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So we empower with an
education to prevent  

sex trafficking.

We believe children 
should be in schools,  

not brothels.
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WHO WE ARE
We identify girls at high risk of being 
targeted by traffickers, get her a uniform 
and a bike, fill a bag with books and pens, 
and visit her regularly to keep her in school 
and keep her safe. We are a human rights 
organisation working in collaboration with 
communities and local governments in 
Cambodia Our work enables girls to grow 
into empowered female leaders.

WHO WE  
work with
•   Girls who have never been to school 

•   Girls who have discontinued or are 
on the verge of discontinuing their 
education

•   Girls left to live independently, caring 
for younger siblings

•   Girls living with grandparents or aunts 
with little ability to keep them in school 

•   Girls who work to financially support 
their families

•   Girls living with family violenceWHy prevention
It is certainly important to have 
organisations collaborating with the 
police on rescue operations, supporting 
aftercare centres for survivors, and 
working with legal teams in the justice 
system to bring about prosecutions. 
However, survivors report that when girls 
are rescued from brothels, the traffickers 
simply go out into rural villages and take 
a new young girl. These girls need to be 
protected. Survivors believe that if these 
young girls were in school they would not 
be trafficked. The International Labour 
Organisation agrees, “Getting girls into 
schools and keeping them there is vital to 
reducing their vulnerability to trafficking.”

Accountability  
and Transparency 
We take seriously the responsibility that 
you entrust in us when you invest your 
time and resources in our organisation. 
We are a registered Australian charity 
founded on June 01, 2010 and endorsed by 
the ATO. Our ACN is 143 986 074. Free To 
Shine is governed by a board of directors, 
with all our financials being independently 
audited by a registered company auditor.
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Dear friends, 
Thank you for joining us in our commitment to girls’ safety and education. Protecting 
girls from exploitation and facilitating their access to education is no easy feat. It can 
be very challenging as we’re faced with a multitude of different problems and difficult 
scenarios. There are no known pre-crisis services or interventions in rural Siem Reap, 
so our work focuses on developing safety plans and mobilizing community networks 
to support women and children when they need it most.

This year we employed a team of Social Workers to operate as an extension of the 
work done by our Education Officers. This has brought greater skills, specialised 
knowledge, and the resources needed to better support families. During this year, 11 
girls on the Free To Shine Program discontinued their education and through Social 
Work referral and intensive support, returned to school. 

In what has to be our most exciting team development yet, this year we employed 
our first former beneficiary as an Education Officer. Chanda was one of the earliest 
enrolments onto our program five years ago, after she discontinued school at the end 
of grade 9. You will read more about Chanda later in this report. 

In August 2016 Cambodia’s grade 12 students sat their exams, seven exams over three 
consecutive days. Only 56% of students across Cambodia passed, and this included 
those able to attend private schools where the pass rate is usually much higher than 
that of state schools. Ten of our girls took these grade 12 exams; nine passed and 
went on to university, their tuition supported by Free To Shine, while the tenth has 
been accepted into a respected vocational training program run by EGBOK. 

Despite massive challenges this year we have gone from strength to strength, and 
I would personally like to extend an enormous thank you to Elizabeth McCormack, 
Biba Honnet and Suza Hynes for their incredible contributions this year. Their work 
to improve the skills and knowledge of the Cambodian team is evidenced by higher 
standards of practice. And another huge thank you to Leo Young from Synergy 
Fitness for the significant donation towards our administrative overheads. 

In this report you will hear from some of our team, learn about some of the challenges 
our families faced, read a little about our work and the impact it’s having on girls and 
their families, and read stories of success and leadership in which young girls are 
already lifting their communities to increased success.

I thank you for all you have already done to ensure children’s safety and education 
and I am incredibly optimistic about how much more we can accomplish together in 
the years ahead! 

Warmest wishes,

Nicky Mih 
Managing Director

LETTER FROM THE MANAGING DIRECTOR



Kongkea, Social Worker
Hi! My name is Kongkea, I am a Social Worker at 
Free To Shine. I have worked at Free To Shine for 
seven months now. I have a Bachelor degree in 
Psychology from The Royal University of Phnom 
Penh. Before I worked at Free To Shine, I was a 
Social Worker and Counsellor working for young 
women survivors of sexual abuse and human 
trafficking.

While at University, I learnt techniques about how 
to work effectively with people and how to help 
them to solve problems, and also learnt ways 
to understand ourselves and our behaviors. My 
work experience has allowed me to learn about 
the different difficulties within a family situation 
and use my skills to help families to communicate 
together and process and solve problems. When 
I am working with Free To Shine, I can share my 
knowledge and help families to learn from each 
other, especially the parents passing down their 
knowledge to their children through positive 
parenting.  

My favourite part about working at Free To Shine 
is that the team is very friendly and welcoming. 
They are all so supportive and warm. We all get 
along well and share the same mission. We help 
each other to support our girls and we never give 
up. I feel that Free To Shine is the heart of the 
communities that we work with.

Sometimes we have to adapt our approach to 
meet the education level of the families we work 
with. I really like to challenge myself by doing 
something new. Especially if someone thinks I 
cannot do something, I want to try. I hope this 
shows our girls that they can also try their best. 

KUNTHEA, EDUCATION OFFICER
Hello, I am Kunthea, an Education Officer at 
Free To Shine. I have been working with Free To 
Shine since January, and it is such a practical 
experience for me. Before I started, I learned 
that Free To Shine was built to help girls who 
live in rural areas with poverty and complex 
family problems and to encourage them to 
attend school regularly. I didn’t wonder why the 
organisation focuses on sponsoring girls because 
I know girls are most vulnerable to sex trafficking 
when they are uneducated and impoverished. I 
have now visited lots of different girls and learned 
about their problems. The girls are strong and 
work hard to get access to an education. Free 
To Shine helps them solve the challenges they 
face.  Before working here I thought my own life 
was very hard to live, but these girls have more 
complicated issues than me and their strength 
inspires me alot.

