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About Ruom

Ruom is an organic collaboration between photographers, journalists, videographers, and 

researchers who are united by a passion for long-form journalism and documentary work.

“Ruom Kanea” means going together in Khmer — and that’s what we’ve been doing for almost two 

years. Instead of elbowing each other out of the way, we’ve learned that working together means 

learning from one another and growing professionally, both as a team and as individuals. In doing 

so, we’ve been able to provide our clients with personally tailored, highly professional content, 

whether it be text, images, or video.

The fact that between us we speak English, French, Spanish, German, Italian, Tagalog and Polish, 

and have published in all these languages, allows us to work in a wide-range of countries. We’re 

all based in Southeast Asia and have focused our work on the Asian continent in particular, but 

increasingly our assignments are taking us all over the globe.

2014 has been an incredibly productive year for Ruom, and we are proud to look back at the hard 

work we’ve put into our stories and the new clients we’ve partnered with. Our collaborations 

and assignments have taken us to fast-paced and modern cities like Singapore, as well as to the 

remotest corners of Nepal, Bangladesh, and Cambodia.

There’ve also been a lot of personal achievements: Denise’s work on environmental issues, 

for example, earned her the Asian Environmental Journalism Awards’ “Young Journalist of the 

Year 2014” award. Nick started a long term project on the migration of domestic workers from 

Indonesia to Singapore.  Marta produced a mini-documentary for the Guardian investigating what 

drives young women to join far right groups in Poland.  Thomas spent a month in Iran, examining 

the growing consumer appetite in the traditionally conservative nation. Clothilde has tirelessly 

investigated the Somaly Mam scandal and has shed new light on its intricacies, and Hannah has 

been signed by National Geographic Creative. Luc drove a wooden fishing boat up Cambodia’s 

Tonle Sap river in the first stage of a multi-national trip documenting life along the Mekong River. 

2015 promises to be no less exciting. We’re already looking at projects in such geographically 

diverse locations as the Philippines to Colombia, and are positive that many new assignments are 

awaiting us.
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Nicolas Axelrod
PhotograPher 

Luc Forsyth
PhotograPher 

Denise Hruby
Journalist 

Thomas Cristofoletti
PhotograPher 

Marta Kasztelan
Journalist 

Hannah Reyes
PhotograPher 

Clothilde Le Coz
Journalist / researcher 

Meet the Ruom Team

Ruom co-founder Nicolas Axelrod has been based in 
Southeast Asia since 2008. Before moving to Cambodia 
he was living and working in Perth, Western Australia, 
as a Freelance Photographer as well as for a Perth-based 
commercial photography agency. He is currently planning a 
retrospective photo book on Cambodia.

Luc Forsyth is a Canadian freelance photojournalist and 
writer whose work has taken him to over 40 countries across 
five continents. His work focuses on social and humanitarian 
issues. Based in Asia for over five years, Luc’s upcoming long-
term project will see him spend eight months exploring the 
Mekong River in an increasingly industrialized world. 

Denise is an award-winning journalist based in Southeast 
Asia since 2010. She focuses on long-form journalism and 
writes features with strong character development. She’s 
passionate about cultural and environmental issues and 
this year received the Young Environmental Journalist of 
the Year 2014 award. Before joining Ruom, she worked as a 
writer and Features Editor for the Cambodia Daily.

Hailing from the Italian Alps, Ruom co-founder Thomas 
Cristofoletti has been working in Southeast Asia as a 
humanitarian photographer and videographer for the last 
three years. He is based in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, and is 
especially passionate about climate change. Thomas’ long-
term project focuses on the effects of development on the 
Mekong region.

Marta is a Poland-born freelance journalist and filmmaker 
based in Phnom Penh since 2013. Her writing mostly 
focuses on poverty and development, women’s issues and 
on the positive and negative impacts corporations have 
on their environment. She has also spearheaded ad hoc 
documentary film projects in India and in Poland since 
2011. Before moving to Cambodia, she lived in the UK and 
in India, where she worked as a legal adivsor and  researcher 
for non-governmental organisations.

Hannah Reyes is documentary and travel photographer 
who grew up in the Philippines. She is represented by 
National Geographic Creative. With a fund from National 
Geographic, she recently completed an expedition to 
the Philippines’ Northern Luzon, where she documented 
changing indigenous cultures.

We also collaborate with non-members on a 
regular basis. 

Michael Malay, has written Dreaming Singapore, 
a multimedia project about Indoensian migrant 
workers, while Alexandre Marchand worked 
with us on a reportage on extremists monks in 
Myanmar.

Clo is a French-born journalist based in Phnom Penh since 
2012. She works as independent investigative reporter 
focusing on foreign investments and development 
challenges in Cambodia and in the region. As the head of an 
organisation defending press freedom, she was previously 
based in Washington DC and Paris.
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Timeline 2014

January
Nicolas, Thomas, Luc, Marta and 
Clothilde cover the garment worker 
protest in Cambodia.

Luc begins an international 
assignment for the Gapminder 
foundation, documenting the 
realities of poverty throughout 
Asia. The project saw him travel 
through Cambodia, Nepal, and the 
Philippines in 2014, with additional 
countries beginning early in 2015.

May
Thomas, Nicolas and Michael work 
on Dreaming Singapore, a long 
term multimedia project about 
Indonesian migrants.

Luc held five seminars on 
photojournalism at the Chattanooga 
State College.

Clothilde is commissioned by regional 
publications to work on activism and 
the issues of migration in Cambodia. 
She focuses on the recent deal 
between Australia and Cambodia.

September
Nicolas participates at the Visa pour 
l’Image in Perpignan.

Thomas covers a story about land 
grabbing in Cambodia for Forbes 
Asia, while Luc completes an 
assignment for Marie Claire US 
photographing Somaly Mam.

Denise travels to Chiang Mai to 
cover a three-day conference by 
the Asian Political and International 
Studies Association (APISA).

February
Luc completed two assignments for 
the International New York Times, 
focusing on Cambodia’s human 
rights advocate Mam Sonando, and 
the creation of Phnom Penh’s first 
public transport system. 

Thomas and Nick document 
the projects of The Netherlands 
Development Organisation (SNV) 
across Cambodia.

