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A year in Cambodia

Louise Barber (L) an d  Serials O fficer M rs Chack Tuoch 
in the Cam bodian Serials Room  o f  the National Library  

o f  Cambodia. The new spapers are o ld  Khm er-language  
new spapers, be ing so rted  fo r preservation .

Q u e e n s la n d  lib ra r ia n  Lo u ise  B a r­

ber looks b a ck  on her ye a r as an 

a d v is e r  to the  N a t io n a l L ib ra ry  

o d ia  w ith  im m en se  p leasu re  and 

satisfactio n . The  A usA ID -fu n d e d  A ustra lian  

Youth A m b a ssa d o r fo r D e ve lo p m e n t has 

been h e lp in g  to upgrade sk il ls  of staff and 

e x p a n d in g  o p p o rtu n it ie s  fo r read ers and 

p u b lish e rs .

The  N ation a l L ib ra ry  of C a m b o d ia  has 

a sto ry w e ll w o rth  te llin g . U n d e r French  

c o lo n ia l ru le , the bo ok-filled  room s of this 

elegant 1920s bu ild ing  w ere  graced m ain ly  

by o ff ic ia ls  and v is itin g  French sch o la rs . In 

the 1950s Khm er books, in c lud ing  precious 

pa lm  lea f m an u scrip ts , w e re  added to the 

c o lle c t io n . By 1 9 7 5 , just as the lib rary  w as 

g ro w in g  to a resp ectab le  s ize , its contents 

w e re  sy ste m atica lly  scattered  or destroyed 

in the brutal years o f the Kh m er Rouge.

W h e n  the lib ra ry  re-opened in 1 9 8 0 , it 

w as  h e a v ily  d epen den t on donated  books 

from  other co u n tr ie s . 'Th e  c o lle c t io n  has 

been re-stocked o ve r the past 25  years but 

it is s lo w  progress and reso urces are  lim ­

ited ,' Lo u ise  e x p la in s .

Louise Barber (in foreground) with M rs Ros 
Sarou, the Head o f the Reading Room at the 
National Library o f  Cambodia, among the 
shelves o f  the library's General Collection.
This includes all the English, French and other 
language materials fo r general research.

There  is no form al tra in ing  

fo r lib ra r ia n s  in C a m b o d ia .

Students m ust go ab road  and 

sou rce  fund ing  from  donors to 

do th is . T h e  tro u b le  is , those 

w h o  do obtain  lib ra ry  q u a lif i­

ca tio n s  from  o verseas in stitu ­

tions are q u ic k ly  sn apped  up 

by a c a d e m ic  in stitu tio n s and 

th e  m a n y  n o n -g o v e rn m e n t 

o rgan isations based in Phnom  

Penh. These offer m uch  h igher 

sa la rie s  than the N atio n a l L i­

b ra ry  w h e re  a lib ra r ia n  can  

o n ly  e x p e c t  a s a la ry  o f b e ­

tw e e n  A $ 1 3 - 4 0  per m o n th .

'It is d ifficu lt to live  on such a 

sa la ry  and you can 't b lam e  q u a lif ie d  p eo­

p le  fo r sea rch ing  out better pa id  jo b s '.

A lth ou gh  the staff at the N a tio n a l L i­

b rary  la ck  p ro fession a l tra in ing , they have 

great co m m itm ent and d ed ica tio n  to th e ir 

w o rk . 'S ta ff tu rno ve r is lo w  b e ca u se  they 

fee l h o n o u re d  to w o rk  at the  co u n try 's  

lead ing  lib rary ,' Lo u ise  says.

But the lack of fo rm al tra in ing  in librar- 

iansh ip  and little e xp e rie n ce  w ith  co m p u t­

ers is ho ld in g  b a ck  N atio n a l L ib ra ry  staff 

and m ak in g  it d iff icu lt  for them  to p rov ide  

p u b lic  se rv ices. 'The  first thing i d id  w hen  I 

a rrived  w as to m ake  an ISBN  database and 

train  staff to use it,' Lo u ise  says. 'I spent a 

lot o f tim e teach in g  staff how  to use the l i­

brary's ca ta lo g ue  w h ic h  uses so ftw are  that 

w a s  c re a te d  by U N E S C O  for lib ra r ie s  in 

d eve lo p in g  co u n tr ie s . Th e  system  is good 

but the staff hadn 't been trained to use it as 

a tool for sea rch ing  th e ir ow n  c o lle c t io n s . 

To find  a book on a sh e lf , staff g e n e ra lly  

re lied  on th e ir m e m o rie s .'