Working with Free To Shine has taught me that 
communication is fundamental. Now I know 
how to work with the girls if they stop school 
for any reason, even if the solution might be a 
long process. More importantly, I’ve learned how 
teamwork is beneficial for our work process. 
Teamwork secures our safety while driving to 
the field to visit the girls. Our whole team meets 
twice a week to discuss any concerns we have, 
and to help each other make better plans for a 
solution. Lastly, I enjoy working here because 
Free To Shine provides two days of weekend 
for relaxing after work, while most other 
organisations in Cambodia provide only one. 
Working at Free To Shine is my first experience 
with a nonprofit organisation, but I believe 
that with my knowledge, my charm, and my 
hardworking attitude I will build up good skills 
and help the community efficiently.

LETTERS FROM THE TEAM
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SAN, SOCIAL WORKER
I have been at Free To Shine for almost three years 
now. I love working here because it strengthens 
my knowledge and skills and is giving me the 
experience that I will need to one day develop my 
community and my country. I love meeting new 
people in different communities, especially in the 
rural areas, and I love working with my team who 
can always make fun even while doing difficult 
work. 

In my job I get to provide education to the peo-
ple in the communities so that they understand 
about human rights, development, and how to 
stop sex trafficking and human trafficking in 
Cambodia. 

Over the last twelve months Free to Shine has 
achieved a lot: we have reached 722 girls enrolled 
from many different villages, 5000 library books 
to share with our girls, a new student leadership 
program for each village, and this year nine girls 
are studying at University.

sreymom, program officer
Working with Free To Shine is very different from 
the other NGOs I have worked with. It is a unique 
process to work closely with girls and their 
families and provide both emotional and financial 
support in order to keep girls in school. The high 
level of caring needed to make sure the girls stay 
safe is not an easy job. It can be very challenging 
because we need to prioritize and schedule 
many tasks in order to protect all of our girls. 
One of our biggest jobs is problem solving and 
our team is faced with many different problems 
and difficult scenarios. Teamwork and structure 
are both very important in our work. Our team 
is diverse in experience, knowledge, skills and life 
backgrounds. 

As a leader, I try to understand and build good 
relationships with each team member and I am 
very proud because now we have a very good 
team. Since I began, Free To Shine has grown a 
lot, and we often learn by doing and help each 
other to succeed. It has been a very busy year 
for me as the Program Officer, managing people, 
running program operations and completing 
administrative tasks.  Free To Shine provides a 
very good working environment with a healthy 
organisation structure full of caring staff, 
capacity building, opportunities to share ideas, 
and motivation. I have worked hard guiding, 
supporting and creating opportunities for our 
staff and girls and feel warmly about working 
with Free To Shine.

LETTERS FROM THE TEAM



Challenges
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Early Marriage
According to Cambodian law, the minimum age 
for marriage is 18, for both genders, however 
girls aged 16 and above may marry if they have 
parental permission.  In practice, there are a 
range of cultural and economic factors that result 
in even earlier marriages.  In our experience, early 
marriages almost always lead to girls leaving 
school. 

Free To Shine’s girls and families are highly 
vulnerable. Within these families, the majority of 
workers are unskilled farm labourers, and many 
of our parents are unemployed. Families who 
have difficulties repaying microfinance loans, who 
suffer the misfortune of a sick family member, 
or an unfortunate accident, can suffer depleted 
family finances for years and may never get back 
on track. The marriage of a daughter can bring 
income to a family via a dowry and can be a way 
of securing additional financial security. 

A further key factor, particularly in rural 
communities, is that sex before marriage has 
the potential to damage reputation and future 
“marriageability” for girls. As a result, young 
couples who may only be perceived to have 
possibly entered a sexual relationship are often 
pressured to marry quickly. Marriage is viewed 
as elevating social status and status within the 

family, and even in cases of rape, marriage can 
be a way of removing the stigma for both parties. 
Therefore, despite the legal minimum age for 
marriage, with parental permission, a marriage 
ceremony can take place and the couple may live 
as husband and wife, even without legal marriage 
registration. This practice is often supported by 
village leaders seeking to advocate for families or 
resolve conflict in their communities. 

The impacts of early marriage on a teenage 
girl are many. Teen brides often do not have 
information about sexual & reproductive 
health and family planning, and soon enter into 
parenthood. Child mortality rates increase by 
60% for children born to mothers under 18 years 
of age (when compared to mothers at 19 years), 
and surviving children have a higher risk of low 
birth-weight and delayed physical and cognitive 
development. Because of the likelihood that 
they will become pregnant soon after marriage, 
young brides are excluded from attending school 
and they become socially isolated, foregoing 
opportunities of education & vocational training 
and increasing the likelihood of poverty being 
passed on to the next generation. 

CHALLENGES



The co-existence of problematic alcohol use 
and family violence is certainly not unique. Life, 
for rural Cambodians, is intersected by local 
experiences of economic participation, gender 
roles, traditional practice, rights of children, 
regulations, and access to services and the 
law within the community structure. Further 
complications arise for so many families in rural 
Cambodia who are still contending with post-
conflict trauma and loss, and alcohol abuse and 
alcohol-related family violence go hand-in-hand 
in many of our girls’ families.

Free To Shine’s Social Work caseloads show 
a high representation of alcohol dependence 
among adults in the families of the girls we 
support. There are many contributing factors, 
including family members who suffered trauma 
or significant losses as a result of the Khmer 
Rouge regime, parents who are ex-soldiers, 
family members with low levels of education and 
high levels of unemployment, and cultural and 
religious practices which place alcohol centrally 
in daily life.  

Cultural and religious practices and alcohol 
consumption are intertwined and the many 
ceremonies attended by villagers often include 
alcohol.  Our Social Workers also report that 
many mothers trace back the beginnings of their 
alcohol dependence to the traditional practice 
of new mothers being given rice wine post-
delivery, often whilst breast feeding, because of 

the traditionally held beliefs of health benefits 
such as clearing the body of any residual blood & 
tissue, and making the skin healthy. 

If employed, the majority of our girls’ parents 
work in unskilled labour in the agricultural and 
construction industries and earn around US$4 
per day. In the villages of Siem Reap Province, rice 
wine is produced locally (often home-made) and 
costs approximately US$1 per litre. Production is 
unregulated so the quality and strength varies, 
and poisonings associated with dangerously high 
alcohol levels are unfortunately too common.  