Clothilde conducts a training for 
Transparency international about 
investigative journalism.

June
Thomas spends one month in Iran 
covering the emerging consumerism 
in the country. The work has been 
later published on Al Jazeera, and 
CNN’s Photo Blog.

Hannah works on Mongolia’s 
Changing Steppe (published on the 
Diplomat and Nat Geo).

Luc and Nick conduct a field 
photography workshop for the 
Cambodia-based human rights 
group Lichado.

October
Denise travels to Singapore to 
receive the Asian Environmental 
Journalism Awards’ “Young 
Environmental Journalist of the 
Year”.

Denise, Thomas and Nicolas 
work on a project for WWF US on 
conservation on the Mekong region.

April
After more than three years as 
reporter and subsequently Features 
Editor with the Cambodia Daily, 
Denise goes freelance and joins 
Ruom Collective.

Thomas and Marta start following 
the story of Champa, a male-to-
female transgender boxer and 
activist.

Luc travels to the Philippines to work 
on multiple assignments including 
the underground cock-fighting 
scene in Manila, illegal gold mining 
operations in southern Leyte, and 
the aftermath of the typhoon Haiyan 
devastation in Tacloban.

August
Denise investigates the effects of air 
pollution on Angkor Wat.

Thomas covers the last day of the 
Khmer Rouge Tribunal for Aljazeera 
and Good Weekend Magazine.

Hannah continues to document the 
lives of US deportees to Cambodia.

Clothilde is commissioned by the 
Asia Pacific Defense forum to work 
on the impact of social media 
in disaster management. In the 
meantime, she publishes articles on 
the impacts of the Mekong dams on 
food security in the region.

December
Luc and Nick are commissioned by 
the United Nations Population Fund 
to document maternal and newborn 
health issues in Bangladesh, Nepal, 
and Cambodia. 

Denise and Hannah collaborate 
on an assignment for Destinasian 
Magazine about Cambodian Bokator 
fighters.

Hannah signs for representation by 
National Geographic Creative.

March
Hannah starts her work on Indigenous 
Transitions, thanks to a grant from 
National Geographic.  
 
Marta and Thomas work on an 
investigation into labour conditions 
and trafficking of Nigerian football 
players in Cambodia.

Clothilde investigates the Somaly 
Mam case in Cambodia and starts her 
research on development and the 
role of NGOs in Cambodia working on 
a future book project.

July
Marta leaves for Poland on an 
assignment for the Guardian. While 
in Poland, she works on a short 
documentary film about women 
joining local far-right groups. 

Luc covers the mass faintings of 
garment worker on the outskirts of 
Phnom Penh for IndustriALL Unions.

November
Thomas works on a photo / video 
assignment in Nepal for USAID on 
maternal health.

Hannah presents her work in 
Chulalongkorn University in Thailand, 
along with other National Geographic 
Explorers.
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Dreaming
Singapore

May 04, 2014 - Salatiga, Indonesia. Istiana in her home. She will leave to work in Singapore the following day and will not see her family for the next two years. Istiana has been living abroad as domestic worker for almost 10 years. This will be the first time she goes to Singapore. © Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom



March 12, 2014 - Singapore. Anandha works six days a week doing house work and taking care of two boys (2 and 5 years old). On Mondays and Wednesdays the boys go to swimming lessons. 
© Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom

The dream of earning money abroad often goes awry for 
Indonesia’s migrant workers. In order to leave, most take 
on large debts during the recruitment and training stage. 
These debts later create the conditions for a pliable 

workforce – willing to work long hours but afraid to complain 
about exploitative conditions.

Problems are especially acute for female domestic workers, who 
work in private residences and who make up the majority of 
Indonesia’s 6.5 million migrants.

According to the ILO, up to 80 per cent of these domestic workers 
endure isolation, underpayment, long working hours, forced 
labour, human trafficking and violence.

The lives of these women are never far from the news. Stories 
of abuse, exploitation and excessive debts are common, with 
a high proportion of problems coming from the Middle East. 
In Saudi Arabia alone, 33 Indonesian women, mostly domestic 
workers, are on death row, facing charges of adultery, assault, 
and even witchcraft.

Many return to Indonesia feeling worse off for working.

The flow of migrants from Indonesia to Singapore is one of the 
busiest migratory pathways in Southeast Asia. There are currently 
220,000 domestic workers in the country, the majority of whom 
are Indonesian.

For thousands, life in Singapore is characterised by high debts, 

unreasonable working hours and limited labour rights.

There are also many cases of abuse. HOME, a migrant workers 
advocacy group, registered 47 cases of physical abuse in 2014, 
as well as 9 cases of sexual harassment. The NGO has also 
registered complaints about poor living conditions, unjustified 
salary deductions, and horrific cases of food deprivation.

With its wealth and international standing, social workers say 
Singapore should be a leading light in Asia, and a model of labour 
relations for other countries to follow. But the reality is far from 
ideal.

There is no minimum wage in the country, and domestic workers 
receive no union representation. Domestic workers are also 
excluded from the country’s Employment Act – a cornerstone 
of labour legislation, which grants workers a mandatory day off, 
regulated working hours, and the right to change employers.

For Jolovan Wham, executive director of HOME, this is the root of 
many problems. He says that if the government is serious about 
improving the livelihood of its domestic workers, a fundamental 
revision of legislation is needed. 

Over the course of several months we followed Istiana, Ananda and Tutik; 
all three are Indonesian domestic workers in Singapore and all three 
have very different experiences working in Singapore. Their stories and a 
full investigative report have been put together as a multi-media piece 
including photography, videos, interviews, and text.

April 30, 2014 - Kendal, Indonesia. 
Aspiring domestic workers use a 
training doll to learn how to wash, 
change diapers and take care of 
newborns and infants. 
© Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom

June 11, 2014 - Semarang, Indonesia. A domestic worker returns to work in Singapore after attending her mother’s home funeral. © Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom
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March 15, 2014 - Singapore. Tutik 
works full time (7 days a week) 
looking after Izzati (7). In the 
morning, they will go to the park 
together; after lunch, Tutik will 
take Izzati to the school bus which 
picks her up at her grandparents’ 
house. © Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom

May 12, 2014 - Singapore.  A maid-for-hire agency full of domestic workers at Katong shopping centre. © Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom

‘Dreaming Singapore’ investigates the movement of migrants 
from Indonesia to Singapore, one of the busiest migratory 
pathways in Southeast Asia. It follows three different women 
at various stages of their journey: from training centres in 
Indonesia, to daily life in Singapore, and finally the return home.

