and vocational training programmes. 
It has also created a successful social enterprise, “Mekong Blue”, which sells high-quality 
silk handicrafts that are 100 per cent locally-produced and hand-woven by young women 
trained in SWDC’s vocational training programmes. 

The success of  the Mekong Blue social enterprise and other ventures has enabled the 
6:'&�WR�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�H[SDQG�LWV�DFWLYLWLHV��/DXQFKHG�ZLWK���ORRPV�DQG���HPSOR\HHV�LQ�
2002, it now owns 31 looms, 7 sewing machines, a dyeing centre, a sericulture production 
centre, and also provides stable employment and sustainable income to 70 women and 9 
men, making it the largest private employer in the Stung Treng province. The high quality 
of  the items produced at Mekong Blue has earned it the UNESCO’s award of  excellence 
in 2004 and 2005. These products are sold worldwide through its retail outlets, online 
stores, and international craft fairs.

Over the past decade, the SWDC has overcome several challenges to manage and sustain 
the Mekong Blue enterprise and its social developmental projects, like child care centres, 
on-site kindergartens, a free lunch programme for employees, and school sponsorships. 
Being largely dependent on tourism for its sales, the global economic crisis of  2008 has 
considerably affected the revenues of  Mekong Blue. The SWDC has sought to overcome 
this challenge through expanding its online sales and marketing. It continues to maintain 
its unique balance between social commitment and high-quality production, ensuring 
Mekong Blue’s position as one of  Cambodia’s top handicraft producers.  

SWDC’s efforts to generate employment while simultaneously promoting literacy, 
vocational and health training to women facing severe disadvantages, linked among other 
factors to gender biases, have transformed a number of  previously illiterate and poor 
women into trained, educated, and empowered agents of  change, who have then become 
the primary bread-winners and decision-makers in their families. SWDC’s rise and 
expansion in Stung Treng provide valuable lessons on how even a small-scale business 
ODXQFKHG�ZLWK�PHDJUH�ÀQDQFLDO� VXSSRUW�� EXW�ZLWK� VWURQJ� VRFLDO� FRPPLWPHQW� WR� FUHDWH�
change, may achieve international success and transform its rural context.
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Section 1: Introduction and Context 

1.1 Introduction  
Located in one of  the poorest rural provinces of  Cambodia, the Stung Treng Women’s 
Development Centre (SWDC) was founded in 2002 as a humanitarian non-governmental 
organization to help vulnerable women exit the cycle of  poverty and illiteracy through the 
creation of  sustainable livelihoods. In 10 years, it has founded a successful social business 
enterprise, “Mekong Blue”, which has directly impacted the lives of  500 women, 685 
children, 50 men, and a total of  566 families from 5 different districts in the Stung Treng 
SURYLQFH��0HNRQJ�%OXH�QRW�RQO\�SURGXFHV�VRPH�RI �WKH�ÀQHVW�WUDGLWLRQDO�VLON�KDQGLFUDIWV�
of  Cambodia, but also provides a stable livelihood, sustainable incomes, decent working 
FRQGLWLRQV�� HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�VNLOOV� WUDLQLQJ� WR� LWV�EHQHÀFLDULHV��7KHVH�KDQGLFUDIWV� DUH� VROG�
across the world, and have received the UNESCO award of  excellence in 2004 and 2005. 
7KH� 6:'&�XVHV� WKH� SURÀWV� RI � LWV� VXFFHVVIXO� VLON� HQWHUSULVH� WR� IXQG� QXPHURXV� VRFLDO�
developmental projects initiatives in the Stung Treng province. 

In 2002, a Cambodian couple, Chantha Nguon and her husband Kim Dara Chan, were 
inspired to create the SWDC with a small grant of  USD 3,000 from a private donor. The 
business started in a house in the town of  Stung Treng with only 2 weaving looms and 6 
young trainees. By 2012, it had expanded to include a weaving centre with 31 looms, a silk 
dyeing centre, a vocational training centre, a sericulture centre, a number of  retail shops, and 
a kindergarten school for the children of  employees and trainees as well as village children. 
The organization, totalling 100 persons, is now located in the Sre Po village, outside the Stung 
Treng town, in a compound that includes the silk production centres where local men and 
women are employed, an on-site kindergarten for the employees’ children, a training centre 
for young men and women, a guest house, a café, and a gallery. The expansion of  its activities 
over the last 10 years has made it the largest private employer in the province of  Stung Treng. 

6:'&·V�PDLQ�EHQHÀFLDULHV�DUH�ZRPHQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�DJHV�RI �������\HDUV�IURP�WKH�6WXQJ�
Treng province. The organization targets illiterate women considered too old to be enrolled 
in the state schooling system and provides them literacy and vocational training to give 
WKHP�D�FKDQFH�WR�EHFRPH�ÀQDQFLDOO\� LQGHSHQGHQW��DQG�RIIHUV�WKHP�D�FDUHHU�DOWHUQDWLYH�
to family farming. As employees of  Mekong Blue, these young women earn a salary of  
USD 85-150 per month, which is twice the average income in Cambodia. They also gain 
access to the child care and nutrition programmes made available by the SWDC to its 
employees. While the organization’s focus remains women’s development, in 2007 it also 
started conducting vocational training in construction and building for young men, and 
provides them employment opportunities in its enterprises.

