
Cambodia Programme
Lessons Learned, Success Factors and Results

Introduction
Our work in Cambodia focuses on the next 
generation of decision-makers through co-
operation with universities and judicial train-
ing academies.

This is highly relevant, keeping in mind that the 
entire educational system was ruined during 
the Khmer Rouge between 1975 and 1979, 
and the fact that over 70% of the Cambodian 
population is below 30 years of age.

Since 2013, we have been implementing a 
five-year human rights capacity development 

programme aimed at strengthening the envi-
ronment for human rights promotion and pro-
tection in Cambodia. The programme is fully 
funded by Swedish Development Cooperation.

Our two sub-goals aim to strengthen:

• institutional capacities of academic  
institutions so they can develop and 
deliver high-quality human rights ed-
ucation and research and provide an 
academic platform for human rights 
debates and dialogue

Scholarship recipients Sreng Thida, Yi Muy Leng, and Chea Sokuntheany who in 2016 won the national round of an international 

debate competition on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. 



• the capacity of strategically selected 
government institutions to fulfil their 
obligations in accordance with inter-
national human rights standards

We have supported numerous institutions in 
the country since 2013 by:

• providing targeted human rights  
courses for students and lecturers

• supporting the development of  
human rights curricula and syllabi

• providing hands-on support in relation 
to programme management, planning 
and institutional operation

• providing scholarships for human 
rights studies and fellowships in  
Cambodia and abroad

• supporting academic human rights 
research

• supporting human rights libraries at 
universities

• translating human rights material from 
English into Khmer

Finding the Right Target Group 
The education sector of Cambodia was laid 
to ruins under the Khmer Rouge regime in 
the 1970s. The recovery has been slow. 
In the early stages of our engagement in  
Cambodia, we concluded that there was a 
need to start at the beginning and enhance 
the availability and quality of human rights 
education at universities and judicial training 
institutions. When the Khmer Rouge regime 
fell in 1979 there were only six trained law-
yers left in the entire country, and the ca-
pacity to train a new generation of lawyers 
was weak. At the same time, Cambodia has 
a very young population who, in a not too 
distant future, will govern different sectors of 
society. Seventy percent of the Cambodian 
population is below the age of 30.

Keeping in mind the Institute’s vast expe-
rience of supporting academic institutions 
and judicial training institutions, including in 
Asia, this was seen as the area where RWI 
could add significant value in an environ-
ment that was otherwise crowded with in-
ternational NGOs.

In parallel, we concluded that strengthening 
the research capacity and enhancing the 
quantity and quality of research products on 
human rights would help raise the level of the 
public human rights discourse in the country.

Delivering Graduates with a Solid  
Understanding of Human Rights 

Ensuring that the next generation 
of human rights activists, lawyers, 
judges, prosecutors and civil servants 
was well versed in the concept of 
human rights became the central tenet 
of the Cambodia programme.

Phou Laysun, Student at the Master 
Programme in International Human Rights 
law at Paññasastra University of Cambodia

“My critical thinking and knowledge 
on human rights have noticeably been 
improved from the Master Programme 
in International Human Rights Law. 
This programme also provides other 
crosscutting knowledge and skills, such 
as dispute resolution, business law, and 
environmental issues.”



Our theory of change in Cambodia is based 
on the premise that there is a need to train 
the next generation of lawyers, judges, ac-
ademics, activists, politicians and civil serv-
ants, in order to gradually change the human 
rights situation in the country. This rationale 
is based on the following logical chains:

If the focus on human rights at Cambodian 
universities and judicial training academies 
is strengthened and a cadre of graduates 
with a solid understanding of human rights 
is created, then the environment for human 
rights promotion and protection in Cambodia 
will be reinforced. These graduates will bring 
their knowledge and experience, as well as 
the commitment/values that come with en-
hanced understanding of human rights prin-
ciples, to jobs in civil society organisations, 
government institutions, the judiciary, etc.

Enhancing Human Rights Research, 
Raising the Level of Discourse
If the quantity and quality of human rights re-
search is enhanced, then the overall human 
rights discourse in Cambodia will improve. 
Platforms for constructive dialogue between 
different actors will emerge because a neu-

tral, non-political and evidence-based foun-
dation for human rights education and policy 
dialogue will be present.

These foreseen change processes follow a 
logical chain from intervention to results. It 
is important to note in this regard, however, 
that there are strong external factors at play 

in the Cambodian context. The human rights 
discourse in Cambodia is highly politicized 
which can counter any incentive created by 
the Institute to apply human rights and fair 
trial rights standards. It is therefore well un-
derstood – and part of the Institute’s over-
arching analysis of the Cambodian society – 
that whereas programme interventions can 
contribute to the change process, a political 
commitment will also be necessary for pro-
gramme results to have full effect.

Choosing Committed and Long-term 
Partners 
Having established the target group and 
the theory of change, the Institute focused 
on identifying the most suitable partners to 
obtain results.