The project is enriched with in-depth interviews, video 
reportage, and photographs taken over a five month period.  
It weaves the experience of migrant workers with the people they 
meet during their journeys: social workers, employers, recruiting 
agencies, and government officials.
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Holy activism

November 14, 2009 - Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Monk Loun Sovath before he was evicted from his pagoda in central Phnom Penh. Since then he has been barred from staying in official pagodas in Cambodia. © Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom



T      he smell of wood glue lingers heavily in the recently 
converted bed- room-cum-studio within the confines 
of Wat Sarawan – one of the oldest pagodas in Phnom 
Penh – where seven monks are squeezed together, 
uploading videos to Facebook. Aimed at revealing 

social injustice and promoting equality, the monks update the 
series, which they call Voice of Independent 

Monks, three times a day. “We advocate when we see people 
suffering,” said But Buntenh, 35, the editor of the series and the 
leader of the Independent Monks’ Network for Social Justice 
(IMNSJ). “Our survival will depend on the value of our work.” 

The IMNSJ was born after the results of Cambodia’s 2013 national 
election were contested. The Cambodian People’s Party (CPP), 
which has ruled since 1998, was declared victorious with 68 seats 
to the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP)’s 55. 

In subsequent weeks, the CNRP led major protests calling for the 
resignation of Prime Minister Hun Sen and reform of the electoral 
system. Although monks from the IMNSJ – who number 5,000 
according to Buntenh – have been a constant feature of these 
protests, their leader is resolute they are independent of any 
political party. 

“I want everything to stay informal and I do not want to register 
as an NGO under this government because it would mean I would 
accept Hun Sen’s law,” said Buntenh, although he has assured his 
team he would register the organisation if there were a change in 
government. 

Some have frowned upon the arrival of these ‘multime- dia monks’ 
on the political scene. In December last year during a speech at 
Wat Lanka, another important Phnom Penh pagoda, the city’s gov- 

ernor, Pa Socheatvong, said that measures would be put in place to 
closely monitor some 7,000 monks residing in about 140 pagodas 
across the city in order to “see whether each monk is genuine 
or not because there have been fake monks on the street”. For 
him, practitioners of Buddhism becoming involved in politics is “a 
dangerous problem”. 

Pressure has also come from the top of Cambodia’s Buddhist 
leadership. The Great Supreme Patriarch Tep Vong has repeatedly 
warned monks about publicly dis- cussing certain topics, such as 
social justice, and banned them from voting in the 2003 national 
election. In 2006, when the ban was lifted, he told monks “not to 
engage in political party solidarity leading to people power”. 

In a US diplomatic cable from 2006, former US Ambassador Joseph 
Mussomeli wrote: “We concur with sources who believe the CPP 
intends to keep firm control over potential political agitation within 
the main Buddhist religious order like all other important national 
institu- tions in Cambodia”. 

An Vicheth, 23, joined the network after the elections. For him, 
there is no doubt the group must remain non-parti- san. “There is 
no in-between. If we are trying to do some- thing for the people, 
we are considered as opposition. If we are doing nothing, we are 
not observing our rules. We need to define what we call ‘politi- 
cal’. We only want to serve our society and are not doing it for any 
party,” he said. 

In mid-February, when it was announced that the IMNSJ would go 
on air weekly to host an hour-long radio show, Kim Son, Phnom 
Penh’s chief monk, said these media-savvy monks were “breaking 
monk rules” and prohibited them from broadcasting. The 
radio show was broadcast once on the opposition radio station 

December 04, 2013 - Kampong Thom, 
Cambodia. Monk activists in a pagoda 
during a 10 day human rights march 
through the country.  
© Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom

December 09, 2013 - Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Monk Loun Sovath films in the early morning during a 10-day human rights march through the country. © Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom

November 03, 2013 - Koh Kong, 
Cambodia. A Buddhist monk begins 
his 25km trek out of Cambodia’s 
remote Areng Valley after a multi-day 
environmental protest. © Luc Forsyth / 
Ruom
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November 27, 2013 - Siem Reap, Cambodia. Venerable KBL returns to his homeland to visit his family. © Luc Forsyth / Ruom
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Mohanokor FM, but the IMNSJ decided to not partici- pate 
again until equipment is upgraded and the show can be sure to 
have an audience. 

Loun Sovath, 35, who has been cataloguing human rights 
violations for the past five years and was a forerunner for monks 
acting as media advo- cates in Cambodia, knows the dangers of 
being an activist. “I have been accused of being a fake monk. But 
there is no law coming from any institu- tion in Cambodia [that 
can be used] to accuse me of this,” he said from his room in an 
unregistered pagoda in Stung Meanchey, an outlying district of 
Phnom Penh. 

Although he was sitting at his computer with two phones 
constantly switched on, Sovath wasn’t always such a techie: Once 
upon a time he was a painter of temple murals. Originally from 
Siem Reap’s Chi Kraeng commune, in the north of the country, 
he started working with interna- tional NGOs to advocate for 
land rights in Cambodia after four farmers in his commu- nity 
– including two of his rel- atives – were shot and beaten when 
police removed them from disputed rice fields in May 2009. 

His work gained a consid- erable following and upset monks 
with government sym- pathies. Eventually, he was barred from 
all of the coun- try’s 4,676 registered pagodas. “I am followed 
when I go to the countryside. They say it is for my protection 
but, in fact, they are threatening me and the people around 
me,” Sovath said. “But I am not afraid. If they speak with me, 

I counter them with Buddhist principles, and domestic and 
international laws.” 

Increased solidarity is helping the monks’ cause. “Before, I was 
the only one speaking about human rights and social justice and 
I was the only one [the government] could blame,” Sovath said. 
“But now, many monks are doing the same and [the government] 
cannot complain because eve- ryone is standing up.” 