Even after gaining commercial success, the SWDC has not lost sight of  the needs of  the 
most vulnerable in the Cambodian society and continues empowering women and children 
ZLWK�VNLOOV�WR�FUHDWH�D�SURGXFWLYH�DQG�IXOÀOOLQJ�IXWXUH�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV��7KH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ·V�
comprehensive approach, combining productive job creation, social protection for its 
employees, women’s and children’s rights, and the revival of  Cambodian heritage in silk 
cultivation and weaving, is a major element of  rural transformation. 
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1.2 Context 
To understand the efforts and achievements of  the SWDC, it is important to recognize 
the social and economic realities of  contemporary Cambodia and its remote Stung Treng 
province. About 80 per cent of  Cambodians reside in rural areas, where the primary 
source of  livelihood is agriculture.1 These areas, that host 90 per cent of  the country’s 
poor, crucially lack basic services, such as health-care facilities, clean water and education.2 
Given the high poverty rates, socio-economic inequalities, and limited health and 
educational infrastructure, in 2012 Cambodia was ranked 138 out of  187 countries on the 
United Nations Human Development Index.3 

Between the 1960s and early 1990s, Cambodia witnessed severe turmoil, particularly the 
repressive Khmer Rouge regime, the Vietnamese occupation, and a civil war. In 1993, 
it entered a period of  political stability following UN peace-keeping efforts, which 
helped establish a freely-elected, democratic government. This set the stage for a robust 
economic recovery and rehabilitation. The country’s economy boomed from 1993 to 
2007, achieving a yearly GDP growth of  6-11 per cent, primarily due to expanding trade, 
garment exports, tourism, and construction industries;4 but due to its dependence on 
global markets, the global economic crisis that began in 2007-2008 has since reduced the 
upward trend. 

1 &RXQWU\�3UR¿OH�&DPERGLD��)$2��������KWWS���ZZZ�IDR�RUJ�FRXQWU\SUR¿OHV��DFFHVVHG����$XJXVW�������
2 World Bank: Cambodia: Halving Poverty by 2015? Poverty Assessment 2006, Phnom Penh, 2006, http://www-wds.

ZRUOGEDQN�RUJ�H[WHUQDO�GHIDXOW�:'6&RQWHQW6HUYHU�:'63�,%���������������������B���������������5HQGHUHG�
3')�������5(9�SGI�SGI��DFFHVVHG����$XJXVW�������

3 &DPERGLD�&RXQWU\�3UR¿OH��+XPDQ�'HYHORSPHQW�,QGLFDWRUV��81'3�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�+XPDQ�'HYHORSPHQW�,QGLFDWRUV��������
http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/103106.html (accessed 10 August 2012).

4 Country Information��8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�LQ�&DPERGLD��������KWWS���ZZZ�XQ�RUJ�NK�LQGH[�SKS"RSWLRQ FRPBFRQWHQW	YLHZ DU
WLFOH	LG ��	,WHPLG ����DFFHVVHG����$XJXVW�������
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Economic growth considerably reduced national poverty levels from 47 per cent in 1993 

to 30 per cent in 2007,5�EXW�EHQHÀWHG�PRVWO\�XUEDQ�DUHDV�DV�LW�ZDV�ODUJHO\�EDVHG�RQ�XUEDQ�
activities. Thus, while the incidence of  poverty is low in the capital Phnom Penh (1 per 

cent) and in other urban areas (22 per cent), the rural rate of  poverty is 35 per cent.6 

Regions with a majority of  rural populations have seen little change in terms of  poverty 

reduction and infrastructure creation. Given its location at the border of  Laos, the rural Stung 

Treng province also suffered considerably during the civil war and Vietnamese occupation. 

About 95,500 out of  its 112,000 inhabitants live in rural areas,7 and the vast majority of  

them work in rain-fed agriculture, particularly wet-rice production since irrigation and farm 

infrastructure is limited.

In 2004, 47 per cent of  Stung Treng’s population lived below the poverty line, well above 

the national average of  37 per cent.8 Between 2004 and 2010, the province maintained 

a yearly poverty reduction rate of  only 0.8 per cent and remains one of  the poorest 

provinces in Cambodia. Due to the lack of  educational infrastructure, almost one third 

of  the adult population in the province is illiterate.9 The lack of  education and other 

infrastructure has made Stung Treng’s population particularly socially and economically 

vulnerable. 

Women occupy a particularly disadvantaged position in social and economic terms given 

their limited access to primary education, livelihood opportunities, and health care. 

Maternal mortality rates and malnutrition among women in Stung Treng is strikingly 

higher than the national average, while the literacy rate for females in the province is 47 

SHU�FHQW��ZKLFK�LV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�ORZHU�WKDQ�WKH�QDWLRQDO�DYHUDJH�RI ����SHU�FHQW��1DWLRQDOO\��
the gender gap in education is more pronounced with higher levels of  education. While 

an equal number of  boys and girls obtain preschool and primary level education, in lower 

secondary school there are only 63 girls to 100 boys and this ratio drops to 50 girls to 

100 boys at high school and university levels.10 Thus, larger proportions of  women are 

unskilled, and become informal economy workers. While women comprise the majority 

of  the workforce in rural Cambodia (53 per cent), they are more likely to be employed in 

the informal economy and are commonly paid less than their male counterparts for the 

same work.11

5 Op. cit., Country Information, United Nations in Cambodia, 2012.
�� *RYHUQPHQW�RI�&DPERGLD�0LQLVWU\�RI�3ODQQLQJ��$FKLHYLQJ�&DPERGLD¶V�0LOOHQQLXP�'HYHORSPHQW�*RDOV, Phnom Penh, 2010.
�� 1DWLRQDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�6WDWLVWLFV��Stung Treng Data Book��3KQRP�3HQK��0LQLVWU\�RI�3ODQQLQJ��&DPERGLD�������
8 3URYLQFLDO� 3UR¿OH�� 6WXQJ� 7UHQJ�� :RUOG� )RRG� 3URJUDPPH�� KWWS���ZZZ�IRRGVHFXULW\DWODV�RUJ�NKP�FRXQWU\�SURYLQFLDO�

3UR¿OH�6WXQJ�7UHQJ��DFFHVVHG����$XJXVW�������
�� ,ELG�
10� 81,)(0��:RUOG�%DQN��$'%��81'3�DQG�'),'�8.��$�)DLU�6KDUH� IRU�:RPHQ��&DPERGLD�*HQGHU�$VVHVVPHQW, Phnom 

3HQK��������S������KWWS���ZZZ�DGE�RUJ�VLWHV�GHIDXOW�¿OHV�SXE������FJD�FDP�SGI��DFFHVVHG����'HFHPEHU�������
11� ,ELG�
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Section 2: Analysis of the Catalyst 

2.1. Why was it created?
The organization aims to equip women with skills, education, healthcare, and childcare 

services. This allows them to earn good and sustainable incomes, become economically 

independent, and pull themselves and their families out of  poverty sustainably. 