Our Education Officers build trust with girls and 
their families during monthly school and home 
visits. Building trust, along with our practice of 
regularly speaking to the girls on our program 
separate from their families, has resulted in 
numerous disclosures of family violence.  As 
there are no known pre-crisis services or 
interventions in rural Siem Reap, our work focuses 
on developing safety plans and mobilizing 
community networks to support women and 
children when they need it most. 

Establishment of our Social Work Program 
this year has brought greater skills, specialised 
knowledge, and the resources needed to 
better support families experiencing alcohol 
dependence and family violence. 

Alcohol Abuse & Family Violence



FREE TO SHINE ANNUAL REPORT 2017      |      13

CASE STUDY

Sreytouch’s Education Officers became 
concerned when the primary-aged girl was 
struggling at school and having difficulty 
concentrating on her lessons, as well as showing 
withdrawn behavior. After meeting with her 
mother, we learnt that Sreytouch’s father was 
abusing alcohol and being violent toward 
the family and that he’d recently threatened 
Sreytouch with sexual violence. We quickly 
arranged a meeting with the Police and the 
Leader of the Commune Council for Women 
and Children.  The police visited the family and 
advised Sreytouch’s father that they’d arrest him 
for any further violence.  Sreytouch’s mother 
and relatives in the house next door were both 
provided a 24hr police contact number and 
committed to using it. 

As Sreytouch’s house was far from the commune 
police station, the police arranged a meeting with 
the village leader to engage the village security 
team (a group of men with the responsibility 
of village protection and quick response).  The 
family and neighboring relatives were given a 
contact number for the village security team who 
agreed to immediately respond to any threat 
of violence.  The Commune Council for Women 
and Children agreed to visit the family weekly 
and to provide Sreytouch and her mother with 
information and support. This was included in 
Free To Shine’s safety plan for Sreytouch, along 

with identification of local families who agreed 
to support and protect her.  Sreytouch’s social 
worker continued to build a relationship of 
trust with Sreytouch and her mother, and they 
developed and reviewed the safety plan with 
them. Free To Shine met with Sreytouch’s teacher 
to communicate the situation at home in order to 
seek additional education support and engage 
the teacher as a part of the safety plan.

TRAINING FOR STAFF

Team training this year has included Alcohol 
and Substance Abuse, how Trauma can lead 
to maladaptive practices such as problematic 
alcohol use and how to identify these issues 
in families and, most importantly the potential 
impacts on children including; needs not being 
met due to financial difficulties, difficulty trusting, 
increased caring responsibility in the family and 
poor concentration.

CHALLENGES



Loans & Poverty 
Microfinance institutions (MFIs) supply small 
loans to people who would not normally be 
eligible for financial assistance, usually either 
because they’re unemployed or their income 
is too low. Hailed by many in the development 
community as the solution to poverty in the 1970s 
and 80s, decades of microfinance has not solved 
poverty, and there are increasing criticisms. 

Cambodia has in excess of 167 microfinance 
institutions to serve more than 1.8 million 
borrowers, in a population of 15 million 
people. Among impoverished households it is 
increasingly popular to take multiple loans from 
different institutions, taking out a second or 
even third loan to repay the first. Some of Free 
To Shine’s families have up to four loans, other 
organizations have reported families with up to 
six, and each of these loans can range from a 
few hundred dollars to well into the thousands. 
For a family with a monthly income of less than 
USD100, the pressure of repayment quickly 
becomes crippling.

In rural areas where literacy is low and financial 
literacy is almost nonexistent, many people do 
not understand interest rates and therefore put 
little thought into their ability to pay back the 
money they borrow. Because of the competitive 
nature of MFI’s, lenders are pressured to fill 
a quota each month. Families report that 
sometimes lenders have fabricated employment 
details on application forms in order to approve a 
loan thus setting the families up for failure.

Agriculture is the main source of income for 
over half the Cambodian population. However 
unpredictable weather makes agriculture a 
particularly risky industry. Thirty percent of all 

MFI lending is to this sector. In 2016 a severe 
drought caused crops to fail and many farmers 
were unable to pay their loans.

When debt inevitably engulfs families’ lives they 
often choose to migrate to Thailand illegally in 
search of higher paid work. For Free To Shine’s 
girls, this either results in one of two things: they 
get taken to Thailand by their parents, where 
they cannot legally attend school and may be 
forced to work in unskilled labor; or, they are left 
in the care of a relative, which also increases their 
vulnerability to traffickers.

Our Education Officers and Social Workers 
encourage our families to speak with us before 
they take out any new loans, especially if they are 
already in debt. We ask them to think about the 
long term effects it might have on the family, for 
example taking a USD 2,000 loan might mean 
that they have a brick house, but it’s unlikely that 
they’ll be able to live in it if they have to go to 
Thailand to earn extra income to pay it back. It 
also means any children will either be forced to 
drop out of school, or will have to be go into the 
care of a relative. By asking them to critically 
examine this decision, Free To Shine is sometimes 
able to persuade families to not take unnecessary 
loans, or to take them for lesser amounts.
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Unsafe Migration
Seasonal migration to Thailand is common when 
employment is scarce in Cambodia. Income 
from working illegally is still considerably higher 
than working in Cambodia, allowing workers 
to send money home to repay any debts. 
The downside? This type of illegal migration 
leaves people in insecure situations where their 
labour can be exploited, their rights not met, 
and in some cases, it leaves them extremely 
vulnerable to all forms of human trafficking. 
It is also common for Cambodians caught in 
Thailand to be incarcerated, and some even die 
trying to cross the border. The main unskilled 
employment options in Thailand include factory 
work, agriculture, construction, and working 
on a fishing boat. Estimates vary, but the total 
number of annual migrants is anywhere between 
660,000 and 1 million.

Temporary migration to different provinces within 
Cambodia is also common. At particular times 
of the year certain areas have a high demand 
for agricultural workers. Although this does not 
pose as many risks, internal migrants are still left 
vulnerable to exploitation. In a recent case, a 
mother went to work on a rubber plantation close 
to Phnom Penh for two months. On her return 
she told us her employer had promised every 
week that she would be paid the following week 
but she never received her salary, and after two 
months of unpaid work, she decided to leave. 