A major turning point in crys- tallising the movement came when 
five monks were beaten at a Phnom Penh pagoda on election 
day, while some of their peers did nothing. 

“We were appalled to see so many monks closing their eyes 
because of their fear,” said Buntenh. “Now we can resist, protest 
and stand alongside [ordinary] people who now have less fear. 
It is a revolution.” 

These monks illustrate a shift in Cambodian society, where 
a traditionally cowed populace is beginning to find its voice. 
Nonetheless, con- servative Buddhists continue to criticise the 
younger gen- eration of monks for using modern accoutrements 
such as smartphones and laptops. 

Sitting in the same pagoda as the IMNSJ video team, a 23-year-
old named Sangha Ry was already clear where his life will lead 
after he leaves the monkhood: He hopes to become a journalist. 

“I want to serve my country, not a party,” he said with a confident 
smile. “And I think independent media will allow me to do so.” 

November 28, 2013 - Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia. A monk sits in his 
room with various access passes 
hanging up on the wall.
© Luc Forsyth / Ruom

February 02, 2014 - Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Venerable Loun Sovath points out one of his videos on his Ipad. © Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom
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A time to protest

January 03 , 2014 - Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Police attempt to storm a building occupied by protesters following a violent crackdown on striking garment workers, who were demanding a wage increase. © Luc Forsyth / Ruom 



The months after Cambodia’s contested 2013 national 
election were heated. The opposition party, which 
had grown significantly in urban centres, refused to 
take their seats in Parliament. The ruling party and 

Prime Minister Hun Sen, in power for 35 year, were once again 
accused of rigging the election.

But unlike before, the Cambodian people stood up.

Protests were held on a daily basis, hunger strikes started, and 
clashes with police and security guards were common. 

As journalists, we covered these volatile months, our heads 
protected by motorcycle helmets, never knowing when a 
peaceful march would spur violent attacks by security forces.

By January, tens of thousands of garment workers were on 
strike and protested in the streets of Phnom Penh for a higher 
minimum wage. The $95 they currently received was barely 
enough to feed them, not to mention the cost of proper housing, 
or nutritious food and education for their children.

Factory owners, mostly East Asian, were under pressure to 
meet their production targets and saw their profits dwindle. 

Stability seemed so fragile that the government stepped in. 
On January 3, military police confronted protesting garment 
workers. Some stones were thrown. Then, authorities started 
to shoot live rounds. At least four garment workers succumbed 
to their bullet wounds. Dozens were severely injured, and at 
least one man remains missing.
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03 January, 2014 - Phnom Penh. 
Protesters carry a wounded man after 
a clash with military police during a 
garment worker protest.
© Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom

July 28, 2013 - Ta Khmau. Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen speaks to the media after casting his vote at Ta Khmau Town in Kandal province, 15km away from the capital Phnom Penh.  
© Nicolas Axelrod / Getty Images

July 26, 2013 - Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Supporters prepare to release balloons during a pre-election rally for the ruling Cambodian People’s Party. © Nicolas Axelrod / Getty Images

RUOM MAGAZINE 2014



13A TIME TO PROTEST

December 30, 2013 – Phnom Penh, 
Garment workers protest near the 
Council of Ministers. Workers are 
calling for a raise of the minimum 
wage to 160 USD. 
© Nicolas Axelrod / Ruom 

October 21, 2013 - Phnom Penh. Riot police push back about a thousand garment factory workers who organized a sit-in in front of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s house in central Phnom Penh. © Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom

November 12, 2013 - Phnom Penh. Cambodian riot police arrest a protester during a clash with 
garment workers. One woman was shot dead and several injured in the violence. © Thomas 
Cristofoletti / Ruom

September 15, 2013 - Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Sam Rainsy, president of the Cambodia National 
Rescue Party, prays in front of the Royal Palace after he led a march from Freedom Park to the 
Royal Palace. © Nicolas Axelrod / Getty Images

RUOM MAGAZINE 2014

Some of our tearsheets



Words: Denise hruby
Images: thomas cristofoletti

Published in: The cambodia Daily Weekend

Seeking a 
fresh start

March 21, 2014 - Phnom Penh. Som Bunnarith and his wife after a job interview at The National Centre of Disabled Persons. © Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom



taught them new skills such as basket-making and gardening. Here, 
survivors learned that life, eventually, would go on.

Quickly, Mr. Bunnarith became the person other survivors would 
open up to. He shared his experience, and offered solace and 
advice. Mostly, his days at the shelter were good.

Then, CASC asked him if he would like to work as a peer counselor, 
a staff position that included a modest monthly salary of around 
$100.

It didn’t matter to him that this was just a tiny fraction of his 
previous salary. “It was the happiest time of my life,” he said.

His position gave him the feeling of being needed, not just by the 
small CASC community, but also by society as a whole.

“Being employed here made me happy because I was useful again, 
not just a disabled person, but a useful part of society who helped 
others,” he said.

During his four years working at CASC, he counseled about 80 
survivors. He trained other blind survivors in finding their way 
around the shelter and helped women accept that the reflection 
they saw in the mirror would never return to its former beauty.

The Downside of Success

In total, CASC, has helped hundreds of acid attack survivors through 
counseling, legal assistance, vocational training, health care and 
reconstructive surgeries.

In January 2012, the organization celebrated a major victory. 
A harsher law on acid attacks was passed after three years of 
advocacy. A year later, a sub-decree regulating the sale of acid was 
passed, although it is yet to be regularly enforced.

The passage of the law as well as outreach activities from 
organizations such as CASC have led to a significant drop in the 
number of new acid attack cases. In 2010, CASC took in a total of 
36 new acid attack survivors. Last year, the number was down to 
six.

It’s a huge success story, but also one with downsides. Earlier this 
year, the NGO decided to scale down its operations. That included 
letting Mr. Bunnarith go.

Som Bunnarith is looking for a job. He has two university 
degrees, one in marketing, another in English. He speaks 
Thai. He is eloquent and hard working. He is also blind and 
disfigured, the result of an acid attack nine years ago.

On bad days, he has doubts that he will find a job. On good days, he 
is confident that his four years of experience as a peer counselor 
for the Cambodian Acid Survivors Charity (CASC) makes him a good 
candidate to take up a counseling job at a different NGO.

