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Reaching out to victims of the Khmer Rouge

Savina Sirik, an IRCT Exchange Programme participant, describes how an internship with a U.S. centre treating Cambodian refugees will help build the capacity of staff at the Documentation Centre of Cambodia to better serve trauma patients.

The Documentation Centre of Cambodia (DC-Cam), a non-profit organisation which aims to document the history of the Khmer Rouge and to promote accountability for those who committed war crimes, has run the Victims of Torture (VOT) project since 2003. Assisting DC-Cam with implementation of the VOT project is Transcultural Psychosocial Organisation Cambodia (TPO), an IRCT member centre. However, with limited staff, TPO can only counsel a small number of torture and trauma patients.

Ms Savina Sirik, a DC-Cam researcher on the VOT project, applied to the IRCT Exchange Programme to improve her and her staff’s abilities to provide treatment to those suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other emotional problems. An estimated 80% of Khmer Rouge survivors suffer from PTSD or mood/anxiety disorders.

From Cambodia to the United States

Savina Sirik at Oregon’s only Cambodian Buddhist temple, which she celebrated Cambodian New Year during her internship with IPP

Savina Sirik with colleagues at the Intercultural Psychiatric Program (IPP) of the Oregon Health Science University.

Ms Sirik identified the Intercultural Psychiatric Program (IPP) of the Oregon Health Science University as the host institution for her internship. The IPP provides treatment and therapy to Cambodian refugee torture survivors, among others, many of whom suffer severe PTSD.

The internship focused on training in understanding primary and secondary trauma symptoms, as well as counselling skills. Further, Ms Sirik sought to strengthen her capacity to assist better those survivors who might serve as witnesses during the upcoming trials of the Khmer Rouge leaders.

Activities during her exchange included:

• Seminars with doctors in the Intercultural Psychiatric Program

• Observations of group counselling and clinical work

• Supervision by Cambodian counsellor

• Reading class materials

• Participating in staff meetings.

The importance of community

One of the primary lessons Ms Sirik learned during her exchange was that other services can be just as important in the treatment process as counselling and medical care. In the U.S, she observed how Cambodian refugees benefit from social and language support in addition to psychological treatment.

In Cambodia, the lack of adequate mental health services means that VOT must rely on community support. She notes that religion and traditional culture are key tools to help Cambodians. Ms Sirik says, “Respected elders, religious leaders, and defined key persons in communities will be our targets to receive psycho-education and training on PTSD and major depression primarily suffered by traumatized people.”

Looking ahead
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Savina Sirik at Oregon’s only Cambodian Buddhist temple, where she celebrated Cambodian New Year during her internship with IPP.

To further build capacity and sustainability of the VOT project, several IPP staff have agreed to act as consultants and offer long-term support through training and evaluation. A psychiatrist and a Cambodian counsellor will make two visits to DC-Cam to monitor and provide training on identification of PTSD and to evaluate the project. Adds Ms Sirik, “We will also keep the programme [IPP] as our resource for studies of Cambodian refugees and mental illness.”

Ms Sirik concludes by saying that “the IRCT Exchange Programme provides a great opportunity for students, individuals and NGO members to gain knowledge and experience in one's particular field with other institutions. This programme provides a great deal of advantages to developing countries to develop their human resources.”

The IRCT Exchange Programme was launched in March 2006 with funding from the government of the Netherlands. The programme offers staff at rehabilitation centres the opportunity to participate in internships and peer supervisions in order to strengthen knowledge and practice in the areas of rehabilitation/ treatment, organisational development, fundraising, advocacy, and communication.
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