Free To Shine teaches a community class called 
Safe Migration (aka “The Dangers of Going to 
Thailand”) to prevent our girls and their families 
from finding themselves in situations from which 
they cannot escape. Our Education Officers 
explain the challenges families often face when 
they migrate illegally: these include difficulties 
seeking help when a family member gets sick; 
how hard it is for their children to have normal 
lives, let alone go to school; how much of the 
work is irregular; and how migratory workers are 
often underpaid, or not paid at all. 

CHALLENGES



WORKING 
together
Our key commune partners
Free To Shine works in thirteen communes 
across Siem Reap province, with each commune 
comprising of a number of villages.  A 
Commune Chief is elected to each commune, 
and is supported by commune staff.  The role 
of commune councils is varied and includes 
maintaining security and public order in 
co-operation with police, arranging public 
services (for example, roads, irrigation, waste 
management, water sanitation, health services, 
and education), and promoting economic & 
social development, environmental conservation, 
and dispute resolution. Free To Shine staff meet 
formally with commune chiefs twice yearly to 
inform them of the girls and families we are 
working with in their area, and on a more regular 
basis to discuss particular cases, community 
issues, and strategies.

All communes also have a Commune Committee 
for Women and Children (CCWC). These 
committees are focused on issues affecting 
local women and children. The committee 
members are the commune chief / deputy, a 
lead representative each for women and children, 

education, Police, & Health, and the Chief or 
deputy of each village within the commune.  
CCWCs advise the council on issues affecting 
women and children, raise awareness, collaborate 
with and advise NGOs, and mobilise communities 
within health, education, protection, and child 
development initiatives.  Free To Shine‘s Social 
Workers often work in partnership with CCWCs 
towards particular interventions with girls and 
families where girls are at risk of discontinuing 
education, and we work collaboratively where 
we have identified child protection risks including 
family violence.  CCWC’s support participation 
in Free To Shine’s community classes on Safe 
Migration, Sexual Abuse training, Human Rights & 
Sex Trafficking awareness.

Each village within a commune has an elected 
Leader & Deputy.  Village leaders facilitate 
linkages between communes and villages.  Free 
To Shine staff meet regularly with village leaders 
and our work benefits from village leaders’ 
knowledge of the families we are working with, 
their histories, and circumstances. 
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WORKING 
together

mfaic & international 
registration
This year Free To Shine signed an International 
Registration MOU with the Kingdom of 
Cambodia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
International Cooperation (MFAIC).  

This MOU is an important step in the growth 
of Free To Shine, and is necessary for future 
MOUs with the Ministries of Education, Youth & 
Sport (MoEYS) and Social Affairs, Veterans & 
Youth Rehabilitation (MoSAVY).  MOU’s create 
linkage for Free To Shine with the government 
in Cambodia by helping us to ensure we are 
complying with local laws, formally establishing 
Free To Shine as an NGO operating in Cambodia, 
streamlining communication with government 
bodies, and providing opportunities for 
information sharing and mutual learning.

partners
Free To Shine works closely with girls, their 
families, and communities.  When we accept 
a girl onto our program we enter a partnership 
with her, her family members, neighbours, and 
her wider community.  

Our education scholarship program sits under the 
Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS), 
and we work in partnership with government 
schools, establishing strong working relationships 
with School Directors, Classroom Monitors and 
Teachers.

We collaborate with Village Leaders, Commune 
Chiefs, Commune Councils for Women and 
Children, and local Police when we enter new 
areas, and whenever our girls or their families 
require social work interventions requiring a 
community approach. 

We utilise the expertise of local NGOs based in 
Siem Reap when accessing external training and 
for referral. In the past year these have included: 
The Women’s Resource Centre (WRC), Caring 
for Cambodia, The Cambodian Women’s Crisis 
Centre (CWCC), Helping Hands Cambodia, and 
vocational training organisations Everything’s 
Gonna Be OK (EGBOK), and Human & Hope 
Association (HHA).  We have also referred to 
and sought child protection guidance from 
the Cambodian Children’s Fund (CCF) Child 
Protection Unit (CPU) based in Phnom Penh.

Free To Shine is an Associate member of Friends 
International’s ChildSafe Alliance, a network of 
organisations building futures for marginalized 
children and youth, their families and their 
communities with high standards of direct 
services to beneficiaries, administration and 
transparency.

WHO WE WORK WITH

In late 2016, Free To Shine 
staff met with a 
representative from the 
Commune Council for Women 
and Children (CCWC) and the 
commune police to discuss 
a child protection case. 
Over the course of the afternoon a safety 
plan was developed for the girl and her 
family that engaged police and CCWC 
through regular visits, mobilised a local 
village security team, and established a 
future strategy of information sharing 
to support the family.  At the end of the 
meeting, the Commune Council for Women 
and Children representative thanked us 
for seeking the advice and support of 
the commune leadership in working with 
this family. She shared that in the past, 
NGOs had come into the area to work 
with families in isolation - limiting the 
local, timely, culturally appropriate, and 
sustainable supports that are available to 
families through established structures 
– and ultimately leaving those families 
unsupported when the NGOs ceased 
operations in the area.



OUr impact
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five NEW 
homes built
The majority of rural Cambodian 
families live in houses made of 
wood and woven palm leaves.  
These materials are easy to come by but lack 
durability in the harsh dry, and extremely 
wet monsoon, seasons.  Not long after they 
are built, it is common for this style of house 
to end up with missing walls and holes in 
the roof, meaning that each time it rains the 
inside of the house floods.  If the household 
is all female, or a house of children living 
alone, they are incredibly vulnerable to home 
invasions, theft, or worse. This year Free 
To Shine has provided new homes for five 
families who truly needed them. 

