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At first glance, the two fiercely 
agile teams of Cambodian 
volleyball players spiking the 
ball over the net at the Olympic 
Stadium appear able bodied. 
Looking a little closer to check 
if this was really the right 
competition a prosthetic limb 
here and there could be spied on 
some of the athletes. This by no 
means slowed the players down 
though. On this August week-
end, a competition between local 
disabled teams was taking place 
in the lead up to November’s 
WOVD Volleyball World Cup 
2007, the first team sport world 
cup event to ever take place in 
Cambodia.

 A SUCCESS StORy
Cambodia’s disabled volleyball 
players are a real homegrown 
success story. Chris Minko, Sec-
retary General of the Cambodian 
National Volleyball League (Dis-
abled) says that the players are 
so good “no able bodied teams 
will take them on.”

Impressively ranked number 
one in the Asia Pacific region, 
they are also currently ranked 
number four in the world, 
behind Canada, Slovakia and 
Germany. Come the 2007 world 
cup event in November, the 
Cambodian team hopes to reach 
the coveted number one spot. 

“I believe we can do it,” says 
Chris, whose passion for the 

sport and players is evident. So 
much so, he explains that the 
organisation is going down the 
corporate sponsorship avenue, 
rather than relying solely on 
aid donors.

 GROWING By WORD OF MOUth
Cambodia’s national volleyball 
league has grown in the past year 
from eight teams to fifteen, taken 
from provinces around the coun-
try. Various classifications apply 
to the players who make up the 
teams. Most of the players have 
lower limb loss or are missing 
an arm as a result of landmine 
injuries. One player of minimal 
disability is allowed on a team, 
and this may include having 
reduced muscle usage in a limb 
due to a bullet wound. Teams 
must also have one player with a 
more severe disability such as the 
complete loss of a leg.

Chris explains that players 
around the country are found 
via word of mouth due to the 
close network amongst disabled 
communities. The competition 
is for male players, as Chris cites 
that disabled female athletes 
here aren’t as comfortable with 

standing sports for cosmetic rea-
sons. Instead, they are focusing 
on wheelchair racing, another 
of his organisation’s programs. 
Supported by ANZ Royal, the 
wheelchair program is aiming to 
send two athletes to the Beijing 
Paralympic Games.

 A POSItIVE FORCE
So how did Cambodia’s disabled 
volleyball players reach the suc-
cess they’ve achieved to date? 
Chris says it’s a combination 
of factors, including invest-
ment in the athletes, such as the 
introduction of a skilled German 
volleyball coach – Christian 
Zepp – and the players’ own de-
termination to succeed. A strict 
discipline programme is applied 
and the athletes must remain 
committed to the sport. “This 
discipline has helped restore self 
esteem,” Chris says, adding that 
he is convinced that team sport 
helps to promote civil society.

By Cambodia hosting a presti-
gious sporting event such as the 
WOVD Volleyball World Cup, 
Chris hopes that a sense of re-
turning to the international stage 
will ensue among the general 
public. He also sees Khmer press 
coverage of the volleyball league 
as a positive step in integrat-
ing disability into mainstream 
society. Pulling out a few recent 
clips from Khmer newspapers, 
pictures and stories about the 

disabled volleyball players can 
be seen sitting side by side with 
articles on able bodied, main-
stream sports. “It’s integration at 
its best,” states Chris.

For the world cup event, 
which will be free, famous Cam-
bodian pop star Preap Sovath 
will be recording the country’s 
first ever sports anthem. 

Observers from the Olympic 
and Paralympic committees 
will be in attendance to assess 
Cambodia’s ability to host future 
international sporting events. 
Chris believes these are all 
positive steps towards not only 
having a successful disabled 
volleyball team, but boosting 
national pride. 

“We recognize the past,” he 
adds, “but look to the future.”

 INFORMAtION:
Cambodian National Volleyball 
League (Disabled), Tel: 023 224 032 
info@standupcambodia.org, 
www.standupcambodia.org 

Building Bridges 
through Sport
Cambodia will host its first ever world cup team sporting event later this year. liz ledden 
finds out about Cambodia’s disabled volleyball champions and their quest for world 
number one status.

 No able bodied 
teams will take 

them on 

Participating nations in the 
WOVD Volleyball World 
Cup 2007 taking place in 
Phnom Penh’s Olympic 
Stadium from Nov. 24 to 
Dec. 2 are:
•	 Canada
•	 Slovakia
•	 Germany
•	 Cambodia
•	 Australia
•	 Poland
•	 Malaysia
•	 Rwanda
•	 India
•	 Myanmar

Plus:
•	 China	will	be	sending	 

an observer delegation

•	 Sri	Lanka	and	Vietnam
 are in negotiations  

to attend

With leaps and bounds:
Phnom Penh hosts the world cup in November