That’s already a long way since December 2005, when his wife 
doused him with acid. Back then, there were no good and bad 
days— they were all bad.

“In one minute, I lost everything. I lost my job, my status, my salary, 
my face,” he said.

He had no nose or ears to hold up the black sunglasses he wore to 
protect his vision—they rested only on his cheeks. Whenever he 
got thirsty, a sense of hopelessness struck him anew as he realized 
he depended entirely on others to pour him a glass of water.

Worst of all, he said, was the feeling of leading a life without value. 
Once he had been a regional marketing salesman for Coca-Cola, a 
respected man in his community in Pursat province with a sizeable 
income. In an instant, he became useless.

“I pitied myself. To be unemployed, although I had two university 
degrees, a good education and experience, but I couldn’t contribute 
to society, I couldn’t be part of it because I was disabled—it was so 
shameful,” Mr. Bunnarith said.

He tried to commit suicide twice. The first time, he wandered to 
a plot of land behind his sister’s house, using his walking stick to 
guide him. He bumped into a tree. After sunset, he thought to 
himself, he would return to that tree to hang himself.

“I walked out the back door, but I couldn’t find the tree anymore. I 
got lost in a cassava field,” he said.

The second time, when he tried to hang himself with a krama in 
his house, his son walked in on him. He pleaded with his father to 
stop. Crying, he said that he and his siblings needed their father.

It was a turning point for Mr. Bunnarith. He realized that, if nothing 
else, he was of value to his two sons and his daughter. From that 
moment on, there were good days, at least once in a while.

The Happiest Time

In 2006, Bunnarith moved to the Cambodian Acid Survivors’ Charity 
shelter in Kandal province, about an hour from Phnom Penh.

The shelter was a safe haven for survivors of acid attacks. CASC not 
only offered them a place to stay, but also provided counseling and 

>> READ THE FULL ARTICLE

Acid Attack Survivor Seeking A Fresh Start 15

March 20, 2014 - Phnom Penh. Som Bunnarith’s wife checks his CV before his job interview. © Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom

March 20, 2014 - Phnom Penh. Som Bunnarith and his wife have lunch. © Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom
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Cambodia’s 
Boxer Girls

May 9, 2014 -  Phnom Penh. Female boxers wait to fight as commercials air before their match. A local TV station allocates air time for the girls’ matches. © Hannah Reyes / Ruom
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June 8, 2014 - Phnom Penh. 
Tharoth, a Cambodian female 
boxer, gets her hair done before 
stepping into the ring to fight in 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Fixing 
her hair is her corner ‘man,’ who is 
also a female boxer.  
© Hannah Reyes / Ruom

May 9, 2014 - Phnom Penh. A female boxer poses after winning her match. © Hannah Reyes / Ruom

‘My mother hates it,’ 23-year-old Tharoth tells me. ‘I don’t let 
her watch.’ Tharoth is a female boxer in Cambodia—home to 
women where tradition dictates that they be modest, gentle, 
soft-spoken, and reserved. But in the nation’s capital, a group of 
girl boxers is going against these expectations, instead stepping 
inside the ring to fight. The girls appear on national television, 
with the local stations allocating airtime for the girls’ matches. 
However, because of cultural stigma, the number of female 
boxers is still small, with some of them having to fight as much 
as three divisions above their weight class. They accept fights, 
including ill-matched ones, to gain experience.

During the reign of the Khmer Rouge, boxing was forbidden as 
the regime tried to erase the country’s rich traditions. In recent 
years the martial arts has been gradually re-established, and it 
quickly regained popularity. With its rise, women started taking 
interest, and eventually began sparring for different reasons—
some for the love of the sport, and others for extra money. Most 
of them have to juggle boxing in between daily jobs, and at 
the same time, fulfill their roles as women in their households. 
Tharoth comes to her parents’ house everyday to take care of her 
ailing father. Thanks to boxing she is now strong enough to carry 
him around the house.

Outside the ring, the girls act very differently to their male 
counterparts. If not for their boxing gear, one would not be able 
to tell them apart from other young Khmer women. For example, 
they giggle as they fix each other’s hair before the match. Yet as 
soon as they step in the ring, they transform into strong fighters, 
holding the attention of a stadium that is almost exclusively filled 
with men. They’re on the edge of their seats. ‘That was the most 
interesting fight of the day,’ a Khmer spectator says.

Cambodia is not always a safe place for women. In 2013 a UN 

study reported that 1 in 5 Cambodian men have raped a woman, 
with more than half committing their first rape before the age of 
20. Gang rape, or ‘bauk’ in Khmer, is also a phenomenon that is 
far too common. In a male oriented society, these female boxers 
are going beyond what is expected of a woman. Getting in the 
ring to fight is a rare and important undertaking. ‘As a girl you are 
expected to stay in your place, be demure, accept your role,’ one 
of them tells me. Their achievement is beyond physical strength. 

These young women are overcoming a mindset.
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May 13, 2014 - Phnom Penh. A Cambodian female boxer cleans the gym mats after training, where 
they assist with the gym’s upkeep. © Hannah Reyes / Ruom

May 9, 2014 - Phnom Penh. The audience reacts to the girls’ match in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. In a 
male dominated sport, most of the spectators of the matches are also men.
© Hannah Reyes / Ruom

http://plus.ajplus.net/shared/1555
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Crunch Time

July 08, 2014 - Phnom Penh. A vendor displays crickets. © Hannah Reyes / Ruom



From the highway, only the lights dotting the darkness 
offer any hint that there’s life in the sparsely populated 
countryside. The hypnotizing blue glow leads the way to 
one of Cambodia’s most popular snack foods. Once my 

friend and I reach our destination and introductions are made, 
our host Mao Choup, an amiable elderly lady wearing floral 
pajamas, pulls a little bowl from beneath a bench. She shakes 
it — the contents rustle — and extends the bowl towards us. My 
friend’s eyes light up and she promptly dives her hand into the 
bowl, just like you would if it were a bag of chips. Slowly, she 
traces the legs with her fingernails. The legs, the two Cambodian 
women explain to me, are the crunchiest part. But it’s the body, 
usually covered with a hard shell but softened from frying, that’s 
the most delicious part. 