Ouert is 16 years old and in grade 8, and has 
been on Free To Shine’s program for almost 
2 years. She lives with her mother and four 
younger siblings. In early 2016 Ouert’s 
father left the family and remarried, just 
days after the birth of his youngest child. 
After some initial assistance from Free To 
Shine, including emergency food supplies 
and assistance with building a vegetable 
garden, Ouert’s mother returned to work 
making baskets, earning her approximately 
$20 a month, but on this income she was 
unable to save the funds to build the new 
house this family desperately needed. Their 
house had no walls or door, meaning that 
their home was not secure against intruders. 
Naturally, when we received money to build 
a new home for a family, Ouert was our first 
priority. Over two days, the community came 
together, along with members of the Free To 
Shine team to help Ouert’s family build a new 
home. Due to all of Ouert’s hard work and 
support to her family, her mother arranged 
a surprise for Ouert; a room all to herself. 
This is uncustomary in Cambodian culture, as 
most families live together in the same room. 
Ouert’s mother said “Because she is older, 
I wanted my daughter to have a room for 
herself so she can focus hard on her studies. 

I’m so happy to have a proper house; now 
Ouert won’t have to work to earn money. She 
can just focus on her education.”

Families who receive house builds from Free 
To Shine are assessed on multiple criteria 
such as: their current living conditions; how 
many people will live in the house; whether 
it is a female- or a child-headed household; 
and, if there is a parent or guardian, what is 
their dedication to their children’s education. 
Once approved, the build is a collaborative 
process and the family is involved in the 
planning and construction. We source 
materials from the local markets to support 
the local economy and the family choose a 
local builder they trust. 

OUERT’S HOUSE BEFORE

OUERT’S HOUSE DURING

OUERT’S HOUSE AFTER



COMMUNITY 
CLASSES
Free To Shine’s commitment to 
preventING sex trafficking goes 
beyond the girls in our program.  
We provide community classes for our girls, 
their family members, neighbours, and 
broader communities, to teach them about 
their rights.

Our trainings provide knowledge, 
information, skills and develop attitudes 
to strengthen communities’ capacities to 
protect themselves and their families from 
exploitation and abuse. This year we have 
focused on:

Safe Migration aka  
‘The Dangers of Going to Thailand’
Irregular, seasonal migration to Thailand 
is common when employment is scarce in 
Siem Reap province. Even working illegally, 
which most do, income can be higher than 
it is in Cambodia, allowing workers to send 
money home to repay their debts. The 
problem is that migrating illegally leaves 

people in insecure situations where their 
labour can be exploited, their rights unmet, 
and in some cases, leaves them extremely 
vulnerable to all forms of human trafficking. 
We teach the pitfalls of irregular migration 
so that our girls and their families do not 
find themselves in situations they cannot 
escape from.

Preventing and Responding  
to Child Sexual Abuse
In Australia and the United Kingdom, 1 in 4 
girls will be sexually abused by the time she 
turns 16.  Child sexual abuse is rarely spo-
ken about in Cambodia but there is little 
reason to assume it occurs less often than 
in the West, and in fact Cambodia’s high 
rates of sex and gender-based violence 
(SGBV) and low rates of reporting suggest 
that it may occur even more frequently.  We 
teach our girls and their communities how 
to recognise situations and people who are 
potentially unsafe, and how to respond in 
the event that a child is abused.  

For our girls aged 12 and over we offer 
“Days for Girls” workshops - a chance for 
them to learn about puberty, menstruation 
and reproductive health from our female 
Education Officers and Social Workers.
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education & 
trafficking
Traditional gender roles are still entrenched 
in the culture of Cambodia, often leading 
to a lack of want or will to allow girls to 
access an education. Instead, many girls 
– particularly in rural areas – stay home 
to complete household chores, care for 
younger siblings, or find unskilled work to 
supplement their family income. This is a 
prevalent issue worldwide: of the 60 million 
primary aged children who should be in 
school but are not, 60% of them are female.

The International Labour Organisation 
states that “getting girls into schools and 
keeping them there is vital to reducing their 
vulnerability to trafficking,” while UNESCO 
reports that there are currently 25,697 girls 
in Cambodia who should be in primary 
school but are not, and a further 119,972 
girls who should be in grades 7-9 but are 
not. 

Rural parents with low levels of education 
and/or limited access to viable employment 
opportunities struggle to earn a livable 
income, and often their children leave 
school early to work in order to supplement 

the family’s income. These children are then 
left with an incomplete education and are 
less likely to ever earn an adequate income 
to support their own eventual families, 
thus perpetuating the cycle of poverty and 
vulnerability.

Education equips girls with benefits 
such as: healthier lives, smaller family 
size, higher status in the community, and 
improved lives for future generations. 
When they are denied an education, these 
gains are withheld from them. Even more 
critically, children in the most marginalized 
communities with the lowest levels of 
education, or none at all, are the easiest 
targets for traffickers to manipulate 
because they are more likely to be lured by 
false promises associated with lower paid 
and unskilled work, such as construction or 
domestic servitude. 

Alternatively, once granted access to 
education girls are physically protected 
by sitting in the classroom. Through their 
academic achievements they become 
more self-assured and empowered, more 
able to make decisions, critically evaluate 
situations, and ultimately exert control 
over their own lives. Evidence suggests 
that even keeping children in school until 
age 16 dramatically reduces their likelihood 
of being trafficked, and will significantly 
improve their standard of living. 



keeping 
families 
together
More than 80% of the estimated 
8 million children living in 
institutions worldwide are not 
orphans. 
Most have families who could be caring 
for them if they had the right support. In 
Cambodia alone, it is estimated that 13,000 
children living in institutions have at least 
one living parent. A lack of basic needs like 
food, clean water, and shelter leads to an 
intergenerational cycle of poverty. Many 
parents believe that giving their children 
to an institution will enable them to lead 
better lives, and get them out of poverty. 

In a recent case, the mother of a Free 
To Shine girl informed our Education 
Officers that a religious organization had 
approached her to ask if they could take 
her daughter away to attend a school in 

Siem Reap town. On the basis of a single 
conversation, the mother was convinced 
that this was the best course of action she 
could take for her child. This is a family 
with no major risk factors: they have 
enough to eat, there is no family violence, 
and no known immediate dangers to their 
daughter’s physical safety.

It would be easy for us to assume that 
she doesn’t care for her daughter, as she 
is willing to send her away with complete 
strangers. However, the reality is that most 
Cambodians are unaware of the dangers of 
institutionalizing children, and they truly 
believe that they are giving their children 
the best chance at life.