Purpose 
To achieve this goal, it created a social business enterprise called Mekong Blue, named 

DIWHU�WKH�0HNRQJ�5LYHU�ZKLFK�ÁRZV�WKURXJK�WKH�SURYLQFH��DQG�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�LQGLJR�G\H�
used in Cambodia’s silk handicrafts. Since its foundation, the SWDC is committed to:

 ɶ “Improve standards of  living and increase opportunities through education 

programmes in health and literacy;

 ɶ Break the cycle of  poverty through vocational training in skills that increase employment 

opportunities and income generation;

 ɶ Provide employment opportunities that pay a livable wage, encourage personal 

development and valuable on the job training;

 ɶ Encourage professional competence, ethical practice and quality results through 

ongoing training and support activities;

 ɶ Continuously develop appropriate and sustainable programs that improve lives, 

LQFUHDVH�VNLOOV�DQG�EHQHÀW�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�

 ɶ Provide assistance without reference to religious, ethnic or political background.”12

Relevance
SWDC’s work is highly relevant in light of  the dire social and economic conditions 

prevalent in rural Cambodia, particularly for women in the Stung Treng province.

 ɶ Overcoming poverty and isolation of  the Stung Treng province – Stung Treng is one of  

the poorest and most under-developed provinces of  Cambodia where access to education, 

employment and healthcare are severe problems. Its rate of  poverty as mentioned earlier is 

about 47 per cent, 13 while 65 per cent of  its households fall into the “poorest of  the poor” 

category vis-à-vis national consumption rates.14 While the national poverty rate has been 

GHFOLQLQJ�LQ�WKH�SDVW�GHFDGH��WKH�UXUDO�SURYLQFH�RI �6WXQJ�7UHQJ�KDV�QRW�EHQHÀWHG�IURP�
national GDP growth, and the rural-urban divide remains deeply rooted in the country.15 

Its work is all the more relevant as it is one of  only 2 NGOs working exclusively in the 

isolated province; 

12 Home: Our Commitment, SWDC, 2011, http://www.mekongblue.com/ (accessed  27 August 2012). 
13 Op. cit., World Bank, 2006.
14 Op. cit., 3URYLQFLDO�3UR¿OH��6WXQJ�7UHQJ, World Food Programme. 
15� $��(QJYDOO��g��6M|EHUJ�DQG�)��6M|KROP��Poverty in Rural Cambodia: The Differentiated Impact of Linkages, Inputs and 

Access to Land��,)1�:RUNLQJ�3DSHU�1R�������������KWWS���ZZZ�LIQ�VH�:¿OHV�ZS�ZS����SGI��DFFHVVHG����'HFHPEHU�������
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 ɶ Filling gaps in education and vocational training – One of  the most persistent gender 
disparities in Cambodia is in levels of  educational and vocational training. Only 47 per 
cent of  girls under the age of  15 years are literate, falling far below the national literacy 
rate for this age group, which is 60 per cent.16 The literacy rate is even lower among 
older women.17 Many women possess no skills allowing them to seek employment 
outside farming or the informal economy, and vocational training for women has not 
yet received adequate policy attention.18  

The literacy, health education and vocational training provided by the SWDC are 
crucial for young women in Stung Treng to empower them in both their professional 
and personal lives. Training in sewing, weaving and dyeing, for instance, allows them 
to be employed in handicrafts, in the province or elsewhere; 

 ɶ Creating more and better jobs – SWDC’s creation and success, particularly through its 
social enterprise Mekong Blue, have had a number of  positive impacts on its employees 
and on communities in Stung Treng. In a province where 85 per cent of  families 
are engaged in agriculture as their primary occupation,19 the vocational training and 
employment opportunities provided by the SWDC are both rare and valuable. Mekong 
Blue is one of  the largest private employers in the province. It also provides the highest 
VDODU\�IRU�ZHDYHUV�LQ�WKH�FRXQWU\��DV�ZHOO�DV�D�QXPEHU�RI �VRFLDO�VHFXULW\�EHQHÀWV�VXFK�DV�
child care and nutrition programmes for its employees; 

16 Op. cit., 3URYLQFH�3UR¿OH��6WXQJ�7UHQJ, World Food Programme.
17� 2S��FLW���81,)(0��:RUOG�%DQN��$'%��81'3�DQG�'),'�8.�������
18� ,ELG�
19� 2S��FLW���1DWLRQDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�6WDWLVWLFV� Stung Treng Data Book, 2009. 
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 ɶ (PSRZHULQJ�ZRPHQ�²�7KH�6:'&�LV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�DGYDQFLQJ�ZRPHQ·V�SRVLWLRQ�LQ�WKH�
province through productive and decent work. Gender bias and lack of  access to 
adequate healthcare, education, and livelihood opportunities make women in rural 
areas of  Cambodia particularly socially and economically vulnerable. The vulnerability 
of  women and the discrimination they face in a rural province like Stung Treng was 
the primary motivation for the creation of  the SWDC in 2001. The founder, Chantha 
Nguon, intended to create alternatives for young women who were becoming victims 
RI �SURVWLWXWLRQ�DQG�LOOHJDO�VH[�WUDIÀFNLQJ��7RGD\��D�PDMRULW\�RI �0HNRQJ�%OXH�HPSOR\HHV�
are women, and many of  them are the primary bread-winners for their families;20

