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PHNOM PENH, Cambodia, 
Feb. 25—Five years of war, 
have finally produced seri-
ous malnutrition in this 
once-bountiful country—and 
with the resultant shortages 
and astronomical prices, 
children are beginning to die 
in numbers. Scenes like the 
rollowing are ordinary toaay: 

A 3-month-old infant, his 
body wasted by severe mat- 
nutrition, lies in a bamboo 
basket. An oxygen tube is in 
his nose and an intravenous 
feeding tube in his arm, 
which is shruken itno a twig-
like thing. Abandoned in a 
poor sectio.i of Phnom Penh, 
he was found by a pitying old 
woman who named him Lach 
Sao and took him to the 
nearest medical facility, the 
Chinese Hospital. But when 
the hospital learned she could 
not pay, it stopped all treat-
ment and discharged the in-
fant. The bewildered woman 
then carried him to a center 
of World Vision, an interna-
tional relief agency here—
and despite the oxygen and 
the intravenous feeding it is  
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little more than bulging eyes 
and a protruding rib cage. 
Every few seconds she pro-
duces a wail that racks her 
body. In three hours she is 
dead. 

• 
On the table next to Ah 

Srey is an older child-19 
months—who is dying right 
now. His name is Nuth Sa-
roeun. From his mouth 
comes a steady whimper and 
rattle. His father was killed 
by a rocke three months ago. 
His 25-year-old mother, also 
sufferinng from malnutrition 
(she has beri-beri and her 
feet are going numb), stands 
at his side sobbing. A doc-
tor tries to force a tube down 
the child's throat to get out 
the mucus that is blocking 
his breathing. Suddenly the  

child utters a tiny cry tnat 
sounds like "Mak" ("Mather") 
and then his head slumps 
and he is gone. 

Waves of mothers carrying 
gravely ill children—swollen 
children, children with stick-
like concentration-camp bod-
ies, children with parch-
ment skin hanging in flaccid 
folds, coughing children, 
weeping children, silent 
children too weak to respond 
anymore — press forward 
every day against the doors_ 
of the relief agency clinics, 
desperate to get in. But there 
are not enough doctors or 
nurses or medicine or food 
for them all so for every 500 
who come, only 200 or so 
can be treated—only the 
most serious cases. 

"How do you think I feel," 
said a Western doctor, hay-
ing to turn away 300 from 
our clinic every morning?" 

Sometimes mothers burst 
into tears in the clinics sim-
ply out of relief that they 
have been allowed in with 
their children. 

But even those who can get 
in must surmount more ob-
stacles. Most of the children 
should be immediately hospi-
talized, but the hospitals 
here are full of war wounded 
and there is almost no room 
for malnourished children. 
The only beds are the ones 
that become available when 
other children die in the few 
special children's centers 
here. 

1,..17177 -77-t7' 1-,ave stepped up 
an ernerycn^y airlift of sup-
plies from Thailand because 
the ircprYYrts have block-
pried (.27,1hr:din's main sup-
ply line. the Mekong River, 
tylt: tlt! -1,7?-,7 the cargo these 
planes h7.Ye brought is all 
militer" ai' mostly ammuni-
tion. There has been no food. 

Yesterday the United States 
drn in is'-ration 	announced 

that beyinning this week the 
airlift would begin bringing 
rice to Phnom Penh—but this 
is only to replenish stocks 
and maintain the status quo. 
The astronomical price of 
rice will not change, and the 
many Cambodians who are 
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much too late. He dies the 
same day. 

• 
In a World Vision clinic, 

Ah Srey, a 2-month-old girl, 
grossly rehydrated from star-
vation, has just been brought 
in by her grandmother. Ten 
days before they were caught 
in the maelstrom of a battle 
a few miles from Phnom 
Penh. In the panic, the f - 
ily became separated and t e 
grandmother found herself 
alone with the child. For 10 
days they have been surviv-
ing on handouts and scraps 
or garbage. The child had 
been malnourished before. 
Now she is a skeletal horror 
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A woman sitting with the grandchild she took to World 
Vision clinic in Phnom Penh. Soon the girl was dead. 



hungry now will continue 
hungry. 

There are no accurate sur-
vey figures yet, but everyone 
involved in the Cambodian 
relief effort here believes that 
at minimum, from the first- 

hand evidence, tens of thou-
sands of children are now 
dangerously 	malnourished 
and that at least dozens are 
dying daily—most of them in 
and around this capital city, 
bursting with refugees. 