“Don’t you want one?” Mao asks as she gives me a wide smile. 
I hesitate. In Europe, where I’m from, an insect in a grocery 
shop’s snack aisle is quickly squashed under one’s shoe. Here, it’s 
carried to the register. Mao repeats her question. Consciously, I 
eat an insect for the first time in my life.

“Delicious?” Mao asks with bright, expectant eyes. 
“Delicious!” I admit, surprised at the barbecue flavor of my 
new culinary discovery.

Bug business

In the village of Tolsongke in Banteay Meanchey, Mao is known 
as a pioneer in the cricket trade. “I think I started about 13 or 
15 years ago,” she says. “It was my brother-in-law’s idea; he had 
seen it in other villages and said that people were making good 
profits.”

In front of her house, Mao runs a mom-and-pop store. Cucumber, 
taro, carrots, morning glory and Chinese eggplant — on some 
days even tiny cuts of meat. Shampoo and shower gels aren’t 
sold in bottles, but in sample-sized sachets that dangle from the 
ceiling on strings.

The shop, she says, doesn’t generate huge profits — just enough 
to pay for the fluorescent lights needed for her cricket traps. The 
traps are designed such that bugs attracted by the lights smash 
into a vertical plastic sheet and plunge into water-filled plastic 
tubs below. Years ago, after assembling the first one, Mao had 
looked at the rudimentary trap and wondered if she’d wasted her 
money. “I was very pessimistic,” she says. “I didn’t really think it 
would work.”

But it did. To critters, the fluorescent light is irresistible. On 
some nights back when she started, if the moon didn’t shine too 
brightly and the air was particularly dry, she managed to catch 
around 50kg of crickets. “I couldn’t rest, not for a second. I was 
up all night long and rushed to scoop the crickets out of the tubs. 
It was a really good business.”

Today, all of Tolsongke’s 163 families have set up traps and 
business isn’t what it used to be.

“On a good night, we make about US$13,” Mao’s husband, Khouy 
Mean, says. His arduous life as a rice farmer has aged him quickly. 

Though he’s still in his 60s, Khouy is slightly hunched and has a 
limp. An injury from a road accident almost a year ago still hasn’t 
healed. “How many crickets we catch, that really depends on 
the weather,” he says as thick clouds approach. With the rainy 
season just weeks away, that usually means torrential rains. “And 
rain means no crickets. So let’s hope for wind. If there’s wind, it 
blows the clouds away and then we’ll have a good catch.”

The catch

I take a deep breath and realize how clean the air is. No cars 
and motorbikes disturb Tolsongke’s tranquility, only the sounds 
of squeaking bicycles, clucking hens and their chicks and the 
occasional barking of a dog. Whereas in more developed areas 
electricity poles might dot a village’s rice paddies, here there 
are only coconut trees. Suddenly, the green pinwheel that the 
neighbor’s daughter is playing with starts to spin. Dust from the 
unpaved street blows in my face. “Ahh,” Khouy says. “That’s the 
wind we need.”

Soon the sun sets, turning the sky a shade of bright orange that 
looks like it belongs in one of the kitschy oil paintings typically 
displayed at art markets. I always thought the colors in such 
artworks were too bright, too unrealistic. In Tolsongke, I’m 
proved wrong. The fields really are that green; the sunset really 
is that orange. 

In the heart of town, families pass the next hour or so bathed in 
candlelight, quietly chatting or playing cards until they go to bed. 
For Khouy, however, work has just begun. A stuttering bike light 
shines our way to the paddy field where the traps are already 
casting their spell. “There are four kinds of crickets,” Khouy says 
as we walk past his traps, inspecting them with a torch. 

The white, black and red ones are about equal in size and weight. 
Coconut crickets are the biggest and are so rare that they’re sold 
separately, while the other three types are destined to end up in 
frying pans right away.

But so far, less than two hours after sundown, I can’t see any 
crickets in Khouy’s traps. Instead, the surface of the water is 
covered in all sorts of flailing bugs: moths, mosquitoes, dragonflies 
and a few praying mantises. “You need patience. Usually, you can 
expect a lot of crickets if you see a lot of these bugs,” he says, and 
points at a very ordinary looking, shiny black beetle, just a little 
larger than a fingernail.

Sitting next to a pony that’s tied to a tree, I wait and stare at the 
plastic sheets. Then I spot a cricket. It had flown straight towards 
the light, bounced off the plastic and landed in the tub. Another 
follows, and then another. One by one, the crickets get caught. 
Their tiny legs thrash about, leaving them exhausted. Khouy is 
pleased and decides to rest until 4am, shortly before the sun 
rises. By then, the villagers of Tolsongke have caught thousands 
of crickets.

Still a little drowsy, Khouy returns with a bucket and a sieve. 
Cautiously, as if he fears hurting the critters, Khouy scoops up the 
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June 03, 2014 - Toul Domnak, 
Cambodia. Once salted and spiced, 
the crickets are deep-fried in hot oil 
for a few minutes. 
© Nicolas Axerlod / Ruom

June 02, 2014 - Tol Songke, Cambodia. Farmers catch crickets every night during the hunting season. Plastic tarps are put out in the fields and the crickets, attracted by the light, fall into the water below. 
© Nicolas Axerlod / Ruom
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abundance of insects in the trap. After transporting them home, 
he spreads a tarpaulin in his front yard and empties the bucket. 
With skilled and swift hands, he separates the crickets from the 
other insects. A decent catch, he decides, considering that the 
weather wasn’t perfect.

At around 6am, after sunrise, a middleman rides her scooter from 
house to house. In less than a minute, she has weighed Khouy’s 
crickets, paid him just over US$10, dumped his catch in a container 

on the back of the scooter and driven over to Khouy’s neighbor.

Some of the crickets are sold at the local market, others are taken 
to markets in Phnom Penh, Siem Reap and as far as neighboring 
Thailand. Some will land on the dinner tables of Cambodian 
families, others in the mouths of European tourists as brave as I 
was several hours ago. But that’s not Khouy’s concern. For him, it’s 
time to rest, at least until the crickets lift their song again as the sun 
sets over his paddy field.