 ɶ Stimulating local production and reviving tradition – The SWDC makes an important 
contribution to the preservation of  the rural cultural heritage in Cambodia. In traditional 
Cambodian villages, silk production and weaving was an important cottage industry, 
as well as a primary occupation for women. Most homes would produce their own silk 
from mulberry bushes grown in their gardens, then weave the silk cloth at home to 
make silk scarves and other handicrafts that they would sell to nobles and rulers in the 
local community. This craft was completely uprooted by the communist Khmer Rouge 
regime, which banned silk production as it was seen as a symbol of  the upper classes, 
and rural women lost one of  their primary sources of  income and employment. Thus, 
reintroducing silk weaving and production both gives women an opportunity to earn 
an income, and revives a Cambodian tradition. All Mekong Blue products are made 
from 100 per cent locally produced silk, a rare commodity in Cambodia since the 
majority of  its silk handicrafts are made of  silk imported from Vietnam. 

2.2. How was it created? 

The founders
The creation of  the SWDC by Chantha Nguon is linked to her own experience as a social 
worker and nurse in the Stung Treng province in the late 1990s. Born in Battambang, Cambodia, 
0V��1JXRQ�DQG�KHU�IDPLO\�ÁHG�WR�9LHWQDP�DQG�7KDLODQG�GXULQJ�WKH�.KPHU�5RXJH�UHJLPH�
and subsequent civil war. She met her husband Kim Dara Chan, with whom she created 
SWDC, while they were both employed with the NGO Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), in 
their refugee camp in Thailand.  Following the establishment of  a democratic regime, they 
repatriated to Cambodia in 1993, continuing their careers with MSF, which led them to the 
Stung Treng province. Ms. Nguon became immediately attached to this remote province for its 
serenity and natural beauty, but also for its people and the challenges they faced. 

Ms. Nguon’s mission with MSF led her to nurse sex workers, many of  whom were terminally 
ill HIV and AIDS patients. This made her aware of  the acute poverty and health problems 
facing the population in this region. The lack of  public infrastructure, including facilities 
for healthcare, education, and lack of  public and private employment opportunities, 
DORQJVLGH� WKH�GHELOLWDWLQJ� LPSDFW�RI � WKH� FRQÁLFW� DQG� LQVWDELOLW\� LQ� WKLV� UHJLRQ��KDG� OHIW�
D� ODUJH�SHUFHQWDJH�RI � WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�ZLWK�YHU\� OLWWOH�PHDQV� WR�JDLQ� D� VXIÀFLHQW�� VWDEOH�

20 C. Nguon, interview, 24 August 2012.
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income to support themselves and their families. The problem was particularly severe for 

young women, who often faced the risk of  being forced into prostitution or fell victim 

WR�WKH�KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ�DFURVV�ERUGHULQJ�/DRV��0V��1JXRQ�LQLWLDOO\�FUHDWHG�D�KRVSLFH�IRU�
terminally ill HIV and AIDS and tuberculosis patients in the town of  Stung Treng, called 

“Centre for Destination”. To launch her initiative, she sought assistance from her MSF 

employers who provided her contacts with potential donors and management training. In 

2001 she started the Centre for Destination with a small grant from a private donor. The 

hospice provided “dignity to die” to 75 patients, many of  whom were young women sex 

workers who had been infected with HIV and AIDS.

Within a year, Ms. Nguon realized that the principal means of  transforming the lives 

of  the socially and economically vulnerable people would have to be through offering 

them sustainable livelihoods to prevent them from resorting to precarious and dangerous 

careers.The Centre for Destination initiative also convinced her that Stung Treng’s women 

suffered higher levels of  poverty and were more vulnerable to social, economic and health 

problems due to severe gender discrimination in the Cambodian society. 

One year after setting up the hospice, the founders decided “to shift from caring for 

AIDS patients in their last stages of  life to preventing AIDS in healthy young people, 

particularly vulnerable women, in the Stung Treng region.” This laid the foundation for 

the SWDC that was launched in January 2002 in a small house in Stung Treng town.

Creation – Initial opportunities, support and challenges
To create sustainable livelihoods for young women in the Stung Treng province, the 

SWDC decided to teach skills on silk cultivation, silk weaving and sewing. The choice 

of  this craft is linked to the fact that textile handicrafts, particularly silk products, are 

highly valued in Cambodia and, as mentioned earlier, form a major part of  the country’s 
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tradition. Further, given the highly patriarchal rural Cambodian society where women are 
not encouraged to seek training and gainful employment, SWDC chose to empower them 
through their traditional roles related to the production of  silk textiles. Finally, coming from 
a family of  silk weavers, Ms. Nguon had been trained in the dyeing of  Cambodian silk. 

The organization was started with USD 3,000 from private donors in Seattle, USA, who 
had heard about Chantha Nguon and the Centre for Destination initiative. The grant was 
used to purchase 2 weaving looms and raw silk, and aimed to train 6 women in weaving and 
sewing as well as give them literacy classes. Initially, Ms. Nguon herself  trained the women 
in silk dyeing and hired “master weavers” from other provinces for a period of  6 months. 

For SWDC’s founders, the lack of  experience in running an independent organization 
ZDV�D�PDMRU�FKDOOHQJH��7KH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�DOVR�IDLOHG�WR�REWDLQ�ÀQDQFLDO�VXSSRUW�IURP�PDMRU�
international funding agencies operating in Cambodia at the time. Given the limited 
PDQDJHPHQW�H[SHUWLVH�DQG�DFFHVV�WR�ÀQDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV�DQG�PDUNHWV��0HNRQJ�%OXH·V�LQLWLDO�
SURGXFWV�ZHUH�QRW� LPPHGLDWHO\�SURÀWDEOH��+RZHYHU�� WKH�6:'&�VXEVHTXHQWO\� UHFHLYHG�
important technical and business inputs from the original donors, who fortuitously also 
had experience in textile production and design. 

