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1 All the fi gures are quoted from the “2008 Cambodia demographic survey”

Mondulkiri Province 

Mondulkiri province is a hilly, forested region 
of 14 680 km² covering a wide range of 
landscapes. Its wide variety of habitats makes 
it a place of importance in terms of biodiversity 
with a high potential yield of forest products. 

For a long time it was considered as ‘the 
forgotten province’ in terms of economic and 
social development. Nowadays new roads in 
the province as well as between its capital Sen 
Monorom and Phnom Penh are changing 
the face of the province. 

Mondulkiri is still mostly populated by the Bu-
nong ethnic minority (52% of the population). 
However this proportion is rapidly changing 
with the arrival of lowland migrants in recent 
years. Indeed, the population growth rate is 
very high (64% rise over 10 years)1  and 
increasing rapidly towards 60,000 inhabitants. 
An important demographic change is happening 
in the province as the Bunong become a 
minority to be replaced by the Khmer dominant 
culture.  The province is attracting new business 
people, migrant workers, and foreign companies 
for agro-industrial, mineral extraction and 
other development purposes. These increase 
the pressure on natural resources. 



Medicinal plants have been and still are important 
medical resources for local communities. Recent 
research in two villages of the province shows that 
95% of the inhabitants still regularly use medicinal 
plants2. Nowadays, biomedicine and traditional 
medicine are used in complementary ways. There is 
however almost no cooperation between biomedical 
and traditional health structures at village level. 
Access to public health services remains difϐicult and 
sometimes impossible during the rainy season. 
In addition the lack of information on biomedicine, 
the poor quality of drugs available in uncontrolled 
shops and self-medication all lead to inappropriate 
use. This does not build trust in the efϐiciency of 
biomedicine3.

Traditional medicine in Mondulkiri is very diverse, 
dynamic, unstructured and often secretive. Efϐicacy, 
quality and standardisation of traditional medicine 
obviously cannot be met in the same way as for bio-
medical medicine where such criteria are essential. 
Moreover, traditional healers and their practices 
are neither recognised nor integrated into the 
national public health system of Cambodia yet. How-
ever, a ϐirst ofϐicial policy in Cambodia on traditional 
medicine has just been signed and should lead to 

formal recognition and control of practices and 
practitioners. Therefore supporting traditional 
medicine in Mondulkiri is absolutely essential 
in this context. 

Medicinal plants are an important part of 
“Non-Timber Forest Products” (NTFPs) once found 
throughout the large areas of forest and lands 
of Mondulkiri province.  Modern development is 
threatening these important natural resources that 
are considered to be underexploited by investors 
and private business people. Consequently increasing 
pressure on land and forest resources is reducing 
the availability of NTFPs, through rapid deforestation; 
land grabbing; logging; concessions for commercial 
agriculture and other forms of exploitation. They are 
jeopardising the local resource of medicinal plants.

Knowledge of medicinal plants is passed on and 
shared when people go to collect NTFPs, for example 
when collecting resin from dipterocarp trees. Young 
people learn to recognize the plants in situ. As the 
availability of the natural resource reduces, so does 
the opportunity to share knowledge. Indeed it is 
entirely lost in some locations.  When people can 
no longer ϐind a plant, they are unable to pass their 
knowledge of it on to the next generation. 

Overview of traditional medicine in Mondulkiri
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All inhabitants of Mondulkiri moved to Vietnam 
or Koh Niek district in the 1970s and their villages 
destroyed.  They started returning in the 1980s and 
1990s to rebuild their villages. While they were 
away, they learned to use the medicinal plants of 
their new environment. Many people forgot how to 
use and identify medicinal plants from their ancient 
villages. Most of them today think that the area of 
Koh Niek contains the highest diversity of medicinal 
plants. Whereas it is found in the evergreen 
forests of other parts of the province. 
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2 Laval, P. 2009.

3 Schmitt A., 2004
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How did Chuch Den become a Traditional Birth Attendant?

Her work as a midwife started many years ago, before she had her ϐirst child. 
Den had a dream where a spirit had called her to become a midwife. This was a 
sign for her and if the spirit had not appeared in her dreams she would not be 
practising today.

Afterwards, she learned from her mother who was a midwife herself. When 
still a child, Den watched her mother many times when she assisted a delivery. 
Den believes that her mother’s skills might have passed to her after she died. 
All the knowledge about midwifery in general comes from the old people.

After the arrival of various NGOs in the province, she attended a few training 
courses about safe delivery practices. Since then, she does use a delivery kit when 
assisting a birth. However, according to her, being more hygienic and using the 
delivery kit did not signiϐicantly change her practices. In addition, she is able to 
refer pregnant women with complications to a public health facility.

What is her practice today? 

Women, during pregnancy, visit her only in case of pain and indisposition. 
Through massaging the abdomen and providing traditional medicine, Den says she 
releases the pregnant woman from discomfort.

It is the husband’s duty at the moment when labour starts, to look for her and call 
her to their house. First, Den checks the position of the baby from outside and massages 
her if necessary. She asks the family to prepare wood for ϐire, hot water with 

Chuch Den  

Ethnicity: Bunong

Address: Lauka Village, Sok Dom Commune 
Sen Monorom District. 

Birth date: 1957

Title: Traditional Birth Attendant 

Formation: Family 

Speciality: Delivery
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Description and habitat:
Tree 15 to 25 m high. Leaves 
compound with 4-8 leaϐlets ovals.  
Bark very thick, red with red sap. 
Compound white ϐlowers in 
panicles. The fruit is an ovoid pod, 
ϐinely pubescent, brown at 
maturity. 

 This endemic tree of South Vietnam, 
Laos, Thailand and Cambodia is 
growing in semi-evergreen forests 
of Mondulkiri province.

Conservation status: 
 Near threatened IUCN (timber 
over-exploitation). Not reported by 
CITES. In Mondulkiri this tree has 
almost disappeared and is only 
found in the protected area around 
Dey Ey commune. 

Parts used: 
Bark

Traditional medical uses:
 This plant is often compared, among 
other properties, with vitamin 
B12, because it "produces blood." 
For this property, it is speciϐically 
addresses postpartum and post 
malarial phases.

 It was used routinely with 
T. Rovakong and T. Bof by therapists 
of the Khmer Rouge regime for 
general health reinforcement. 

 Kruu Deuy Kam uses a similar 
remedy for delivery, see page 46.

 The plant is also used to treat 
diarrhoea and simple dysentery. 
For this purpose, the bark is put to 
soak in alcohol or boiled, alone or 
in combination with other plants. 
For example, Kruu klot Den boil the 
bark of T. Kalagn in a preparation 
involving 6 other plants (page39).

Other uses by Bunong: 
Fruits and leaves are eaten

Reported medicinal uses in 
Cambodia: 
 The bark can replace the areca 
nut in betel quid. The bark is used 
to treat diarrhoea and vertigo.

Main references: 
Dy Phon, 2000; 
Antoine Schmitt, 2004

Scientiϐic Name : Dialium cochinchinense Pierre
Family : Fabaceae
Bunong Name : Kalagn [kə̆lajɲ]; Moham (blood) 
Khmer Name : Krolagn    
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This endemic tree 15 to 25m high has become rare in recent times. Leaves compound with 4-8 ovals leafl ets.

Very thick red bark and red sap

The fruit is an ovoid pod, fi nely 

pubescent, brown at maturity 

Compound white fl owers in panicles.
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