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In focus: Community involvement

➤

 T
hirteen years into my 
nursing career and, at least on 
paper, things are looking ok. 
some might even say great. 
i’m a nurse unit manager of a 

surgical ward in one of Brisbane’s premier 
private hospitals. i have incredible staff and a 
director of nursing and general manager who 
are more demanding and supportive than any 
i’ve ever worked for. 

My work is challenging. i manage budgets 
and activities as well as encourage my staff 
to grow and develop their professionalism. 
all that, plus managing the day-to-day 
demands of patients and doctors and trying 
to find the place in it all that keeps all parties 
relatively happy. 

But after three years in this role, i started 
to think that i needed to be doing something 
else or something more.

Jody Bonar, Nursing Unit Manager at Brisbane 
Private Hospital explains the joys and challenges 

of volunteering for New Hope Cambodia

muddy pants
Fancy pants to 

019_PH1212_Cambodia_R2.indd   19 29/11/12   1:58 PM



In focus: Community involvement

20      December  2012

Last year i began to investigate avenues 
outside of health care that would allow me  
to continue my current role but would fulfil 
my desire to do more. i researched working 
for the rsPCa and other volunteer 
organisations around Brisbane and i looked 
into further study at university. it wasn’t  
until i attended a fundraising event for an 
organisation called new hope Cambodia 
(nhC), that i eventually found something 
that sparked my interest.

i attended the fundraiser with my best 
friend, not because we thought new hope 
Cambodia was a brilliant organisation but 
because we celebrated the chance to get 
frocked up and head out together for the 
evening. neither of us had heard of nhC and 
i had never really given too much thought to 
the people of south east asia. But everything 
changed on that night.

During the course of the evening there was 
much propaganda presented to us in various 
forms and apparently a great deal of money 
was raised for nhC. i can’t remember if the 
money was being raised for a particular 
project but i do remember that i was struck 
by the fact that they ran a free health clinic  
in the middle of a slum.  through this 
introduction to the organisation, i began my 
affiliation with nhC and the helen Bonner 
health Centre in Mondul 3 village, siem reap 
in august 2011.

i volunteered for four weeks but when i got 
home i knew i had to go back and do more 

and for a longer period of time. sustainable 
changes aren’t made over a one or two month 
period. i applied for and was granted 12 
months’ leave without pay from my position 
at Brisbane Private. i packed my belongings 
into storage and rented out my unit and 
headed off for the sequel to my short-term 
working adventure.

ten months into this adventure and the 
challenges are still coming through the doors 
every day. Burns, fungus like bark on people’s 
feet, some of the worst ear infections i have 
ever seen with a smell that could be used as a 
chemical weapon and things i had only ever 

Ten monThs inTo This  
advenTure and The challenges 

are sTill coming every day‘‘ ‘‘
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heard of but had never seen in my, evidently, 
sheltered nursing career. 

i have been seeing a lady who is in her late 
50s and has been breastfeeding her grandson 
since his mother left him with her and went 
to thailand to find some work. When she 
initially came into the clinic with the scrawny 
baby boy, i thought that my interpreters were 
letting me down when they were explaining 
that he was her grandson but the more i asked 
about their story, the more i understood that 
they had it right and my ignorant western 
mind had it wrong. yes, this woman was the 
mother to a daughter who was in her mid 20s 
and had left her baby boy with his 
grandmother who, like african woman i had 
read about, started to lactate and feed the 
baby. i’m still not sure whether or not i would 
have believed it to be true had she not been 
feeding him in front of me. this kind of thing 
doesn’t happen at Brisbane Private.

although the baby was small, he was 
healthy. But his grandmother was struggling. 
she wasn’t making enough milk to satisfy his 
growing hunger and she asked if we could 
help. We added them to the formula program 
that nhC runs, gave grandma some extra rice 
and multivitamins and the health of both of 
them has improved.

the milk program is a slightly controversial 
program, with some volunteers to the clinic 
suggesting that all mothers should be 
breastfeeding and that nhC has a duty of care 
to be enforcing this for the betterment of the 
child. this is a wonderful theory that works 
well in the west but for the people of Mondul 
3, it is a little fanciful. 

Unfortunately due to the poverty, people 
are very undernourished and struggle to eat 
at all some days. the problem for many 
women is simply that they cannot produce 
milk for their babies and for some women the 
diagnosis of hiV prevents them from 
breastfeeding. it is the children of these 
women who we help with the formula 
program, as their only other option is rice 
noodles in water. 

there are so many other experiences here 
that seem surreal upon reflection, but the 
stand out experience every day is that of the 
gratitude and unbelievable resilience of our 
patients. the people of Mondul 3 village and 
the surrounding areas are unlike any group of 
people i have ever met, let alone cared for. the 
ailments and complaints that they put up with 

and work with everyday are things that would 
have some of us in the west demanding a 
private room in a hospital and hours of 
sympathy from our nearest and dearest.

Obviously all things are relative and in the 
west we are blessed with excellent health 
care, which allows us to be demanding and 
needy of our doctors. But it also allows us to 
seek treatment and potential cures in a timely 
manner. in Mondul 3 this didn’t, and still 
largely doesn’t, exist. What we do have is  
a clinic, which offers free care including 
medication and treatments and has begun to 
see encouraging outcomes for patients. i am 
so proud to be the coordinator of this clinic 
and to see how much it continues to improve 

the lives of the people in Mondul 3. 
i have only a few months left on my 

contract as coordinator and i am expected 
back at Brisbane Private in January, but who 
knows what the future will hold? From the 
immaculate surrounds of a private hospital to 
one of the poorest, filthiest slums in south 
east asia -- life takes some interesting turns 
when you let it and thankfully nursing 
allowed that to happen for me. 
By Jody Bonar

New Hope Cambodia is a not for profit,  
non-government organisation in Mondul 3 
village Siem Reap. For more information visit  
www.newhopecambodia.com  
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