O n e  o f the poorest co u n tr ie s  in A s ia , 

n e w  b o o ks in C a m b o d ia  a re  p r ic e d  b e ­

yond  the reach  o f m an y p eo p le . T h is  a c ­

co u n ts  in part fo r the th r iv in g  m arke t in 

c h e a p , p h o to co p ie d  b o o ks . ' In te lle c tu a l 

property  is a big  issue but there is no es­

cap in g  the fact that these ch eap er vers ions

se ll lik e  h o tcake s , w h ic h  co n tra d ic ts  the 

notion  that C a m b o d ia  is not a n a tio n  o f 

readers. G ive n  a ch a n ce  C a m b o d ian s  love 

to get th e ir hands on a n o ve l, n e w sp ap e r 

or m ag az in e . Th e  sad re a lity  is that m ost 

p eo p le  liv e  in the ru ra l p ro v in c e s  w h e re  

there are  fe w  lib ra rie s  and a lm o st no free 

acce ss  to bo oks .'

A s an A u s tra lia n  Youth  A m b a s sa d o r 

for D e ve lo p m e n t, Lou ise 's m ain  a im  is to 

pass on her s k il ls . 'T h e  lib ra ry  n o w  has 

a sta ff m e m b e r d e d ic a te d  to IS B N  w h o  

does a ll the a llo c a t io n s  and  lia iso n  w ith  

p u b lish e rs . T h is  person  has it d o w n  to a 

fine  art and I don 't need to be in vo lve d  at 

a ll. FHaving an ISBN  system  w il l  ra ise  the 

p ro file  of the N atio n a l L ib ra ry  w ith in  and 

outside C am b o d ia  and w il l tie  in w e ll w ith  

the n ew  Legal D ep osit leg islation  that is in 

the p ip e lin e . It w il l en ab le  the staff here to 

keep accu ra te  records of C a m b o d ian  p u b­

lica tio n s  and  w il l  lead  to the p ro d u ctio n  

of a ca ta log ue  B o o k s  in P rin t  that can  be 

d istributed  to o ther lib ra rie s  and  b o o k se ll­

ers. Th is  sh ou ld  g ive  the lo ca l p u b lish in g  

industry a lift by stim ulating  the sa le , d istri­

bution  and p u b lish in g  o f n e w  bo oks .'

Lo u is e 's  p la c e m e n t at th e  N a t io n a l 

L ib ra ry  o f C a m b o d ia  has d e e p e n e d  her 

co m m itm e n t to w o rk in g  in the  in fo rm a ­

tion  se c to r in d e v e lo p in g  c o u n tr ie s . 'It 

strikes m e as so u n fa ir that so m e  p e o p le  

in this w o rld  have end less a cce ss  to books 

and  co m p u te rs  and  o thers h ave  v ir tu a lly  

none . I a lw a y s  w an ted  to get in to  th is sort 

o f w o rk . ! lo ve  w o rk in g  in lib ra rie s  in A u s­

tra lia  but it is a lso  e x tre m e ly  re w a rd in g  to 

w o rk  in a co u n try  lik e  C a m b o d ia , w h e re  

acce ss  to read ing  m ate ria ls  and  te c h n o lo ­

gy isn't taken for granted and  there  is such  

jo y  in lea rn ing  through books and  shared  

in fo rm atio n .'

Lou ise  has a B a ch e lo r o f A rts in Inter­

n a t io n a l R e la t io n s  an d  F re n ch  from  the 

U n iv e rs ity  o f Q u e e n s la n d  and  a G ra d u ­

ate D ip lo m a  in L ib ra ry  an d  In fo rm a tio n  

S tu d ie s  from  Q u e e n s la n d  U n iv e r s it y  of 

Techno log y. #

are the o n ly  option  for m any peo p le . Th ey

Become a Youth Ambassador
The A u stra lian  Youth  A m bassado rs fo r D eve lopm ent (A Y A D ) program  p laces sk illed  

young A u stra lian  vo lu n te e rs , aged 1 8 -3 0 , on short-term  assignm ents in deve lop ing  

co u n tr ie s  th roughout A s ia  and the P a c if ic . For m ore in fo rm atio n  on the A u stra lian  

Youth Am bassador fo r Developm ent program , includ ing  exam ples o f assignm ents, v is it

h ttp ://w w w .au sa id .g o v .au .

Intake 18 assignm ents (M arch  2007  departure) are ava ilab le  to v iew  on the AYA D  

Program M anagem ent website h ttp ://w w w .ayad .com .au/. Intake 18 Assignments are now 

ava ilab le . A pp lica tio ns close on the 13 O cto b er 2 0 0 6 . M ob ilisation  w ill be in M arch/ 

A p ril 200 7 . Round tw o Intake 18 Assignm ents w ill be availab le on 20 O ctober 2006 . A p­

p lica tions close on the 10 N ovem ber 20 0 6 . M obilisation  w ill be in M arch /A p ril 200 7 .

Inq u iries about the A YA D  Program  should be sent to ayad@ austrain ing .com .au or 

by phone on 1 800  225 592 .
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http://www.ausaid.gov.au
http://www.ayad.com.au/
mailto:ayad@austraining.com.au