July 08, 2014 - Phnom Penh. A 
girl sells crickets and other insects 
outside the Royal Palace.
© Hannah Reyes / Ruom

June 03, 2014 - Toul Domnak, Cambodia. In the early morning, cricket vendors set up shop at the local market. © Nicolas Axerlod / Ruom June 03, 2014 - Tol Songke, Cambodia. As the sun rises in the early morning, cricket hunters head to their traps to collect the night’s catch. © Nicolas Axerlod / Ruom
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Fever Pitch

March 05, 2014 - Phnom Penh. Players from National Police FC on their way to training. Like most football teams in Cambodia, National Police FC does not have its own stadium and often trains outside Phnom Penh. © Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom



Lured to Cambodia with the promise of professional 
contracts and lucrative wages, many talented Nigerian 
footballers are left penniless and desperate by shadowy 
agents and ruthless clubs.

Tomasz Eszua is slumped on a leather sofa in the living 
room of the Phnom Penh apartment he shares with two 
other Nigerian footballers. It is 3pm. Usually at this time 
the 29-year-old and his roommates would be at football 
practice, training despite the blazing heat. But today is 
different. Instead, Eszua is watching a football match on a 
small plasma TV while the Notorious B.I.G.’s “You’re Nobody 
(Til Somebody Kills You)” blasts from a stereo system and 
rings out across the neighbourhood.

It is difficult to hear with the thump-thump-thump of the 
tune shaking the room, but just after the chorus Eszua says: 
“They told me they won’t be renewing my contract because 
I gained too much weight after my knee injury.”

Before losing his job as a striker with the National Police 
Football Club, Eszua was one of 18 Nigerians playing in the 
Metfone Cambodian League, the country’s top division. His 
is one of many tales of Africans migrating across the globe in 
pursuit of every footballer’s dream – joining the ranks of an 

elite European football club. Unfortunately, these journeys 
rarely end on the old continent. 

Eszua left Nigeria for South Africa in 2008. He played in the 
top divisions in Mozambique, India, Thailand and, most 
recently, Cambodia, where he landed in 2012. Since setting 
foot in the Kingdom, where he was told by a recruiter that 
he’d be playing in the Samdech Hun Sen Cup – a competition 
only open to Cambodian nationals – he has already played 
for four different teams.

Like many economic migrants, once in Cambodia Eszua 
was confronted with the harsh realities of the country’s 
developing football industry. According to Nigeria-born 
Western University FC coach Ken Gadaffi, the lack of 
employment security and meagre wages are the norm. 
“The clubs usually issue six-month contracts that they can 
terminate whenever they want. And they don’t need to give 
players compensation or take care of them when they are 
injured,” he said. As for the salaries, Gadaffi reveals with a 
sigh that foreign players are paid between $200 and $800 
per month.

This situation is due to the fact that the “Cambodian premier 
league is still at the crossroads of semi-professional meeting 

March 13, 2014 - Phnom Penh. Amateur and professional football players from the San Siro Football Association play football near Olympic Stadium. These friendly games take place on a daily basis and are 
an integral part of the social life of many African men living in Phnom Penh. © Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom.

March 11, 2014 - Phnom Penh. Nigerian 
football player Samuel Oseika during 
football training in Kandal Province. 
Players train on a daily basis, from 
2pm to 4pm, often in extreme weather 
conditions. © Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom
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professional”, said May Tola, deputy general secretary 
of the Football Federation of Cambodia (FFC). May Tola is 
adamant that short-term contracts are in line with both FIFA 
regulations and local labour laws, and said low salaries are 
due to the absence of a set minimum wage. Therefore, clubs 
pay players according to mutual agreement, he claimed.

Then come the numbers on the clubs’ balance sheets – or 
rather the lack thereof.Cambodia is playing catch-up with 
the regional football industry and its teams are currently 
generating almost no profits. There is virtually no revenue 
from ticket sales, TV rights or merchandise. Most of the 12 
premier league teams operate on budgets of about $10,000 
per month, and Gadaffi is not surprised the league fails to 
satisfy the financial appetites of overseas players. It was for 
this same reason that he put his own football career on the 
shelf after arriving in the country ten years ago. “It was not 
an economically viable option,” he said.

Despite the financial conundrums, footballers alighting in 
Cambodia are reluctant to put their dreams on hold. For 
as long as they can, many hold out on joining the nearly 
1,000-strong community of Nigerian teachers, NGO workers, 
businessmen and sports coaches. Coming from a country 
where football is approaching religious status, and which 
has produced world-famous players such as Jay-Jay Okocha 
and Taribo West, many Nigerians view football as ‘the 
only career’. Nelson Olatunde Oladiji, a Nigerian playing 
in Cambodia, proclaims that his fellow countrymen can be 
found “anywhere you can be paid to play”. 

Austin Koyatola, chairman of the Nigerians in Diaspora 

Organisation (NIDO), is a dedicated football fan but is not 
entirely comfortable with such attitudes. Due to this mindset, 
as well as the ignorance of some players, he said, there are 
currently numerous unemployed footballers roaming around 
Phnom Penh struggling to score one of the very few jobs 
available. 

“In the age of the internet, how can you not be aware of the 
state of the industry here?” Koyatola asked. “Besides, we’ve 
been in this country for so long and we’ve been spreading 
information about this for years.” 

Blind eagerness has also resulted in many players becoming 
victims of trafficking, winding up in Cambodia in the hands 
of dubious Nigerian agents.Talking to 23-year-old Oladiji, 
whose positive disposition earned him the nickname “Lucky 
Boy”, it is hard to imagine him falling prey to such a scam. 
Lured by promises of a four-digit salary, he arrived in 
Cambodia in 2009 at the age of 17, only to be told he’d be 
paid $200 a month. Having spent almost $4,000 on agent 
fees, airfares, accommodation and food for a one-month trial 
period, Oladiji found himself with no way out. The money 
he’d spent was a loan he had to repay, so he stayed on and 
agreed to the paltry salary. To make matters worse, he was 
only issued with a one-month visa, which his club, despite 
multiple assurances to the contrary, failed to extend. As a 
result, on top of the money he’d invested to leave Nigeria, he 
had to pay a $1,000 fine for overstaying on his visa, which he 
could not afford to extend himself – a problem that is more 
common than most care to admit, according to local football 
insiders. It is this, Gadaffi claims, which pushes some players 
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March 29, 2014 - Phnom Penh. 
Club-goers during a party at 
African “Do It All“ club. The venue 
is known for playing West-African 
music and for attracting large 
crowds of men with a passion for 
dancing. During the day “Do it 
All“ operates as a restaurant and 
serves traditional African dishes. 
© Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom

March 14, 2014 - Phnom Penh. Tomasz Esua relaxes in his flat with a fellow football player. Many African football players live together and rent accommodation near the Toul Sleng area in Phnom Penh. 