$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�EHQHÀWHG�IURP�H[SDQGLQJ�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�IRUHLJQHUV�
ZRUNLQJ�LQ�RU�YLVLWLQJ�WKH�6WXQJ�7UHQJ�SURYLQFH��7KH\�EHFDPH�WKH�ÀUVW�WR�EX\�0HNRQJ�
Blue’s products, and also publicised them in fund-raising events in their respective 
FRXQWULHV��)RU�LQVWDQFH��DQ�HDUO\�VXSSRUWHU�IURP�-DSDQ�ERXJKW�WKH�ÀUVW�EDWFK�RI �VFDUYHV�
produced by Mekong Blue (worth USD 2,500), and sold them at a fund-raising event. 
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This buyer, who is now a member of  the Advisory Board of  Mekong Blue, had met 
Chantha Nguon during her travels in Cambodia. Ms. Nguon soon received another grant 
of  USD 3,000 from donors, as well as crucial advice on how to improve the quality of  
products and design patterns, so as to meet the tastes of  foreign buyers. 

The additional grant, technical input, and patronage from individual donors, tourists, and 
supporters allowed a steady improvement in the quality and the sales of  the products. 
At the start, between 2002 and 2004, the founders and employees of  Mekong Blue 
worked very hard, for very little pay. Ms. Nguon and her husband received no salary 
from their work at SWDC, and she had to support her family by taking on another job. 
7KHLU� KDUG�ZRUN� DQG� SHUVHYHUDQFH� ÀQDOO\� SDLG� RII � WKURXJK� H[SDQGLQJ� VDOHV�� WHFKQLFDO�
inputs and recognition from local handicraft associations like the Artisans Association of  
Cambodia (AAC), a leading free-trade association for socially and economically vulnerable 
Cambodian handicraft producers, particularly women, disabled persons and land mine 
victims. In 2004, AAC’s Executive Director sent the excellent silk scarves produced by 
0HNRQJ�%OXH� WR� WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�(GXFDWLRQDO��6FLHQWLÀF�DQG�&XOWXUDO�2UJDQL]DWLRQ�
(UNESCO), and Mekong Blue won the UNESCO award of  excellence both in 2004 and 
2005. Ms. Nguon recalls being elated and surprised by this award: “We were only a few 
years into starting the Mekong Blue at this time. I was not expecting such an honoured 
international recognition for our work.” This early recognition proved crucial in gaining 
a reputation for Mekong Blue, and in stimulating its sales and boosting its employees’ 
morale.

Growth – Main steps since creation
Following these successes and the expanding sales, the SWDC began introducing a number 
of  social development projects for rural communities in the Stung Treng province. Among 
them was the creation in 2003 of  an on-site childcare centre for the children of  the Mekong 
Blue’s women weavers, and a kindergarten for the village. Ms. Nguon had noticed that 
though many of  her employees had become the primary bread-winners of  their families, 
WKHLU�PDWHUQDO�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�ZHUH�RIWHQ�GLIÀFXOW�WR�EDODQFH�ZLWK�WKHLU�ZRUN�OLIH��

To recruit more young women employees into the budding enterprise, the SWDC 
LQVWLWXWHG� �� F\FOHV� RI � WUDLQLQJ� DQG� VHOHFWLRQ��7KH� ÀUVW� RIIHUHG� IUHH� OLWHUDF\� DQG� KHDOWK�
training for a period of  1 year on a part-time basis. The young women selected to take part 
in these trainings were given a modest stipend of  USD 10 a month as well as 10-15 kilos 
RI �ULFH��FRRNLQJ�RLO��DQG�FDQQHG�ÀVK�WR�HQFRXUDJH�WKHLU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�SURJUDPPH��
The SWDC selected young women between 16 and 35 years who had either never been 
to school or had received very little education and were from particularly impoverished 
DUHDV�RI �6WXQJ�7UHQJ��$IWHU�WKH�VXFFHVVIXO�FRPSOHWLRQ�RI �WKH�ÀUVW�WUDLQLQJ�F\FOH��WKH�PRVW�
talented and reliable students were given the opportunity to join the second cycle for 
vocational training in traditional weaving and sewing lasting 6 months (full-time) or 1 year 
(part-time). This training too was free of  charge and trainees were given an allowance of  
USD 25 per month as well as a bicycle to help them commute. 

Following an evaluation at the end of  these training cycles, 80 per cent of  trainees 
were given employment at Mekong Blue. This employment provides them an income 
of  USD 85-150 per month, making them the highest paid weavers in Cambodia today. 
They are also given free lunch and access to a childcare centre where they may leave 
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their children during working hours. Many of  the other women who completed the 
literacy and vocational training programmes started seeking employment in enterprises 
and organizations outside Stung Treng. In 2009-2010, the literacy, health, and vocational 
WUDLQLQJ�SURJUDPPH�LQFOXGHG�����ZRPHQ��7KH�KLJK�ZDJHV��VRFLDO�EHQHÀWV�DQG�WUDLQLQJ�
provided by the SWDC have made it a popular organization among local young women. 
While the SWDC has launched several public campaigns and issued announcements 
informing young women about joining their classes, a number of  them joined their classes 
by hearing about the organization via word of  mouth. The positive reviews and feedback 
from trainees and employees have made the literacy, health, and vocational trainings the 
most popular adult education programme in the province. 

