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Seng Kosal (sometimes Chan Kosal)

Introduction

This composite case study (in reverse chronological order) tracks the story of Kosal from begging in a

market to singing on national and international stages.  It is an inspiring story of a disabled, vulnerable

and at times confused boy who makes enormous efforts to overcome obstacles and prejudices that

still exist for people like him.  Kosal's remarkable progress has not made him complacent - he has yet

much to do to decide and secure his future.

2017

John Lowrie,  who discovered Kosal  in  the Kampong Chhnang market  begging as a disabled child,

featured him as his most inspiring client of a career in Foreign Aid. Extract:

“Most inspiring client

There  are  many  deserving  clients  in  four  developing

countries.  However,  Kosal,  probably deserves the accolade

because of the hardships and handicaps he has overcome.

Readers  of  the  New Horizons  Society website can  look  up

where he came from back in 2003  here.  He was disabled,

from  a  poor  family,  his  father  drank  heavily  and  died

probably of HIV/AIDs.  He escaped home, skipped school, to

beg by singing – and this is how we found him. He has never

stopped  singing  since.  A  lot  of  people  found  Kosal  to  be

tiresome. He could be hard work so was lucky that patient

people persevered with him. Aussie volunteers Fran and Jon

Digges encouraged him to develop his singing; This led him

to be one of the first students at EpicArts in Kampot. It also

took much effort to get him to complete his schooling with

our Executive Officer Keo Chet. constantly on his case. And

yet we all  knew that he was bright enough with potential  to succeed even if  at times it seemed

elusive.

Then suddenly as he attained early adulthood he blossomed. He rationalized that he would have a

better  future in  religion  and Opposition  politics  and Christianity  were for  him.  He was the  stage

singing star for HE Mu Sochua’s 2013 successful election campaign. At this time he suddenly matured

and blossomed in early adulthood. His campaign song can be heard here:

Our most successful life-changing projects are where we help to transform an individual’s lot in life

and that  of  his  or  her family.  They must  have a  permanent  better  income,  better health,  better

prospects, and reduced or no risk of slipping back in to poverty. Kosal has not only achieved that but

remarkably he has accomplished something beyond any of our more privileged salaried staff, actually

putting some of them to shame. He simply copied our model of Computing and English classes for
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poor students. He uses his social media skills to crowd-fund. And as you see from his  Facebook, he

now has several centres and hundreds of students. He is even (he tells me) a respectable married

man. 

Please go here to hear Kosal singing  to his Facebook for latest news of his NGO; his growing family 

and himself.

2013

The year 2013 saw him jump to fame due to his recognition when singing at major opposition party

(CNEP) rallies during and after the elections.  He hopes that the party will be able to take him to the

USA; Canada; France, and Australia as part of their international visits.   This new exposure together

with his ongoing church work in Kampong Chhnang Province has opened up new opportunities for

him for new income and resources.  Kosal featured in the Cambodia Daily and Phnom Penh Post.1

Kind donations have allowed him to develop his church-based social work that he started in Kampong

Chhnang, first  taking bible-classes with other children and eventually taking the group leadership.

Today he has managed to open a small computer-training and English-teaching facility.  Kosal says “I

never forget helping other children who are in the same position of me when I was a child”.

• English Classes: started Sept 2013, three classes, 70 

students.

• Computer  Classes:  started  Sept  2013,  3  hours,  30

students, 10 computers.

Kosal hopes to have a foundation to support disabled poor

people and to arrange careers in Korea as one of the best

destinations alongside Japan, Thailand and Malaysia. One of

Kosal’s peers who attended his friend Visal’s/ NHS computer

class has now gained a good well-paid job in Korea.

Extracts from: http://www.newhorizonsunlimited.org  ( Visal: http://newhorizonsunlimited.org/news.html#visal  

July 2013

NHS is of course strictly non-political and non-religious but we

strongly support the rights of disabled people to be included

and  take  part  in  public  affairs.  Our  members  are  free  to

support any political party or religion of his or her choice.

Our singing celebrity Kosal, who often features in this website,

supported the Opposition CNRP party in the 2013 Cambodian

July  National  Elections.  CNRP  was  noted  for  attracting  the

youth vote - with pop songs sung by Kosal.

1
 Phnom Penh Post “From orphanage to big stage” Thu, 24 October 2013 by

Khouth Sophak Chakrya and Stuart White, and Cambodia Daily “Pro-Opposition 
Singer Set to Record First Protest Album” By Alice Cuddy and Mech Dara - November 4, 2013.
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11 November 2011

The NHS Child Advocacy Group was invited to the opening ceremony of the Pannakhmer Academy on

11  November  2011  in  Kandal  Province.  This  was  because  of  their  previously  well-received

performances about disaster-preparedness based on Hurricane Katrina. 