Many parents of girls on our program grew 
up during the Khmer Rouge period and 
aftermath, and have never lived in a safe, 
secure family unit. Subsequently many have 
not had the opportunity to develop basic 
parenting skills. Our Social Workers teach 
parents skills like hygiene (personal and 
environmental), positive re-enforcement, 
and ensuring physical safety. By equipping 
families with the means to manage and 
protect their children,  families can break 
the intergenerational cycle of poverty, 
impacting on generations to come.  
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Social Work 
Program
In mid-2016 and after much 
consideration of the support 
needs of our girls and their 
families, Free To Shine established 
a Social Work Team to operate as 
an extension of the work done by 
our fabulous Education Officers.    
Our new structure means that girls 
who have left - or who are at risk of 
discontinuing – school, and girls who are 
experiencing life’s extreme challenges, 
are reported and discussed in our daily 
team meetings, and referred to the Social 
Work program.  We have three talented 
& experienced Social Workers who each 
work within specific geographical locations 
alongside 4 Education Officers.  The 
groups travel out to villages as a team and 
Social Workers are on hand to support 
their Education Officer colleagues as issues 
arise.  Social Workers support our girls and 
their families, developing case-specific 
plans that enable them to move through 
adverse circumstances.

WE ARE SO PLEASED TO INTRODUCE 
OUR SOCIAL WORK TEAM:
SAN has been with Free To Shine for 
almost three years. As a Team Leader in the 
previous staff structure, San has developed 
collaborative, respectful, & strength-based 
working relationships with community 
organisations, girls, and their families.  San 
is a highly effective communicator currently 
studying a Masters of Management. San 
is focused on supporting the learning of 
others and brings such diverse and valued 
skills including IT, tuk-tuk driving and 
assessing for our Housebuild program.  

KONGKEA joined the team in January 
2017. She brings psychology training and 
experience and a Psychology degree from 

The Royal University of Phnom Penh. 
She volunteered in a drug prevention 
program and worked as a social worker 
and counselor with underage survivors 
of sexual abuse and trafficking.  Kongkea 
brings counseling experience, techniques, 
and tools to support girls and their families 
experiencing a range of challenges.

VICHHEKA joined the team in December 
2016. He holds a Bachelor’s Degree in Social 
Work and brings experience working with 
men who had committed family violence. 
He also provided counseling to men who 
have experienced human trafficking, 
supporting them on their return to their 
families and communities. Vichheka’s work 
with men, violence, counter-trafficking, and 
mental health is valuable to Free To Shine, 
as family dysfunction is a common theme in 
the lives of our girls and we aim to involve 
all family members in seeking solutions. 

Our Social Workers are supporting girls 
who have:

• left school early

• pressure to leave school early

•  a significant caring role for a family 
member/s

• live in child-lead households

•  experienced grief and loss 

•  experienced family or gender-based 
violence

• health issues including HIV and AIDS

• financial problems

• housing issues

• learning difficulties

• parental mental health issues

Ultimately, the Social Work program 
improves our program retention by 
providing our girls with the individualized 
support needed to keep them safe and in 
school.

During this year 11 girls on the Free To Shine 
Program discontinued their education and 
through Social Work referral and intensive 
support, returned to school.



success  
stories
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CHANDA
In what has to be our most exciting team 
development yet, in August 2016 Free To Shine 
employed our first former beneficiary as an 
Education Officer. Chanda was one of the earliest 
enrolments onto our program five years ago, 
after she dropped out of school at the end of 
grade 9. “I stopped going to school because I 
had a sickness that left marks on my face. I felt 
too shy and embarrassed to go to school. That 
was when Free To Shine enrolled me onto the 
program,” says Chanda. In 2015, she graduated 
high school and began to study Law at university, 
hoping to one day become a lawyer as she 
believes “it is important that people in Cambodia 
know and understand how laws should be used.” 
Chanda’s Education Officers always spoke highly 
of her intelligence and warm personality, so 
during recruitment we invited her to interview. 
She has surpassed all of our expectations, and 
to say she is doing fantastically in her role would 
be an understatement. Chanda draws upon her 
own experiences to relate to our girls and their 
families, inspire them to work hard in school, and 
demonstrate the possibility of a brighter future. 

SAVIET
Our Education Officers knew Saviet* to be a 
chatty and outgoing girl who was always excited 
to meet with them. However, over several months 
they began to notice a palpable difference in 
her demeanor. Our Social Workers talked to 
Saviet’s friends, who reported that she was 
embarrassed to be a ‘scholarship girl’ as some 
of her peers had been making cruel remarks 
about her family’s financial situation and jealous 
comments after each of our visits. When we 
tried to visit Saviet at school, she would run away 
and refuse to take any books or materials. This 
was a new challenge for us, and we were unsure 
on how to proceed. Naturally, we didn’t want 
to cause her embarrassment, but visiting each 
girl at least once a month is a vital part of our 
program, allowing us to monitor their individual 
safety, well-being and success in school. One 
of our Social Workers came up with the idea to 
introduce her to other girls at her school who 
were also on our program, so that she could get 
to know them, and realize that she is not alone in 
her situation. Next time we visited Saviet, instead 
of running away, she ran out of the classroom 
and was the first to greet us! Now, she has many 
friends on Free To Shine’s program, and they all 
support each other. Receiving a scholarship has 
been normalized for her, and she is back to the 
happy and communicative girl we once knew. 

