
 Helping farmers boost income, farm productivity and food security

 MALIS: Improving food security and market linkages for smallholders

Cambodian Farmer Harvests Fields of Gold

Mr. Soun Thet is a happy man. Soun Thet, 59, is a 
farmer in Cambodia’s Chongkal district in Otdar 
Meanchey, who strives to make a living from growing 
rice. He faces the challenges of poor rainfall and 
limited access to quality seeds for staples like rice 
and corn for increased production.  

Like thousands of farmers across Cambodia, Thet is 
used to replanting saved seed from a traditional rice 
variety each year and has not previously been exposed 
to using quality seed from an improved variety as an 
alternative. 

The best challenge he recently 
undertook was to test for himself 

whether the so-called new 
seeds (Pka Romdoul variety) 

and planting methods could 
produce fields of gold. 

“My neighbors did not 
stop laughing at me 
for taking on this 
challenge of planting 

with the new methods that are supposed to produce 
more grain. I wanted to see the results for myself,” 
Thet recalled. 

“And the only way to see it was to take part in it. 
I volunteered to plant the new seeds that were 
provided by FAO.” In July 2012, after much debate with 
his wife, Thet allocated a 100 square-meter plot in his 
paddy field to try the new variety and transplanting 
methods.

As part of a program to improve food security in the 
north-west of Cambodia, Thet was the first farmer to 
volunteer to host a study site for a Farmer Field School 
in Otdar Meanchey. The Farmer Field School tested the 
performance of quality seed and improved practices for 
rice production. 

This rice initiative is part of the MALIS project, 
implemented by the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) and the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO) with funding 
from the European Union (EU). 

Mr Soun Thet
compares production 
from new methods 
with same variety under 
conventional management
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The project aims to boost food security by improving 
farming systems and through increased agricultural 
productivity, profitability, diversity, and resilience 
among vulnerable farm families with small land holdings. 

Rice is the dominant crop in Cambodian agriculture. 
According to the Cambodia Development Resource 
Institute (CDRI), rice occupies more than 80 percent 
of cultivated land and is the most important 
agricultural export commodity in Cambodia. Rice is 
also the main source of crop value added and the major 
driver of agricultural growth. As the staple of the 
traditional diet, rice provides more than three 
quarters of daily energy intake for Cambodians. 

Recognizing the important role of rice, the government 
has adopted a rice policy aimed at turning Cambodia 
into a major rice exporter by 2020. These new rice 
seeds and practices are part of this long-term goal. 

Back-breaking and muddy, rice farming dominates 
activity in the countryside of Cambodia.  Rice planting 
requires one to stoop for hours in the searing sun, 
wading through mud to transplant the seedlings, 
which are plucked from the seedbed and pushed into 
the mud by hand. 

The traditional practice is to transplant older 
seedlings (20-60 days depending on variety) and 
to plant multiple seedlings per hill. Under the new 
recommendations for improved production, farmers 
are encouraged to adopt a system of rice intensification, 
planting younger seedlings (12 day old) and only 
planting one seedling per hill.  This was exactly what 
Thet did in his plots, under the guidance of technical 
staff from the Provincial Department of Agriculture 

Soun Thet displays 
his newly planted  

rice stalks

and FAO. The plot also benefited from the application 
of a balanced fertiliser and composted manure.

Being made fun of is hard, but the waiting was the 
hardest part. “The new seedlings seemed to take a 
long time to fill the field and the care of the land 
required extra labour for weeding,” complained 
Thet, a father of seven children.

“My neighbors said to me “you’re planting 
rice, but you’re going to feed your family 
dirt,” Thet recalled.

As one of the respected community leaders in the 
district, he was so embarrassed that he had to avoid 
his neighbors for some 90 days before the rice heads 
began to thicken in the study plot.  

Vann Kimsan, FAO’s agronomist in Otdar Meanchey, 
made regular visits to check on the progress of Thet’s 
rice fields for the pilot project.  He observed that 
the new rice variety was growing well and was very 
healthy. “I am pleased with the results,” Kimsan said, 
while comparing the grains from the traditional 
variety and the new variety used in Thet’s plots. 