2.3. How does it currently work?  

Structure and partners
The SWDC is headed by its 2 founders. Today, Chantha Nguon mostly manages donor 
relations, communications, as well as the retail and distribution side of  Mekong Blue, from 
Phnom Penh. Ms. Nguon does not receive a salary from the SWDC directly and works 
a second full-time job at SOS International. Kim Dara Chan is based in the Stung Treng 
centre of  the SWDC, where he manages the daily implementation of  the SWDC projects 
in addition to heading a vocational training class in construction and building for local 
PHQ��0HNRQJ�%OXH�LV�QRZ�DOPRVW�HQWLUHO\�PDQDJHG�E\�LWV�HPSOR\HHV��7KH�ÀUVW�EDWFK�RI �
weavers trained by the SWDC have become “group leaders” in Mekong Blue and manage 
production quality and the training of  newer weavers for the enterprise. SWDC’s highest 
decision-making body, the Advisory Board, consists of  long-term donors and supporters 
of  the SWDC who have assisted the organization from the beginning. Presently, the main 
supporters are the Allen Foundation in the United States, Care and Relief  for the Young 
(CRY) in the United Kingdom, and several individual supporters. The SWDC is also a 
member of  the AAC.

Activities
The SWDC has been carrying out 2 main types of  activities since 2004: initiatives to 
expand the sales of  Mekong Blue and thereby increase revenues and funds for the SWDC; 
and social development projects in Stung Treng to improve the standard of  living in its 
rural communities. 

$� ODUJH� VKDUH� RI �0HNRQJ�%OXH·V� UHYHQXHV� LV� XVHG� WR� FRYHU� VDODULHV� DQG� EHQHÀWV� WR� LWV�
employees. They also cover 75 per cent of  SWDC’s other social development programmes, 
such as the literacy and health classes, vocational training, school sponsorships, and 
community kindergartens. The SWDC has attempted to steadily increase the number of  
IDPLOLHV�DQG�LQGLYLGXDOV�WKDW�PD\�EHQHÀW�IURP�LWV�VRFLDO�GHYHORSPHQW�SURJUDPPHV��6LQFH�
its launch, 500 women, 685 children, 50 men, and a total of  566 families from 5 different 
GLVWULFWV�LQ�WKH�SURYLQFH�KDYH�EHQHÀWHG�IURP�WKHP�

With regard to the sale and marketing of  the products, Ms. Nguon and her team at SWDC 
realized that to cover the high costs of  production (which include production and dyeing 
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RI � WKH� VLON�� WKH�ZDJHV�RI �86'��������SHU�PRQWK�� DQG�EHQHÀWV� VXFK� DV� FKLOGFDUH� DQG�
nutrition programmes), the main items such as scarves, bags and ties, have to be priced 
at a minimum of  USD 100 each. They are thus only affordable to customers from richer 
FRXQWULHV��DQG�WKHUHIRUH�WKH�6:'&�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WDUJHWV�IRUHLJQHUV��WRXULVWV��DQG�H[SDWULDWHV�
in Cambodia. To increase revenues and sales to a high-end clientele, in 2007 the SWDC 
opened a café and gallery on its premises in the Sre Po village, to attract visitors and 
potential buyers. In 2007, with the help of  their donors at the Allen Foundation, it opened 
its own retail shop in Phnom Penh. These investments boost the sales and publicity for 
Mekong Blue products, thereby creating more job opportunities in Stung Treng. Donors, 
supporters and tourists who visited the SWDC have also provided exposure to Mekong 
Blue products abroad through fund-raising events and media reports. In 2011, the SWDC 
ODXQFKHG�LWV�ÀUVW�RQOLQH�VWRUH�ZLWK�WKH�KHOS�RI �WKH�$OOHQ�)RXQGDWLRQ��%\�EXLOGLQJ�XS�D�
network with foreign supporters, Ms. Nguon has been able to travel to several international 
trade festivals and events that have helped further expand Mekong Blue.

Mekong Blue’s products have also considerably improved. All are hand-woven and 
carefully controlled by the enterprise’s senior weavers and group leaders. Furthermore, the 
silk used is entirely produced by the SWDC in Stung Treng. In Sre Po village, SWDC has 
developed a sericulture farming centre where they develop skills and provide employment 
to local farmers. While Khmer silk is in major demand in the international market, only 2 
per cent of  Cambodia’s silk products use locally produced silk;21 therefore, the use of  100 
per cent locally produced Khmer silk farmed and dyed in Cambodia is one of  the factors 
that make these handicrafts rare and of  extremely high quality.

Challenges
7KH�JOREDO�HFRQRPLF�FULVLV�WKDW�EHJDQ�LQ������SURYHG�WR�EH�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�VWXPEOLQJ�EORFN�
IRU�6:'&·V� H[SDQVLRQ�� DQG� LWV� HIIHFWV� DUH� VWLOO� IHOW� WRGD\�� ,W� VLJQLÀFDQWO\� LPSDFWHG�NH\�
Cambodian industries, such as tourism and exports, and has caused SWDC to decrease the 
size of  some of  its social development programmes because of  decreasing revenues from 
Mekong Blue. In addition, many SWDC donors - individuals as well as foundations - have 
UHGXFHG� WKHLU�ÀQDQFLDO� VXSSRUW� IROORZLQJ� WKH�FULVLV��$V�D� UHVXOW�� WKH� OLWHUDF\�DQG�KHDOWK�
training cycle has been temporarily suspended, while the vocational training cycles, which 
had up to 100 women a year, has been drastically been reduced to 35 women in 2012. 
To counter the drop in tourism, the SWDC is attempting to expand sales to a wider 
market through an online store based in the US, and managed by donors and supporters. 
Ms. Nguon considers these steps as necessary not only to overcome the problems posed 
E\�WKH�HFRQRPLF�VOXPS��EXW�DOVR�WR�HQVXUH�6:'&·V�ÀQDQFLDO� LQGHSHQGHQFH� LQVWHDG�RI �
being donor driven.   

