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A

t the beginning of 2019 I visited the Cambodian Institute for
Cooperation and Peace (CICP) in Phnom Penh, Cambodia,
to conduct some research related to my doctoral thesis on
the contemporary problems of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations’ (ASEAN) integration process. This journey was my first
scientific visit to Southeast Asia, despite my previous experience in
travelling to this region. Until then, I always tried to combine my
holidays with some academic assignments as I usually decided to
ad hoc meet with scientists or spontaneously search local archives.
This always depended on my actual location during my trips to
Cambodia or Singapore. As one would expect, most of these visits
were very unofficial, despite their tangible effects.
The visit to the CICP was a significant change in my, let’s called
it, “scientific holiday scheme”. I took the opportunity to apply for
a grant within PROM – Międzynarodowa wymiana stypendialna
doktorantów i kadry akademickiej (PROM Programme –
International scholarship exchange of PhD candidates and academic
staff). Before my research plan was accepted by the selection board
and I received the necessary funding for my project, I had been
obliged to find an institution that would agree to accept and host
me for the duration of my stay. In Cambodia this is not an easy task,
especially in recent times. I strongly believe that one of the main
reasons is the endless political tensions between Cambodia and the
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European Union, as well as the mutual disagreement as a condition
of Cambodian democracy, human rights and political pluralism.
Therefore, a European scientist working in the field of political
or international relations can be seen as a potentially problematic
guest regardless of his/her affiliations or known set of beliefs. So,
firstly I was informed, without any explanation, that my project
could not be carried out at any of the state universities. Fortunately,
I managed to contact CICP, an independent think-tank founded
by Prince Norodom Sirrivudh, a former Cambodian Minister of
Foreign Affairs, and in early February 2019 I organised my 3-day
research stay there.
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Against this backdrop, the activity of CICP deserves special
attention here. The Cambodian Institute of Cooperation and
Peace is located on the outskirts of Phnom Penh, the capital of
Cambodia. Since the public transport in the capital is limited to
a few bus lines, it is impossible to get there by a tuk-tuk. It takes
up to 40 minutes in rush hour, so every morning I had plenty of
time to observe everyday life in the Cambodian streets sitting as
a passenger in a miniature moto-rickshaw, which everyone uses
as a taxi. You may probably think that I certainly must have some
exciting way-to-CICP stories to share with you… Unfortunately,
I’m not a newcomer to Cambodia, so from my point of view
everything seemed to be in the right place, i.e. policemen sleeping
in hammocks on almost every street corner, crowds of Buddhist
monks wandering around the roadside and people roasting insects
for lunch or approaching you at the red light to offer some cannabis.
Typical business in Cambodia.
The CICP building holds probably the biggest collection of
documents related to the process of Cambodia’s accession to the
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Cambodia is one of the poorest countries in the world,
constantly included in the list of the Least Developed Countries
published annually by the United Nations. Although more than
four decades have passed since the fall of the Khmer Rouge
murderous regime, the country is still recovering slowly from its
debilitating past. Due to the widespread corruption, the lack of
human resources and financial support, this process is seriously
hampered at several levels. The current Prime Minister, Hun Sen –
a former soldier under Pol Pot’s orders – has been ruling Cambodia
uninterruptedly since 1985 – initially as a communist leader and
now as a “converted democrat”. The question of the legacy of
Cambodia’s current elite, which has effectively dissolved almost all
real opposition voices as well as the political future of the whole
nation are beyond the scope of this article. However all the problems
and shortcomings that Cambodian suffers also have a tangible
impact on its education sector. Therefore, the most informative
books and research on the country’s life are the result of the work
of researchers from American, Australian or European universities.
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Hamburger with… delicious cockroaches
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results, I can really contribute to the development of science
about Khmer policy and politics. During my research query there,
I also received many CICP publications, which are mainly reports
on foreign policy cooperation or conferences’ proceedings that
had been held under the aegis of the CICP. These publications,
undoubtedly of value to me, are an excellent example that the
CICP is a leading Cambodian institution to prepare political
analyses. This view was confirmed in early February 2020, when
the CICP was ranked 32 among 107 Top Think Tanks in South
and Southeast Asia and the Pacific (excluding India) in the 2019
Global Go To Think Tank Index Report [Note from the Editor:
Global Go To Think Tank Index Report is annually released by
the Lauder Institute at the University of Pennsylvania the most
comprehensive ranking of the world’s top think tanks].
Currently, the area of my research has shifted a bit. Most of the
new challenges will be addressed during my next research trips
to Singapore, where I plan to meet people directly involved in the
ASEAN policy. Notwithstanding this change, I truly hope to find
some free time to visit Cambodia again. Thanks to the PROM
support, I will always remember this trip as one of the key steps in
my personal development as a scientist.
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Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) [Note from the
Editor: Cambodia is a member of the ASEAN since 30 April 1999].
As English is the official working language of the CICP, I started
my research without any additional local language course [Note
from the Editor: Cambodia’s official languages are Khmer, English
and French. The official script is only Khmer]. You have to know
that reading in Khmer seems to be a real challenge for those who
are not familiar with the loopy script of the Khmer language. The
CICP library is in a stuffy and dark room which is reminiscent of
the famous “The X-Files” TV series. However, I can’t say that there
was no specific charm. There certainly was! This weird room with
narrow aisles, piles of books covered with dust, cobwebbed volumes
and bookcases, and even small lizards running across the walls. It
was an amazing experience conducting my research in such a place,
especially as I got used to modern and spacious library halls of
European institutions. However, all the inconvenience magically
disappeared when I got permission to sit and work in the gatehouse
– the only available place with working air conditioning.
Despite the limited time of my research in Phnom Penh, I had
the privilege to meet Mr Pou Sothirak, a Cambodian academic
and politician, who is currently serving as the executive director
of the CICP. He was the former Cambodian Minister for Industry,
Mines and Energy and served as Cambodia’s ambassador to
Japan between 2005 and 2009. We had a long and pleasant
conversation about Cambodia’s experience with ASEAN, the
history of bilateral relations and new perspectives for our closer
co-operation. I was positively surprised by his openness and lack
of hesitation, even when we discussed some controversial issues
related to the Cambodian government’s agenda. In addition,
I interviewed the other members of the CICP and we exchanged
views on various topics, including Polish politics, our road to
freedom from communism and… national cuisine. To my further
surprise, at the end of my study visit to the CICP, Mr Pou Sothirak
offered me a position of a research associate at the CICP, which
I enthusiastically welcomed. I think it was a special honour for
me because now, by sharing my own observations and research