Changing the mind-set of the farmers to practice the 
modern way of farming is a challenge for the project 
staff. However, the efforts are worth it, agronomist 
Hor Sinart said, who guided the Farmer Field School 
in Thet’s Chongkal District.  “With quality seed, good 
plant spacing and an increase in soil fertility brought 
about by incorporation of compost and mineral 
fertilizers, Thet is harvesting twice the amount of 
rice that has been achieved in the neighboring plot using 
conventional farming techniques,” Sinart explained. 
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Found among the dusty roads of Preah Vihear’s 
Kulean district in northern Cambodia, the wife of 
the village chief in a small remote town of Kulean 
Cheung, Thieng Leub, 42, a mother of five, struggles 
to produce enough vegetables to feed her family. Like 
many farmers across Cambodia, she lacks technical 
know-how on vegetable production and such was 
her case three months ago.  Now surrounded by 
an abundance of cucumbers, Leub now enjoys the 
fruits of her hard labour. 

“There are many large cucumbers spouting 
in my garden. Now we have plenty to eat 
and give to the relatives,” Leub said, 
placing 22 freshly cut cumbers into the  
basket as instructed by FAO Post-harvest 
Specialist and trainer, Kim Davin.

Sitting under the unbearable sun in the morning, 12 
participants learnt the proper handling and cutting 
of cucumbers in Leub’s backyard. Through several 
demonstrations, the farmers practiced how to cut 
the cucumber carefully at a 45-degree angle 
downwards. “Mrs. Leub, please use the knife to 
show to your neighbors the correct way of cutting 
the cucumbers,” Davin asked.  

Simple harvesting techniques such as cutting, sorting
and transporting the vegetables are improving 
people’s livelihoods in this town of over 6,000
households. Now thanks to post-harvesting training 

At the primary school where the training takes place, 
dressed in a cleaned shirt and pants, Thet brought 
samples of the new rice stalks to show to the other 
farmers. He boasted how his lush rice field is going to 
produce between four to five tons of paddy rice that 
he hopes to sell for a high price to the buyers. “My 
family will have enough rice to eat and the leftover, I 
will sell,” Thet said. 

He explained how the techniques FAO and the MAFF 
advocate have enabled him to produce more and in an 
environmentally sustainable way. Exposing farmers 
like Thet to new techniques for the sustainable 
intensification of production, and helping them 
to judge the benefits and adapt the techniques 
themselves, is making a difference in the lives of the 
farming families in this remote part of the country. 

Such was the success of the project that several 
farmers who laughed at him returned to look at his 
rice fields after hearing of Phat’s new found good 
fortune. Pointing to the rice grains displayed on the 
table, Thet said “Per one rice stalk, the new seeds 

produced over 120 grains and the grains are shorter 
but fatter.” The old seeds produced between 70 to 80 
grains and the grains are longer but thinner, he added. 

With the skills he gained from Kimsan, Sinart and 
Government staff involved, Thet is making future 
plans to sow the new variety on all his rice land. 

Thet said he was happy to see his fields of gold standing 
tall and strong, which have already begun attracting 
interest from other farmers. “I would have regretted a 
lost opportunity, if I did not take this challenge,” he added.  

Thet achieved a yield of over 5.6 tonnes/ha from his 
plot – twice the yield of a neighboring plot using the 
same variety, and over four times the yield from 
traditional varieties using conventional farmer 
practice.  His profits were also more than double 
those of the comparison plots.

“In the early stage after transplanting the seedlings, 
the farmers who criticized me burst out laughing,” 
Thet smiled.  “Look who is laughing now.” 

Backyard Gardening  Improves 
Household Food Security

augmented by training on the improvement of soil 
fertility, seed spacing, and irrigation, farmers like 
Leub are harvesting up to three times more crops 
from their land. 

One technique the farmers learnt is the importance 
of a raised garden bed to better manage the soil and 
improve the growing conditions for the plants. Other 
simple techniques include building a bamboo fence 
to prevent dogs and cows from eating the vegetables.  
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Mrs Thieng Leub 
in front of her vegetable 
garden in Preah Vihear province
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Leub’s 80m2 plot of land had produced 73 kilograms 
of cucumbers for sale to the community and a further 
20 kilograms, which she kept for the family’s meals.  

As part of the MALIS initiative that targets over 
three thousand poor rural households in Preah 
Vihear, the Leub family participated in a farmer 
field school for vegetable production and their 
farm served as a demonstration and study site for 
other members to explore improved production 
techniques. The garden served as a setting for 
training and a site for demonstrating the benefits 
of improved soil fertility management, seeds, 
mulching and trellising. The outcome was a 
substantial boost in vegetable production that 
allowed them to grow better and more nutritious 
food for their family. It also allowed them to produce 
a surplus for sale. 

Thanks to this program, Leub has reduced her 
expenditure on food items, created income from 
the sale of her own produce and helped with feeding 
her children better meals. 