21 Sericulture Farming, SWDC, 2011, http://www.mekongblue.com/sericulture.html (accessed 31 August 2012).
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Section 3: Assessment of the Catalyst

3.1. Main achievements
The SWDC has overcome several odds to reach its current status, and has played a major 
role in the Stung Treng province. 

The organization is one of  the few NGOs to concentrate its efforts in this remote and 
acutely under-developed area of  Cambodia. Its work in women’s literacy and healthcare 
through training cycles, alongside its commitment to create sustainable and well-paid 
HPSOR\PHQW�IRU�ZRPHQ��ÀOOV�D�ZLGH�JDS�LQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI �WKH�SURYLQFH��,W�LV�DOVR�
unique in providing women with skills and employment in this impoverished region, 
where several unemployed or underpaid young women often turn to prostitution and 
other dangerous occupations for an income. 

The SWDC has capitalized on several opportunities from its existing network to build and 
expand its capacities. From the launch of  a well-designed and easy-to-access online store, 
to exhibitions in international handicraft fairs, the SWDC has successfully marketed the 
products of  the weavers of  Mekong Blue with very little external technical and professional 
input. The organization has strategically aligned the marketing and sales of  Mekong Blue 
products to other initiatives, such as eco-tourism and hospitality. At the same time, its 
FRPPLWPHQW�WR�FUHDWLQJ�D�SURÀWDEOH�HQWHUSULVH�WKURXJK�PHWLFXORXV�LPSURYHPHQWV�LQ�WKH�
quality of  its products and designs has resulted in long-lasting partnerships with its donors 
DQG�VXSSRUWHUV��7KH���IRXQGHUV�KDYH�DOVR�VXVWDLQHG�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�WKURXJK�VLJQLÀFDQW�
SHUVRQDO�VDFULÀFHV��RYHUFRPLQJ�GLIÀFXOWLHV�ZLWKRXW�FRPSURPLVLQJ�WKH�JRDOV�DQG�PLVVLRQ�
of  the organization: to improve the lives of  women and their families in the Stung Treng 
region.

The impact of  SWDC’s efforts in employment creation, social protection, and also on the 
lives of  local women in Stung Treng has proved to be both meaningful and sustainable. In 
the sparsely populated villages of  Stung Treng where the main occupation is rice farming, 
the SWDC has not only revived the ancient tradition of  silk handicrafts but has also 
trained and employed 70 women to be the highest paid silk weavers in Cambodia. This 
KDV�QRW�RQO\�EHHQ�EHQHÀFLDO�WR�WKH�ZRPHQ�WKHPVHOYHV�EXW�DOVR�WR�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV��DV�WKH\�
are now often the primary bread-winners. Ms. Nguon mentioned that the impact of  the 
literacy and health trainings in Stung Treng has led many of  the young women to seek 
ÀQDQFLDO� LQGHSHQGHQFH�DQG�HPSOR\PHQW� LQVWHDG�RI �PDUU\LQJ�DW�D�\RXQJ�DJH�22 Despite 
the social pressures for women to be home-makers and dependent on their husbands, 
the young women trained and employed at the SWDC have transformed their social and 
ÀQDQFLDO� VWDWXV� LQ� WKHLU�KRXVHKROGV�� ,Q� WKH�FDVH�RI ����\HDU�ROG�6DPEDL�ZKR� MRLQHG� WKH�
SWDC 10 years ago, she is now a group leader at Mekong Blue, and uses much of  her 
earnings to support her family’s business. Before joining Mekong Blue, she was paid only 
USD 1 per day as a vegetable vendor, and now she earns 3 times as much as a weaver for 

22 C. Nguon, interview, 24 August 2012. 
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0HNRQJ�%OXH��6KH�PHQWLRQV�WKDW�KHU�ÀQDQFLDO�LQGHSHQGHQFH�DQG�LPSURYHG�VWDQGDUG�RI �
living have been impressive and she is now encouraging her sisters and friends to join the 
vocational training cycles and achieve a similar independence and self-reliance.23 

The growth of  SWDC in only a decade has been remarkable, as indicated earlier. The success 
of  Mekong Blue in ensuring training and good, sustainable livelihoods for women and men 
in the Stung Treng province, while consistently producing innovative high-quality, rare silk 
products, demonstrates the value of  the organization’s balanced approach combining social 
development and competitive business, and its role as a catalyst of  rural transformation.

3.2   Future
6:'&·V�PDLQ� JRDOV� LQ� WKH� FRPLQJ� \HDUV� DUH� WR� DFKLHYH� ÀQDQFLDO� LQGHSHQGHQFH� DV� DQ�
RUJDQL]DWLRQ�DQG�PDNH�0HNRQJ�%OXH�D�PRUH�SURÀWDEOH�HQWHUSULVH��2QFH�0HNRQJ�%OXH�
EHFRPHV�ÀQDQFLDOO\�VWDEOH��&KDQWKD�1JXRQ�ZDQWV�WR�UH�VWDUW�VRFLDO�GHYHORSPHQW�SURMHFWV��
such as the trainings on literacy and health for young women. At present, most of  SWDC’s 
GRQRUV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�YRFDWLRQDO�WUDLQLQJ�KDV�EHHQ�PRUH�EHQHÀFLDO�IRU�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�DQG�
thus the literacy and health cycles have been suspended. Ms. Nguon is also considering 
the possibility of  introducing more initiatives on women’s health in the near future. One 
of  her ideas is to partner with other NGOs in Phnom Penh to help address women’s 
health problems, such as breast cancer, in Stung Treng.24

23 Sambaim, interview, 31 August 2012.
24 C. Nguon, interview, 31 August 2012.
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The 10-year experience of  running the SWDC has made its founders aware of  the 
prospects and problems that threaten the organization’s sustainability. For instance, the 
SWDC currently faces an acute shortage of  human resources to manage and maintain 
WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��:KLOH� WKH�6:'&�FRXOG�EHQHÀW� IURP� WKH�KHOS�RI � IXOO�WLPH�HGXFDWHG�
assistants, managers or even volunteers, currently Ms. Nguon and her husband are the 
only full time regular employees. Given that the founders receive no salary from the 
6:'&��LW�LV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�ÀQG�FRPSHWHQW�DQG�FRPPLWWHG�DVVLVWDQWV�ZLOOLQJ�WR�ZRUN�IRU�WKH�
SWDC for little or no pay. 