April 02, 2014 - Phnom Penh. 23 year-old Nelson Olatunde Oladisi drives in the traffic of Phnom 
Penh. He left Nigeria for Cambodia in 2009 and he has played for four different Cambodian football 
clubs – most recently for a club in Fiji. Since returning to Cambodia in December 2013, he has 
turned down offers to play for Cambodian clubs due to the low remuneration offered. 
© Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom

April 05, 2014 - Phnom Penh. 34 year-old Sammy Daniel Osaghe (right) is a member of the Christ 
Embassy Church band. Osaghe, who played football professionally in Nigeria for over a decade, is 
a regular at the sermons of Pastor Prince Lenee Lahben. The pastor is known in the Nigerian expat 
community for his sermons during which he allegedly performs miracles and heals church-goers. 
© Thomas Cristofoletti / Ruom

faced with financial ruin to turn to a life of crime.

Not all players struggle to make ends meet, however. A 
veteran footballer, Sam Oseika is not one to complain about 
his career in Cambodia. With a “football age of 24” and an 
actual age somewhere between 35 and 40, he has been 
happily playing in Cambodia’s premier league for years. “I 
don’t have any problems with my salary and I never had any 
problems with the immigration authorities. I just want to 
play football and support my team,” he said.

NIDO’s Koyatola is equally assertive. Instead of fixating 
on immigration problems or drug trafficking, which he 
says should be treated as isolated cases, he focuses on 
the “immense contribution” of the Nigerian players – 
the first foreigners in the league – to the development of 
Cambodian football. The praise soon turns to brutal honesty. 
“I understand these people are desperate, but why do they 
agree to play for $300? Some of them even go behind other 
players’ backs and tell the managers they’d play for free if 
only the club would extend their visa,” he said, adding that 
he is awaiting the day foreign players demand to be paid a 
wage that will allow them to lead a dignified existence.

Oladiji is doing just that. He is refusing to play football for less 
than what he believes will allow him to lead a comfortable 
life. Having recently returned from Fiji, where he played in 
the first division during 2013, and having learnt his lesson 
since being forced to work for a pittance, the dreadlocked 
athlete has decided he won’t “sell himself cheap” any more. 
And although he wants to get back on the pitch as soon 
as possible, he has refused recent offers. “During the four 
years I played here, I was paid so little. When I was in Fiji, 
I earned between $2,000 and $5,000 per month, so now I 
have decided I won’t play for less than $1,500,” he said.

Oladiji spends his days training and catching up with family 

via Skype. He said his daily regime is essential as his success 
depends not only on being willing, but being able. He wakes up 
each morning at 6:30am, dons a blue jersey and his favourite 
lilac socks – a trademark look that, together with his grass-
green motorbike, makes him immediately recognisable – and 
heads to the south of Phnom Penh. By 7am he is on a slightly 
dilapidated synthetic pitch where he trains for two hours 
with more than 20 African athletes united in their readiness 
to join the ranks of any football club, anywhere in the world.

He meets some of these players again at 4:30pm for his 
second football session, which takes place at the sardonically 
named San Siro stadium – a triangle of bare land nestled 
close to the grounds of Phnom Penh’s Olympic Stadium. 
Between two small goals, muscular silhouettes cut through 
clouds of red dust until the sun burns deep orange and sets 
on the horizon. It is a place where the games are loud, fast 
and rough. Football enthusiasts regularly stop by on their 
way home from work to admire this ad hoc show, played 
by some of the most talented footballers in the country. 
Most spectators sit at food carts on brightly coloured plastic 
chairs, chatting and eating, and occasionally letting out the 
deep drone of an impressed football fan.

San Siro is just one snippet of a much larger community 
that has been steadily growing since Nigerians first arrived 
in the Kingdom in 1992 with the mission of the United 
Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia. Just like at 
Nigerian churches, restaurants and clubs scattered across 
Phnom Penh, here the players can share their experiences 
as migrants and feel united in their pursuit of success and 
happiness. Footballer or not, according to Oladiji, “everyone 
is moving around looking for a better life. There is no shame 
in trying to make it.”  
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As well as disseminating our work through major 
international media outlets, Ruom’s members 
regularly partner with development agencies, 
providing high-quality communications solutions 

and advice to the non-profit sector. To address the different 
needs of non-profit organizations, as opposed to the 
mainstream media, we launched Ruom Development in 
2014.

As visual and written material  becomes increasingly important 
for organizations seeking to reach a broad audience, Ruom’s 
writers, photographers, videographers and researchers have 
been providing training, as well as writen and visual content 
to some of the world’s biggest NGOs. 

Through our wealth of experience in the field of documentary 

media, Ruom adds depth, dignity, and empathy to promotional 
campaigns. With the ability to dispatch multi-talented teams of 
documentary professionals, Ruom is always ready to tell your 
stories, anywhere in the world. 

From maternal health in Bangladesh to wildlife conservation 
in the Mekong region to acid attack survivors in Cambodia, 
Ruom Development has had a busy year, covering a huge 
variety of international issues.  
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For information on how to partner with Ruom Development 
in your upcoming media campaigns, visit 

development.ruom.net or email us at info@ruom.net

Ruom Development

Some of our clients

http://development.ruom.net
mailto:info@ruom.net


Contact Ruom

our home base is in asia, but we’re happy to work on assignments throughout 
the world. if you are looking for text, photos, videos or multimedia projects, you 
can contact us at info@ruom.net

We’re happy to discuss projects and take on assignments.

in the meantime, don’t forget to visit our websites
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