Yet it is not the official 
refugees—those living in 
campus or otherwise being fed 
by the relief agencies with 
U.S. food and funds—who 
are suffering most. It is in-
stead the marginal people 
everywhere—those who are 
refugees but not registered 
as such, those who are trying 
to scrape by without a humil-
iating dole, underpaid civil 
servants, office workers, rick-
sha pedalers and even sol-
diers. 

In short, it is the general 
population that has been 
driven—over five years of 
having to eat less and less 
because they lack money—to 
a point of critical nutritional 
weakness. 

"They're on the brink," 
says Dr. Penelope J. Key, 
World Vision's medical direc-
tor. "The children have 
reached the cumulative point 
where large numbers are 
being struck by a sudden 
deterioration. A year ago we 
were seeing only a few mal-
nourished children, and these 
were all under 3. The num-
bers are large, and some of 
the children are 10 and 11." 

Agencies like World Vision, 
Care, Catholic Relief Services 
and the Red Cross are help-
ing—mostly with American 
aid—feed and provide medi-
cal care and shelter for 400,-
000 people in Cambodia these 
days. But it is nowhere near 
enough: At least every other 
person in this country of 
seven million is a refugee 
from the war. 

No sight is more common 
here than an oxcart caravan 
of villagers raising clouds of 
yellow dust as they flee the 
latest fighting. Many people  

have been uprooted three and 
four times. Even new refugee 
settlements erected by the re-
lief agencies are sometimes 
burned down by the Commu-
nist-led insurgents, and the 
displaced must move on again. 

Cambodia before the war 
was a country so rich in her 
food produce that even the 
very poor were never hungry. 
Everyone had a piece of land 
and there were always ba-
nanas and other fruit grow-
ing wild and a river or stream 
nearby where fish could be 
easily caught. 
A Land of Landless Nomads 

Now it is a country of 
landless nomads with empty 
stomachs — human flotsam 
living amid damp and filth 
in the flimsiest of shanties, 
thatch shacks and sidewalk 
leantos. The countryside is 
charred wasteland that either 
belongs to the Cambodian 
insurgents or is insecure, so 
the population huddles in the 
cities and towns, doing mar-
ginal work that never pays 
enough to feed a family ade-
quately. Growing numbers of 
children and adults are tak-
ing to begging. 

Under the Phnom Penh 
Government's distribution 
system each person is allowed 
275 grams of rice at Govern-
ment-controlled prices. The 
World Health Organization 
says a bare minimum daily 
diet is 450 grams. This means 
that those Cambodians—
maybe hundreds of thousands 
of them—who cannot afford 
to buy any more rice at the 
black market price are sim-
ply going hungry, 

In early 1970, just before 
the war began, rice was 6 
riels a kilogram on the open 
market. Now it is 350. 

Even when people can put 
together enough to buy rice, 
they have no money left for 
the supplements to balance 
their diet—fish, beef, vege-
tables and fruit. 

In such conditions adults 
usually become only weak, 
but children begin to fail. 
The children have all the 
classic forms of malnutri-
tion — kwashiorkor, maras-
mus, ben-ben and the vita-
min deficiences that lead to 
blindness—but they are suc-
cumbing also in their debili-
tated state to pneumonia, 
tuberculosis, dysentery and 
a host of other diseases. Vir-
tually no child arrives at a 
clinic with only malnutrition. 

'No Excuse for It' 
"Kids are dying who 

shouldn't die," said Robert 
Beck, a World Vision doctor. 
"They die in our arms. It's 
hard to believe. There's no 
excuse for it." 

Humanitarian relief for 
Cambodia has always been 
given a much lower priority 
by the White House than 
military aid. Ironically, the 
families of foot soldiers are 
among the worst sufferers 
here. They travel with their 
husbands and fathers and 
they are often shifted to a 
new battlefront suddenly, 
without food. The pay is 
sometimes late. Many of the 
children showing up at mal-
nutrition clinics in Phnom 
Penh are children of soldiers 
—demoralizing truth for a 
government that is depending 
on its army for survival. 

Although children are 
starving, the authorities here 
say that despite the latest 
insurgent offensive and the 
Mekong blockade, food sup-
plies here right now are 
"adequate" for the next 
month or more. 

"Up to now," said a West-
ern diplomat, "the Cambo-
dians have shown a tremen-
dous ability to survive their 
physical hardship. But their 
strength has been sapped. 
And may now they've 
reached their limit and are 
beginning to topple." 