“Though there are no monetary incentives to join the 
scheme, the farmers must have access to land and 
water to qualify as participants,” project manager 
of MALIS Iean Russell said. “The project provides the 
skills and training, and the farmers provide labour and 
other resources for an investment in their own future.  
The project also provides market linkages to assist 
farmers to obtain agricultural input supplies and to 
sell into better markets for their produce.”

The project is financed by the European Union and is 
carried out by the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations, with the assistance of provincial 
governments to help about 7,500 farming families like 
Leub in the target provinces of Otdar Meanchey and 
Preah Vihear. 
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At Leub’s wooden house, the farmers crouched on 
the wooden floor looking at the illustrations provided 
and listened attentively to Davin. They are keen to 
learn the new methods and to implement them on 
their farm. A participant wants to learn the new 
methods. “After I saw Mrs. Leub’s garden, my mother 
and I decided to attend the training,” Srey Mum said, 
who attended her first training with her mother.

Borrowed from Leub’s kitchen, the equipment used as 
part of the lesson plan include a knife, banana leaves, 
and basket.  During the three-hour training, Davin 
stressed the importance of keeping the vegetables 
moist by placing green banana leaves to protect the 
vegetable from the sun’s rays.  “The sun is hot. The 
crop can get spoiled before it reaches the buyers’ 
hands,” Davin said.   “To prevent this, you place the 
banana leaves on top and bottom of the basket and 
sprinkle with water to keep the moisture longer.”

“Today, the participants learnt about the impact of 
heat evaporation on vegetables,” she added. “The 
farmers were concerned about the evaporation 
problem when the cucumbers are picked, graded, 
and transported out to the market.”

Leub admits that at first she has some doubts about 
the results.  However, after discussing matters with 
her husband, she agreed to plant cucumbers in her 
backyard to be used as the project demonstration 
site. 

“Before this, the plot of land was used to plant corn 
and sugar cane because these crops required less water 
and labour,” Leub said, bagging the cucumbers for 
the participants to take home.

If Leub were to sell her cucumbers at the market, she 
would earn about thirty-eight cents per kilo. Today, 
however, she decided to share the produce with her 
neighbors. 

 Mr Sam Samnang, 
Provincial Coordinator discusses 

potential vegetable crops with Mrs Leub (right)
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simple post-harvest methods while using their own 
materials in order to (1) maintain their produce 
quality, (2) reduce their post-harvest loss and (3) add 
value to their produce through grading/sorting to 
meet market needs,” Davin explains.  

“As a result, the farmer can mimimise 
their loss while obtaining better prices for 
their products, thereby generating more 
income and improving their livelihood.” 
She adds.

During the past year, Davin observed that the farmers 
she trained do have access to land but lack access to 
water resources for growing their crops. Water is 
vital for survival, Davin concludes.   “Without water 
availability, these farmers continue to be food insecure.” 
According to a World Bank report, 90 per cent of 
Cambodia’s crops, especially rice are rain-fed. 

Questions raised by the farmers are crucial to Davin. 
“When the farmers ask questions concerning crop 
production, I try to find the solutions for them. Most 
of their questions are practical questions that affect 
other farmers,” Davin exclaims. “The most important 
challenge among these rural farmers is access to 
water resources.” For this question however, neither 
she nor the weather man has all the answers.  

What do you like most about your work?
What I like the most about my work is research on 
simple techniques that are feasible, suitable for the 
farmers needs and where the farmers are capable 
of implementing the techniques to improve their 
procedures, generate more income and achieve 
sustainability. I also enjoy talking to the farmers of 
their concerns and finding solutions for them. 

Can you share some specific problems at the start of 
the pilot projects?
Regarding to the post-harvest situation, the farmers 
have many problems. They experience post-harvest 
losses starting from harvesting to storage or to 
market (rice, vegetables and chickens).The limited 
knowledge of post-harvest techniques causes poor 
handling which leads to low quality of agricultural 
produce. There is limited knowledge of market 
needs, aggravated by limited access to post-harvest 
equipment and materials.

For this feature, our reporter interviewed Ms. Kim 
Davin, whose work contributes to agricultural 
development by helping rural farmers increase 
their income and crop production so that they are 
not only food secure but also considerably improve 
their quality of life. Interestingly, this particular 
project gave the farmers much more than “just” 
a livelihood. The project empowers these rural 
farmers by providing them with the right tools and 
skills needed for life. 

In November of last year, our reporter traveled up 
north with Davin on a field trip to the Preah Vihear 
province to visit one of the project sites. 

Botumroath Keo Lebun reports. 