A critical success factor in these efforts was 
the introduction of both an inception phase 
and a pilot phase, which allowed the Insti-
tute to test activities, evaluate partners and 
carry out an in-depth stakeholder analysis.
 
During these phases, the we met with over 
50 institutions and individuals to get a full 
picture of ongoing initiatives, institutional 
priorities and challenges and opportunities. 
We met with government agencies, justice 
sector institutions, NGOs, academic institu-
tions, UN organizations and donors.

We discussed institutional priorities and 
past, ongoing and upcoming interventions 
and what had worked and not worked. We 
discussed political and legal developments 
and the needs of both rights holders to 
claim their rights and duty bearers to fulfill 
their obligations to promote, protect and 
fulfill human rights. In addition, several pilot 
activities were implemented in cooperation 
with different institutions, which provided 
the institute with lots of insights.

Based on all the information and experience 
gained during the two phases, the Institute 
could develop needs-based intervention 
and select a few key partners.

Important factors in selecting key partners 
included their role in strengthening the next 
generation of decision makers, their com-
mitment to the programme idea, sustain-

ability aspects, local ownership and like-
lihood of obtaining long-term results (both 
institutional and societal).

In selecting partners, considerations were 
also taken to other past, ongoing and 
planned capacity development programmes 
in Cambodia. It was important to ensure 
that the Institute had a clear added value 
and that we did not duplicate what others 
had been doing, but rather tried to obtain 
synergy effects.

Even though the Institute had the opportuni-
ty to initiate cooperation with several differ-
ent institutions, it was decided to only focus 
the support on a few dedicated institutions 
in order to not spread ourselves too thin.

Ratana Ly, Researcher at the Centre for 
the Study of Humanitarian Law (CSHL) at 
Royal University of Law and Economics

“I took part in the RWI Research Initiative 
in 2014, during which I received intensive 
research training and wrote and presented 
my first academic paper at an international 
conference. Through RWI’s further support 
to my workplace, I have been able to 
increasingly build up my research capacity 
and professionalism.”

A recent external evaluation 
concluded that: “The added value 
of RWI in Cambodia clearly lies in its 
experience and expertise in supporting 
academic institutions, as well as in its 
non-monitoring mandate and ability to 
navigate complex political environments. 
This requires a high degree of analytical 
capacity, diplomatic skill and principled 
integrity. With a clear understanding of 
this organisational identity and added 
value, RWI has managed to find a unique 
space in an otherwise overcrowded NGO 
environment.”



This was important in order to ensure RWI’s 
expertise was utilized as strategically as 
possible. The approach has given us an op-
portunity to meet with all our partners on a 
regular basis, build up a close relationship 
and trust and provide them with tailor-made 
and needs-based support.

A general lesson learned from the pro-
gramme is “less is more.” This does not only 
apply to the decision to focus the support 
on only a few institutions, but is also true for 
implementation of activities. At the outset 
of this programme, we involved too many 
participants. We quickly recognized that this 
spread us out too thin and would be less than 
optimal. It is more efficient to include fewer 
participants in, for example, a training course 
and provide them with in-depth support, 
rather than including a larger number of par-
ticipants and not being able to meet their 
needs.

An Investment That Pays Off:  
Presence 
In order to facilitate the implementation of 
the programme, the Institute established 
a field presence in Phnom Penh in 2013. 
The office has been instrumental for the 
implementation of the programme and has 

allowed the institute to establish close re-
lations with partner institutions. It has facili-
tated situation analysis and increased flexi-
bility with due consideration to the changing 
needs and developments on the ground. 

The office has also been imperative for close 
contacts with a wide range of national and 

international organizations/institutions active 
in Cambodia ensuring coordination and 
synergies of its initiatives. 

The presence in Cambodia has allowed the 
institute to meet with partners on a regular 
basis, including on a day-to-day basis during 
intensive periods. This has allowed the insti-
tute to actively provide suitable advice and 
support to, for example, the development of 
curricula, assessment guidelines and teach-
ing methods, but also general support and 
advice to the development and implementa-
tion of strategic plans and issues concerning 
the operation and administration of courses/
programmes/offices. Furthermore it has al-
lowed the institute to align the support to our 
partners’ schedules and curricula, meaning 
our partners have not been forced to adapt 
to our availability but we have been present 
throughout the programme.

The Institute’s office in Phnom Penh annually organise the Ten December Academy. The purpose is to celebrate 
International Human Rights Day and to increase the knowledge and skills among university professors/lecturers 
to teach human rights topics at their home universities.



The presence in Cambodia has further al-
lowed the institute to establish a large net-
work of institutions and individuals that can 
be drawn upon by both the institute, and 
by our partners and other stakeholders, for 
example in relation to teaching. We have 
also been able to stay in close contact with 
individuals that have participated in RWI’s 
activities and if necessary provide individual 
advice and support.