*Name has been changed



sreyna’s Story
SreyNa’s* life has been very challenging, and 
like many of our girls she has faced numerous 
obstacles to accessing her right to an education. 
In late 2015, we noticed that SreyNa’s school 
attendance began to suffer, largely due to 
pressure from her family to help care for her 
siblings and earn money.  In January of 2016, 
SreyNa felt that even with the ongoing support 
from Free To Shine, she had no choice but to leave 
school and search for a job, eventually moving 
to Phnom Penh to work as a domestic worker 
in a private household.  We were concerned for 
her safety, as the isolated work environment 
of domestic workers leaves them vulnerable to 
abuse and exploitation.  We continued to meet 
with SreyNa’s mother to encourage her to allow 
her daughter to return home, but the family’s 
difficult financial situation meant that education 
was not the priority. We felt disheartened but 
refused to give up, as SreyNa had expressed 
time and time again that she wanted to finish 
school and one day become a teacher.  Then 
unexpectedly, while visiting other girls in SreyNa’s 
village, we heard that she had returned home! 
Our social workers began phoning SreyNa’s 
mother every day, explaining the importance of 
education and asking her to let SreyNa return to 
school. In December 2016, after almost a year 

of trying, SreyNa’s mother finally allowed her 
to return to school. Her mother appeared much 
more supportive, even giving SreyNa some 
money for extra classes. SreyNa’s school director 
thanked a member of our team for our work in 
getting SreyNa back to school, saying “we were 
so worried about her but we do not have the 
resources to support her. Free To Shine should be 
proud to not give up on girls so quickly, as many 
other organisations only have a three month 
follow-up.”  

We’d love to end the story here, but unfortunately 
in Cambodia, and development work in general, 
things are never simple. In April 2017 SreyNa’s 
mother left to work on a farm in another province, 
leaving SreyNa at home to care for her two 
younger sisters. SreyNa began to miss school 
again in order to work and earn money to buy 
food. SreyNa insists that she wants to continue 
with school, but she cannot let her family go 
hungry. Now, our Social Workers are attempting 
to contact SreyNa’s mother, and are working 
closely with the girls’ relatives to see what extra 
support they can provide. Though SreyNa’s future 
remains uncertain, we know that Free To Shine 
will not give up on supporting her and her family. 
Every year of education that she receives keeps 
her safe from traffickers, lowers her risk of early 
marriage, increases her likelihood of a smaller 
and healthier future family, and empowers her to 
make decisions about her own life.

*Name has been changed 



FREE TO SHINE ANNUAL REPORT 2017      |      27

graduates
In August 2016, all of Cambodia’s grade 12 
students sat examinations in Khmer, Maths, 
Biology, History, Chemistry, Physics and English. 
Ten of our girls participated, sitting the seven 
exams over three consecutive days. Free To 
Shine is happy to announce that of them, nine 
passed, while the tenth has been accepted into 
a respected vocational training program run by 
local NGO, EGBOK.

Overall, only 56% of Cambodian students passed 
their grade 12 exams, with girls outperforming 
boys in all but four out of twenty-five provinces. 
Although the percentage of students who 
passed seems low, it is a massive improvement 
compared to 2015 when, following the 
introduction of sweeping anti-cheating laws, only 
26% of students passed the national exams. For 
comparison’s sake, before the anti-cheating laws 
came into effect the average pass rate was 87%. 

Many of the Free To Shine girls who recently 
completed the grade 12 exams were already 
several years behind in school when we first met 
them, making their accomplishment even more 
impressive. Even with the support of their family 
and Free To Shine, these girls face additional 
obstacles to completing school; they often feel 
embarrassed to be so much older than their 
classmates, and many feel that they should be 
earning money to support their families.

However, this was not the case for Nimol*. When 
we met Nimol, she was 20 years old and about to 
graduate grade 10. Although she was one of the 
oldest girls in her class, she was determined to 
finish high school, refusing to stop studying even 
when her mother repeatedly asked her to get a 
job. Nimol’s bicycle had recently broken and her 
family could not afford to get it repaired, so she 
was walking the 8km to school every day. Nimol’s 
mother was working hard as a chicken farmer 
and often travelled to other districts in search of 
additional work. However, she was not earning 
enough money to support Nimol and her two 
younger brothers’ education. Nimol expressed 
in our first meeting that she longed to become 
a teacher, “I want to become a teacher and earn 
lots of money to support my family”.

Once enrolled on our program, Nimol began to 
thrive, and her mother became very supportive 
of her education, at times selling some of 
her chickens to help Nimol pay for additional 
classes. Last year, Nimol took her grade 12 exam, 
but unfortunately she did not pass. She was 
devastated and wasn’t sure if she wanted to try 
again or change paths and enroll in a vocational 
training program. After encouragement from her 
Education Officer and a lot of soul searching, 
Nimol decided she would repeat grade 12 to get 
her certificate. She moved in with her grandfather 
to be closer to the local high school and picked 
up a part-time job doing data collection for 
World Vision so that she could pay for room and 
board. We are so proud to announce that in 2016, 
at 23 years old, Nimol passed her exams with 
flying colours. She is now attending university 
and studying Business Management. 

Nimol’s story demonstrates the need for the 
ongoing support and motivation that our 
Education Officers and Social Workers provide, 
as well as the need for funds for extra classes, 
school materials, and reliable transportation.

SUCCESS STORIES



leading
the way
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leading
the way

community garden
Sreyhat* and Minea* are best friends who do 
everything together. Because both their parents 
have gone to Thailand in search of work, the 
girls support and help each other with their 
extra responsibilities at home. When Free 
To Shine enrolled Sreyhat and Minea on our 
program we provided each with a variety of 
seeds and instructions on how to grow the fruits 
and vegetables. Together, the girls have been 
growing enough morning glory to provide extra 
food for themselves, their relatives, and even 
to sell at their local market for supplemental 
income. We are so impressed by the leadership 
and initiative these girls have demonstrated, and 
want to foster the development of their skills. 
Once our leadership program is up and running, 
one of our Education Officers, who is pursuing a 
degree in Agriculture at university, will be giving 
the girls extra lessons. Ideally, Sreyhat and Minea 
will then be able to run classes for other girls in 
their village, teaching them to grow the most 
abundant, nutritious vegetable gardens possible. 