By day, she is a trainer for MALIS project. By night, 
she does her mother’s duties. Originally, a native of 
Phnom Penh capital, Kim Davin, 28, moved to Siem 
Reap because of her job. “My husband remains in 
Phnom Penh, but my daughter and I moved to Siem 
Reap, where my office is based,” Davin says, the 
mother of a three-year old. “When I go to work, I leave 
a hired nanny to care for my daughter.” This working 
mom explains that her biggest current challenge is 
balancing work and rearing a child alone.  

Despite all of this, she acknowledges that she is one 
of the lucky ones who have obtained a job in her 
profession.   “I am fortunate to work in the field of my 
studies,” Davin reveals. “This is not the case for many 
of my classmates who graduated from Royal University 
of Agriculture.” The University is the country’s top 
specialized university for agricultural studies. 

Davin trains farmers, while they are working, on post-
harvest skills and the use of basic farming techniques to 
increase crop production for public and household 
consumption. “My job entails me to train farmers on 

Staff Making a Difference in Rural Development 
through Hands-on Training

Interview with Kim Davin 
Post-Harvest Specialist, MALIS Project
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Mrs Kim Davin at 
a  project pilot site in 
Otdar Meanchey province
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What are some of the problems the farmers faced?
From my observation, the problems that the farmers are 
facing now are the poor techniques for post-harvest
handling, the limited knowledge of post-harvest handling 
and the limited access to post-harvest infrastructure.

On the technical side, the farmers are still following 
their traditional techniques which cause low yields, 
including for instance:, improper use of fertilizer 
(not used at the right time);  using old seedlings for 
transplanting; and high post-harvest loss. All of 
this leads to a poor quality of their produce. There is 
limited access to quality inputs for the farmers. They 
still use inappropriate seeds or use impure seed saved 
from previous harvests, which often has a low 
germination rate.  The same applies for fertilizer. 

The overall problem remains the infrastructure. 
The agricultural production is mainly based on rain, 
not irrigation, which makes it vulnerable to natural 
disasters or climate change including droughts or 
floods.
 
How has your work contributed to help boost poor 
farmers’ crop production and income generation?
As post-harvest specialist including food processing, 
I assist the farmers in many ways. I introduced feasible 
and simple post-harvest techniques which can help 
the farmers to reduce their post-harvest loss in both 
quality and quantity while improving the current 
quality of their product. In addition, I introduce some 
value added techniques like sorting and grading to get 
better price and food processing techniques that can 
help to generate more income.

Update from the Project Manager
Our project title is ‘Improving food security and 
market linkages for smallholders’ and we have 
adopted the acronym MALIS as a short title for the 
project.  This seems a fitting title in Cambodia 
where the words phka malis refer to the jasmine 
flower, which is frequently used as a decoration for 
dancers and as an offering in religious ceremonies.  The 
name MALIS is easy for all stakeholders to remember 
and easily identified by the farming community.

It is now one year since our donors, the European 
Union, signed our project agreement. As we cross that 
anniversary, it is sometimes difficult to understand how 
the time has passed so quickly. In the first months of 
project establishment, involving staff appointments, 
set up of offices and many rounds of discussion, a great 
deal is achieved but progress on the ground is slow.  As 
the discussions and the planning continue through the 
inception phase, there are numerous visits to field sites 

and further discussions but, again, for the intended 
beneficiaries of the project, there is little to show. 

At the twelve month mark, our baseline surveys are 
completed, supply chains studies are underway, we 
have completed our pilot farmer field schools and we 
are on the brink of signing off on the engagement of 
partners. 

Despite these achievements, one of the most 
frustrating questions that I am asked is ‘when is 
the project going to start?’ Knowing how long it 
takes to conduct the planning activities, recruit 
partner agencies, sign off on agreements and 
transfer the funds to finance operations; there is 
no surprise in the time things take to get moving. 
Nonetheless, we share the frustration of others 
in what seems, in simple terms, to be a delay in 
getting started.

Kim Davin explains to 
farmers on modern farming methods 
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Our project has attracted supporting research activity 
in the form of two sister projects supported by FAO: 
the Improved Complementary Feeding (IMCF) research 
project by Justus Liebig University; and research into 
the application of the FAO ‘Save and Grow’ principles 
for sustainable intensification of agriculture.  Both of 
these projects will provide more detailed information 
for decision making in MALIS.  

The baseline study for the IMCF project 
has been conducted and has yielded very 
comprehensive data on the nutritional 
status of infants and mothers in the target 
provinces of Otdar Meanchey and Preah 
Vihear.  