Even though the Institute has a vast expe-
rience and knowledge of supporting aca-
demic institutions around the world, it has 
been important to recognise that there is no 
"one-size-fits-all" programme design. The 
political, historical, legal and cultural context 
in Cambodia influences both the day-to-
day operations and the overall strategies of 
the programme. In-depth knowledge of the 
context, and the permanent presence, has 
ensured the relevance of the programme.

In the beginning of this programme, we had 
agendas that were too theoretical and gen-
eral, and at times not Cambodian-specific 
enough. The lesson learned is that we now 
include more national experts, have more 
practical exercises and more references to 
Cambodian legislation, however, always with 
a reference to international human rights law. 
This makes our courses more relevant to the 
day-to-day work of the participants.

The presence has also allowed for flexible 
programme design enabling the Institute to 
plan interventions based on the latest de-
velopments in Cambodia, priorities among 
partners and annual results obtained. The 
Institute has been able to grasp opportu-
nities when they arise and ensure that the 
programme has stayed relevant.

Results

• The establishment of a Master  
Programme in International Human 
Rights Law in cooperation with  
Paññasastra University of Cambodia

The Programme, launched in 2014, is the 
first Master Programme in Human Rights in 

Cambodia and takes 2.5 years to complete. 
Approximately 70 students in four batches 
study the programme. A variety of teaching 
and assessment methods are used, ensur-
ing students achieve a high-level under-
standing of theory and practice. Internation-
al human rights are studied in the national, 
regional and international contexts. Grad-
uating students will have a comprehensive 
understanding of human rights and will be 
able to utilize their knowledge and compe-
tency to promote and protect human rights 
and development locally, regionally and in-
ternationally. Students come from different 
backgrounds - justice sector institutions, 
government institutions, non-governmental 
organizations, academic institutions, media 
outlets and freshly graduated students are 
likely to find the programme useful.

• The establishment of the first  
academic research centre in  
Cambodia focusing on Human rights 
and Humanitarian Law 

The Centre for the Studies of Humanitarian 
Law (CSHL), established in 2014, has full-
time researchers producing high-level re-
search that is published both nationally and 
internationally. The researchers contribute 
to teaching at both their home university 
(Royal University of Law and Economics) 
as well as other universities and institutions. 
The Centre hosts a specialized human rights 
library and organizes annual academic hu-
man rights conferences.

• The development and introduction 
of compulsory and credited human 
rights courses into the standard cur-
riculum for all prosecutor, judge and 
court clerk students at the  
Royal Academy of Judicial Profession

This means that all future judges, prosecu-
tors and court clerks in Cambodia will have 
studied human rights through RWI’s sup-
port when they graduate.



• The development and introduction 
of compulsory and credited human 
rights courses into the standard 
curriculum for all lawyer students at 
Lawyer’s Training Centre.

This means that all future lawyers in Cambodia 
will have studied human rights through RWI’s 
support when they graduate.

• The development and introduction of 
compulsory and credited human rights 
courses into the standard curriculum for 
all lawyer students at Lawyer’s Training 
Centre in cooperation with OHCHR. 

This means that all future lawyers in Cambodia 
will have studied human rights through RWI’s 
and OHCHR’s support when they graduate

• 18 academic researchers have  
completed RWI’s Regional Research 
Initiative 

The Regional Research Initiative is a one-
year research training with individual mentor-
ship supporting researchers from Cambodia 
(and the region) to carry out academic hu-
man rights research, draft research papers 

and abstracts, present at conferences and 
publish in journals. As a tangible result of the 
program the majority of the researchers have 
presented at international conferences.

• 32 female students from disadvan-
taged backgrounds have received 
scholarships to study law at the  
ELBBL-programme at RULE.

The number of female students from disad-
vantage backgrounds studying, and grad-
uating, from the English Language Based 
Bachelor Law programme has increased 
through RWI’s support. The first batch of 
RWI-supported female students has grad-
uated from the three-year programme and 
have successfully secured good jobs at, for 
example, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
Arbitration Council and at law firms. Three of 
these students won the national rounds of 
an international debate competition on the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals dur-
ing their studies and represented Cambodi-
an in the regional finals. A number of  other 
students have been awarded attractive ex-
change scholarships to study a semester at 
a university abroad.  

The Institute’s office in Lund, Sweden
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About the Raoul Wallenberg Institute
We were established in 1984 at Lund University, one of the world’s top 100 rated universities. 
We are an independent academic institution that has offices, programmes and convening 
power covering more than 40 countries.

We combine evidence-based human rights research with direct engagement to bring about 
human rights change. As a network-based organisation, we work through strong partnerships.

Today, we are around 60 people located in Amman, Beijing, Istanbul, Jakarta, Lund, Nairobi, 
Phnom Penh and Stockholm.

VISION: Just and inclusive societies with the effective realisation of human rights for all

MISSION: To contribute to a wider understanding of, and respect for, human rights and 
international humanitarian law

Raoul Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights and Humanitarian Law 
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