Mekong Blue also requires technical support in product design and marketing in the 
coming years, so as to be able to expand its business overseas. While the SWDC has used 
ad hoc support provided by donors and supporters to improve its products and designs, 
Ms. Nguon feels that such support is needed on a more consistent and continuous basis. 
The online store and international exposure through trade fairs and festivals may prove to 
be important opportunities through which Mekong Blue products can reach a larger global 
market. In addition, increasing the variety of  colours, patterns and product types may 
help the business diversify its clientele. However, these sales and technical improvements 
require inputs and support from other organizations. 

For Ms. Nguon, SWDC’s priority is providing sustainable incomes, decent work conditions 
(particularly social protection) and a good standard of  living to its employees. She is not 
interested in increasing the scope of  Mekong Blue and the SWDC if  she is not able to 
provide them with appropriate social protection, sustainable training, and wages. These 
goals require support and inputs from individuals and entities that appreciate the principles 
and mission of  the organization.

3.3 Lessons learned
The SWDC provides a number of  important lessons for organizations seeking to promote 
rural entrepreneurship and development through innovative practices and empowering 
individuals:

 ɶ Find local solutions – The SWDC has succeeded in establishing an enterprise in a 
very remote, rural area of  Cambodia where more than 90 per cent of  the population 
depends on agriculture as a primary occupation. It has provided an alternative source 
of  livelihood for young women through the revival of  a traditional practice, while 
preserving the heritage of  Cambodian handicrafts. SWDC’s founders established an 
enterprise that combined the best of  local and global elements by linking the practice 
of  silk weaving, a traditional task for rural Cambodian women, to modern technology 
and tools that connect Mekong Blue’s products to the international market;  

 ɶ Provide relevant training – The key empowering element of  SWDC’s approach is 
providing technical training in silk production, weaving, dyeing, and sewing, alongside 
literacy and health training for women that had not received any formal education 
hitherto. This training not only allows women to seek gainful employment but also 
improves the broader living conditions of  the rural community in Stung Treng. 
Ms. Nguon has thereby created a comprehensive social business model that is both 
SURÀWDEOH�DQG�KDV�KDG�D�UHDO�LPSDFW�RQ�ZRPHQ·V�OLYHV�
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 ɶ Inspire through leadership – Ms. Nguon’s strong leadership and commitment to 
the organization is one of  the key drivers of  SWDC’s success. Her own example as 
an empowered, working woman has been important to convince women weavers 
DQG� 6:'&�EHQHÀFLDULHV� WKDW� WKH\� WRR� FDQ� HVFDSH� WKH� F\FOH� RI � GLVFULPLQDWLRQ� DQG�
vulnerability forced upon them by traditional gender roles. Chantha Nguon often 
described her own experiences to the young women at SWDC to demonstrate that it 
ZDV�SRVVLEOH�WR�LPSURYH�RQH·V�OLIH��HYHQ�ZKHQ�EHJLQQLQJ�IURP�GLIÀFXOW�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�

 ɶ Cultivate perseverance – An important element of  SWDC’s success has been its 
DELOLW\�WR�NHHS�WUDFN�RI �LWV�JRDOV�DQG�FRPPLWPHQWV�WR�EHQHÀFLDULHV��'HVSLWH�LWV�ÀQDQFLDO�
problems resulting from the global economic crisis and decreased sales, the SWDC has 
not compromised on its principles of  social protection and decent work conditions for 
its employees. Such commitment and consistency makes it an important anchor for the 
rural community in Stung Treng. Ms. Nguon’s own philosophy is to keep working even 
if  rewards are not immediately evident, but with the belief  that one can create change. 
As she says, “Without commitment, you cannot do anything. [When I work] all I take 
with me is the belief  that I am doing the right thing. I believe when you are doing the 
right thing, you get a lot of  support and we have got a lot of  support around us;”25

25 C. Nguon, interview, 24 August 2012.
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 ɶ Seek support –�6:'&·V�VXFFHVV�KDV�DOVR�EHHQ�D�SURGXFW�RI �ÀQGLQJ�WKH�ULJKW�VXSSRUWHUV�
and donors at the correct time. The support provided by long-term donors such as 
WKH�$OOHQ�)RXQGDWLRQ�� SURYLGLQJ�ÀQDQFLDO�� WHFKQLFDO�� SURGXFW� GHVLJQ� DQG�PDUNHWLQJ�
support has been key to SWDC’s development; 

 ɶ Ensure high quality – The organization has worked hard towards improving its 
products and designs so as to able to target the high-end, luxury markets in foreign 
countries. The excellent quality of  its products, which received international recognition 
from UNESCO in 2004 and 2005, has helped build its brand name and allowed it to 
gain global exposure that contributes to expanding sales; 

 ɶ Envision expansion – The SWDC’s alignment of  investments such as the café, 
gallery and retail outlets have all served the goal to expand the business of  Mekong 
%OXH��7KHVH�YHQWXUHV�DUH�PHDQV� WR� LQFUHDVLQJ� WKH�ÀQDQFLDO� UHWXUQV�ZKLFK�ZLOO� DOORZ�
the organization to continue its social projects such as literacy, health and technical 
training classes. 
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