These results will serve as an update on the national 
statistics and for much deeper understanding of the 
nutrition of rural families in the target area.

In the inception phase of MALIS, I asked the technical 
staff to each adopt a personal project in the target 
districts and to pilot their project work directly with 
farm communities and other stakeholders. These 
activities gave us opportunities to sharpen our 
own skills; deepen understanding of the project 
area; test training methods and capabilities; and 
to ensure that we maintained close contact with 
target communities.  

As the project proceeded, these activities took on 
increasing importance as a contribution to practical
outcomes in the field.   The technical staff have 
committed a great deal of time to the organization 

of the pilot activities and have engaged government 
partners and communities in the season long field 
schools employing various approaches. Some of this 
work has involved close cooperation with RULIP 
trainers and farmer groups, increasing the reach of 
the pilots considerably.  

The government counterparts have also used the 
schools as an opportunity for sharing information 
with farmers from other areas.  As the farmer field 
schools have finished, each has led into discussions 
of the experience and finally to the project’s annual 
lessons learned workshop, where the experience 
is evaluated and curricula are refined for the next 
round of field schools in 2013.

It is very satisfying personally to have returned to 
Cambodia to work on the EU funded project for 
Improving food security and market linkages for 
smallholders in Otdar Meanchey and Preah Vihear.  I 
am also very proud of the work of our team and their 
continued dedication to achieving the project results.  

In the coming year, we welcome our implementing 
partners on board and know that they too share our 
enthusiasm and optimism for this work.  We are 
committed to achieving the best value for money 
possible for our donor community and the best 
possible results for our beneficiaries.

Iean Russell
MALIS Project Manager 
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MALIS team



Otdar Meanchey Province:

Provincial Department 
of Agriculture (PDA)  

Chhuk Village 
Samrong District

Contact: Mr. Yoeun Buntha
Provincial Coordinator

bunthayoeun@gmail.com
012 838 981

Preah Vihear Province:

Provincial Department of Agriculture (PDA) 
Road #2, Phum Kandal 

Sangkat Kampong Pronak
Contact: Mr. Poeung Tryda, Provincial Adviser

tryda1@hotmail.com  ·  012 871 219

Provincial Department of Women’s Affair (PDoWA) 
Andoung Por Village

Sangkat Kampong Pronak
Contact: Ms. Or Sokhom, Director 

012 954 145

FAO Office Phnom Penh 
#5, Street 370
Boeung Keng Kang I
Phnom Penh
Tel: (855) 23-216 566
Fax: (855) 23-216 547
Email: fao-kh@fao.org

No.100 A, Preah Norodom Blvd.
Khan Daun Penh, 12207 Phnom Penh
Tel: (855) 23-216 996 / 220-611
Email: delegation-cambodia@
eeas.europa.eu
http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/
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MALIS improves women’s situation in Cambodia 
through activities including: 
· Targeting of the project activities includes special  
 consideration of the vulnerability of women and  
 children in achieving food security.· Community engagement and assessment of training  
 needs take into account the opinions of separate 
 sex groups and include gender participation analysis
  to recognize men’s and women’s roles in agriculture.· The nutrition and complementary feeding program  
 within the project is tailored to the needs of women
  and delivered primarily by women.· We have engaged the Provincial Departments of  
 Women’s Affairs to provide the project with specific
  guidance on promoting opportunities for women in  
 training and small business.· Childcare or children’s activities taken into account 
 in the design of training and selection of times and
 venues for training.· The project office in Preah Vihear is located in the  
 Provincial Department of Women’s Affairs as a sign  
 of the close cooperation and support.· We have appointed a ‘champion’ for gender (Chea
  Chanthan) within the project team to ensure that  

 women’s interests and gender issues generally are  
 always taken into consideration in decision making  
 and reporting.  · We ensure that our own recruitment process is  
 fair by encouraging female applicants and including
  at least one woman in the interviewing panel when  
 making selections.· NGO partners applying to work with the project  
 have been selected on criteria which included  
 their stated policies for equal opportunity and the  
 employee profiles.· The project performance indicators and reports  
 include the production of data disaggregated by  
 sex and specific targets for improving the nutritional
  status and health of women. · The project visibility materials make a 
 particular effort to report on the 
 achievements of women, 
 either as trainers or as 
 farmers and caregivers  
 so as to inspire women  
 to participate in project 
 activities.
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MALIS pilot activity 
with a food processing group in Preah Vihear.

 MALIS provides kitchen equipment to help kick-start 
a catering business for a women’s group conducting

simple food processing and selling healthy meals for children