50 students
Romlek* is only 15 years old and is already the 
head of her household. Both her parents have 
gone to work in Thailand in order to repay a loan 
they took out to build a new home. Romlek cooks, 
cleans and takes care of her 14 year old brother. 
In addition to her responsibilities at home, she 
excels in school and teaches the largest English 
class of any girl on our program. Six days a week, 
she hosts 50 students from all over her village 
at her house to learn and practice their English. 
Romlek says, “Even though I am so busy with my 
housework and my studying, I still want to do 
the best thing for the community and the next 
generation.” 

launching our  youth 
leadership program
At only 16 years old, Bora* has been running 
an English class for the younger children in her 
village for more than a year. Free To Shine knew 
that Bora wasn’t the only girl on our program 
with natural leadership potential, so we’ve set 
out to find a leader in every village. Girls are 
selected for our leadership program based on 
various personal attributes, such as organization, 
mediation skills or ability to persevere through a 
history of adversity. We also select girls who have 
already developed a leadership role (teacher, 
class monitor, etc.) or who demonstrate a high 
level of responsibility at home. Once identified, 
our fledgling leaders are given ongoing coaching 
from their Education Officer as well as any 
extra resources they might need, whether that 
be a whiteboard and markers, library books 
to create a community library, or extra seeds 
for a community garden. Free To Shine aims to 
equip our girls with all the skills, training, and 
knowledge they need in order for them to make a 
positive impact in their communities and become 
the future leaders of Cambodia.  

TUTORING
Chantha* is 14 years old and studying in grade 9. 
She is a very dedicated student, always asking 
questions and making sure she understands 
every lesson. After class, she arranged to 
form a study group with her friends, with no 
encouragement from us or her teachers! Every 
day the girls review their lessons and help each 
other with their homework. To further support 
Chantha’s natural leadership skills, Free To Shine 
has provided her with study materials, such as 
a whiteboard and markers, as well as ongoing 
lessons about how to be a better teacher. 

LEADERSHIP STORIES

*Names have been changed



FINANCIALS
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FINANCIALS
Free To Shine is committed to being a transparent 
organisation. Our annual report allows our 
donors and supporters to be confident with 
where we are directing our funds and where we 
are investing to grow the organisation. We also 
comply to the Australian Charities and Not For 
Profit Commission (ACNC) reporting standards 
and our financial records are audited annually. 

Our low Administration and Fundraising 
expenses illustrates our commitment to good 
financial management. However, as a growing 
organisation we are focused on fulfilling our 
strategic goals, which will always come at a cost 
in human resources, marketing, events, collateral 
creation and other costs. A very special thank 
you Synergy Fitness who this year began fully-
funding our Managing Director.

Our net assets at the end of the year are 
$279,424, enough to provide 10 months of 
safety and education to the girls currently on our 
program. Since they are children we’ve made a 
long-term commitment to keep them safe and in 
school until they finish grade 12. As the girls range 
from grades 2-12, we’ve therefore committed 
to a total of 2,954 years, or an average of 5.25 
years each. While there is a great need to work 
to secure the safety and education of additional 
girls we haven’t reached yet, it is irresponsible 
of us to continue enrolling additional girls onto 
our program until we’ve secured longer term 
funding for the girls we’ve already committed to. 
Therefore our objective is to secure $750,000 
next year, an increase of 64.7% from this year. 
This means, after next year’s expenditure 
we will increase our savings to a secured 20 
months of funding for each girl. This is a much 
more responsible financial position to be in to 
successfully deliver on a long-term commitment, 
irrespective of any challenges we may encounter.

FINANCIALS



REVENUE

722 
girls enrolled

THE NUMBERS
IN THE LAST SEVEN YEARS

10 
types of seeds

provided

49 
village  

partnerships

610  
Bikes delivered

497 
Water filters  

delivered

15  
HouseS built

89  
Community  
TRAININGS

5000 
library books
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Underlying these results is integrity and compassion for every girl on our program. It is our commitment 
to continue to build upon our success and reach an ever growing number of girls before the traffickers 
do, and collaborate with each girl and her family as she pursues her education and her human 
entitlement to be free to shine! 

BREAKDOWN OF PROGRAM SERVICES
$256,476

TOTAL OPERATING EXPENSES
$333,252

FINANCIALS



Statement of Activities
For the years ended 30 June 2017 and 2016

SUPPORT AND REVENUE

2017 2016
Fundraising Events & Donations 69,102 65,200

Sponsors 105,725 105,874

Grants 24,410 10,000

Investment and Other Income 4,317 3,126

Business Support 251,647 89,926

Total Support and Revenue 455,201 274,126

OPERATING EXPENSES

Program Services
   Family Visits 64,669 36,947

   Enrolling New Girls – 25,542

   School Materials 73,345 54,268

   Bikes 3,913 20,339

   Library Books – 4,771

   Water Filters 3,131 6,809

   Veggie Gardens 4,142 6,498

   House Builds & Repairs 5,301 2,917

   Program Operating Expenses 19,004 17,735

   Program Personnel & Training 71,567 60,561

   Government Registration 1,366 2,858

   Travel 6,794 3,097

   In Kind Donations – 8,822

   Community Education 839 1,639

   University Fees 2,735 –

Management and General
   Leadership, Monitoring & Evaluation 27,045 10,175

   Bank Fees 1,675 1,938

   Depreciation 253 470

   Insurance 2,962 3,771

   Stationery 1,244 343

   Information Technology 701 507

   Exchange Rate Gains/Losses 2,599 –

Fundraising 39,967 19,970

Total Operating Expenses 333,252 289,978

Revenue less Expenses 121,949 -15,852

Net Assets at end of the year 279,424 157,476
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THANK YOU
21,000 volunteer hours, $1,155,801 and 7 
years and the result is an incredible 722 
girls, once at risk, now safe and thriving.  
This has been possible due to the loyalty 
and commitment of our supporters.

Great milestones have been achieved, 
and with them complex decisions made, 
always with the best interests of the girls 
at heart.

Thank you to our Major Supporters:

Donors who contributed over $80,000

Synergy Fitness

B1G1

Donors who contributed over $20,000

Australian Ethical Super

Natures Organics

And for their In-Kind contributions, 
we would like to thank:

RJS Accounting Services

88 Bikes

Avon Graphics



THANK YOU
We would like to take this opportunity to thank 
all the wonderful people who have supported 
Free To Shine this year. Whether you contributed 
as a volunteer, a donor, a sponsor or attended an 
event benefiting Free To Shine, we are so thankful 
for your involvement.  With your help, we have 
enrolled over 700 girls and can’t wait to see what 
we can all accomplish next year!
 

Free To Shine Ltd
PO Box 496  |  Tewantin QLD 4565
www.freetoshine.org