3-4 December 2009

A Disaster Preparedness  and Development  Forum was organised by Kampong Chhnang Provincial

Authorities  from 3-4 December  2009.  All  local  authorities  and ministries,  together with  all  active

NGOs  were  invited,  with  360  delegates  in  all.   Their  presentation  was  based  on  the  lack  of

preparedness  in  even  a  rich  country  like  the  US  based  on  the  widespread  damage  wreaked  by

Hurricane Katrina.  As a result the Child Advocacy Group of NHS was invited officially to pay a visit and

perform at the US Embassy in Phnom Penh on Wednesday, 13 January 2010. There were 16 NHS Child

Advocacy Group members, 12 girls, with Kosal as the composer/choreographer.
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Kosal was very fortunate to be selected

as  one  of  the  first  students  to  go  to

EpicArts’  new  school  in  Kampot  for

disabled  children  to  develop  their

artistic  talents.  Unfortunately  he

dropped  out  after  a  year  due  to

homesickness.  The experience did him

a  lot  of  good,  enhancing  his  musical

skills,  and  helping  him  to  decide  he

needed  to  complete  his  ordinary

schooling. epicarts.org.uk/cambodia
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February 2009: 

Kosal  performed  at  the  NHS  Inaugural  Annual  General  Meeting  at  the  closing  event  before

distinguished guests and 250 delegates.  He sang a very sad song revealing his emotions when he

performs.  He also led an evening karaoke session for everyone.

After Kosal returned to Kampong Chhnang, he re-enlisted at school, and in 2013 passed his grade 12

or leaving examinations.  He also joined a church and developed his English skills, as well as helping

NHS from time-to-time, in return for modest help to support complete his schooling.

Kosal 2003-8

The  following  pages  are  taken  from  the  original  case-study  of  Kosal

compiled in 2009, telling his story beginning in 2003.

Kosal was a very keen and active member of activities, always willing to

practice  his  skills.   He  joined  the  dance  group  started  by  EpicArts.

Australian volunteers Fran and John Digges were especially supportive of

him – as you see below, even helping him with his musical compositions.

◄ Early picture taken for Kosal for his first blogsite, now replaced by his

Facebook page:  https://www.facebook.com/kosal.seng?fref=ts
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2003

"Singing for his Supper"

Seng Kosal is his real name but they call him "Preap Sovath" in the market in

Kampong Chhnang.  He used to sing to entertain people to makes extra

money for his widowed mother and younger sister.  The real Preap Sovath is

a famous singer.  Kosal dreams of emulating him some day, "if only".  His

mother says his father died a few years ago from a debilitating disease, for

which she was in debt, but fortunately she is not HIV+.  The family's income

is  around $1 per  day selling  vegetables.   (The first  $0.33  used to  go  to

servicing her debt, until NHS NHS talked to the loan-shark.)

The family market spot     

Kosal developed fever a few weeks after he was born and

he suffered from it on and off until he was four.  His mother

blames the illness for the disfigurement on one side of his

body,  most  noticeable with  his  crooked left  leg.   Like  so

many  children  in  Cambodia  poor  nutrition  and  worm

infections have stunted his growth.  He looks as if he is aged

10.  The family lives in a wood and grass makeshift house

built on stilts over waste-strewn polluted waters.  

◄Kosal's humble home

Fish-mongers Seam, Teang, Savat and Net enjoy the songs!▼

Kosal is plucky despite his hardships.  He has been mimicking

songs  since  he  was  5.   He  soon  learned  where  to  go  to

receive appreciation.  The extra cash helped him to attend

school.  He is a few years behind in his grade but in company

with others that have missed schooling or repeated years.

Kosal’s  mobility  will  always  be restricted  but  he hopes  to

meet an  Orthopaedic Surgeon some day.  NHSNHS is exploring

better physical therapy and to this end he has been provided

with a bicycle that has improved his ability to get out and

about.  He now rides to the  NHSNHS centre to attend English

and Social/Life Skills sessions and to join the self-advocacy

group with other young people who are disabled or living

with disability.

Kosal’s  singing talent  has opened up new opportunities for him.  He was selected to appear in a

drama  shows  such  as  on  International  Children's  Focus  Day  and  in  presentations  at  national
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conferences on “social inclusion”.   He has sung an especially composed song with live musicians to

promote  one of  the  advocacy  messages.    That  was  a  new experience for  him.   The event  was

broadcast on TV3 and TVK, two most popular national TV stations, bringing many accolades.  He has

won a national competition to appear on a children’s VCD which is now for sale in shops.

Kosal knows that these welcome breaks from his humdrum life may not last.  He must work hard and

continue to help his mother and sister.  They are making good use of the NHSNHS Livelihood Programme

for extra working capital so that more vegetables can be sold, so their income increases, and as his

mother wisely insists "so that her children can go to school for a better future".  Kosal’s attendance

used to be   intermittent as he felt stigmatized but now his new self-confidence has propelled him to

go every day and to become top of the class!  If Kosal does not become a famous singer, she will

settle for him, or his sister, to get a good job in government.

▼Starring at an International Day for people with deafness or speech difficulties. 

The words of Kosal's song

I was born disabled and am struggling to live a miserable life, 

so sad in my mind. I live my isolated life in a senseless world. 

No-one ever forgives or sympathizes with me…Ah,ah,ah.

Please do not laugh at me for being born disabled like this.  

But I am honest and seek knowledge to lead my life.  Though 

disabled, I learn hard because I do not want people to believe 

that we disabled people are useless.  I want you to believe 

that we are full human beings.

Suddenly now I am fortunate to 

have a chance to be in social 

activities.  Please be informed 

that what you can do we also 

can do.  We can be really strong 

and brave and cooperative…. forever. …Ah,ah,ah.
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