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KWON:

All right. So this is Juhee Kwon. Today is July 12, 2013, and I’m here at
Khmer Girls in Action, and we are interviewing for the Asian American
Reproductive Justice [Oral History] Project for the Sophia Smith
Collection. Thank you so much for being here.

CHUM:

Mhmm.

KWON:

I just wanted to get started with your personal involvement with KGA
[Khmer Girls in Action], and maybe you could tell us a little story about
how you got involved.

CHUM:

Yeah, sure. I was in high school in, I think, 1998. I started my freshman
year [in] 1998. I know that KGA was formally known as APIRH [Asian
Pacific Islanders for Reproductive Health], and they started in ’97. In high
school, there were a couple of older girls who were already part of the
program. They were juniors and seniors, and they were actually recruiting
members to be a part of the HOPE project, which stood for . . . Helping,
Opportunity, Problem Solving, Empowerment, I believe? [Health,
Opportunity, Problem Solving, Empowerment] But anyways, we thought
it was cool that some older girls came up to us and asked us to join, and
that if we filled out the application, we got ice cream.

KWON:

(laughs)

CHUM:

So it was a good incentive during this hot weather in Cali. It was really
easy to apply actually, because there were other students who asked us to
join. They were very friendly. You know, as a freshman, you wanted to be
part of this something bigger, a part of this organization and hang out with
older girls, so that was how I started. We actually applied, they called us
back. They actually offered to provide rides to pick us up and drop us off
so that made it—

KWON:

From school?
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CHUM:

From school. Yeah, from school and then to drop us off at home, which
made it easier for us to be part of the program, and on top of that, my mom
was definitely very supportive. I guess you could say in the beginning, she
didn’t know much about what we were doing, what the organization is
about, but she grew to learn as she started coming to the events and
supporting the work and the campaigns that I was a part of. So it was just
a good way to just—how do you say it—have something to do during that
time. It’s like to keep you busy, and then you’re learning something new
and you get to be around other Khmer women. And also you get to be in a
space where you express yourself and talk about issues that young Khmer
women are facing. So that’s what really kept me staying in KGA. And
then also because my friends were still part of KGA, so it was more like,
Your friends can join! And your friends are coming! It was really a good,
fun, friendly space.

KWON:

Is there a really big Khmer population in your area or your high school?

CHUM:

Yeah, I actually attended the largest public school here in Long Beach—so
there was a resettlement that happened in the early 1980s [and] throughout
the late 1980s. There were waves of refugees who resettled here in Long
Beach. What ended up happening was there’s a large population of
Southeast Asians, but particularly Khmer folks, living in Long Beach, and
majority of the families—how do you say it—majority of the families,
their children went to Poly High School. So the school I went to was Poly
High School. It’s in Central Long Beach, and it’s in the heart of the
Cambodian community. It’s now called Cambodia Town.

KWON:

I actually passed by it on the way here. Yeah, all the writings, I couldn’t
read, but the food places—

CHUM:

Mhmm. So it’s a lot of local businesses, a lot of homes, a lot of
restaurants, and places like temples and—areas where a lot of the
Cambodian community stay or they go to. That’s pretty much where my
school is located as well. It’s the largest public school in Long Beach. You
could say it’s overcrowded, because when I was going to school, they had
like four thousand students there, so.

KWON:

[Grades] 9-12?

CHUM:

[Grades] 9-12.

KWON:

Wow.

CHUM:

I think four to five thousand, so—and it’s not that big of a school. It’s not
that nice either. But that’s where I got recruited into KGA. The location of
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the organization at that time was really close by, so it was accessible for
us.
KWON:

Okay. Was KGA somewhere else before it was here [at 1355 Redondo
Ave in Long Beach, California]?

CHUM:

Yeah, it was. It was in multiple places. So we grew, we really grew. We
were looking for places that were easy for the youth to go to and also in
the heart of the Cambodian community—and also where rent is affordable
(laughs). That was a big deal for us. So we actually used to be in the old
UCC building, which is the United Cambodian Community building. It
was made up of different service organizations, and we were like the only
group during that time that was doing organizing work, so yeah.

KWON:

Oh. So you started there, and then you—

CHUM:

And then we ended up—

KWON:

eventually moved over here?

CHUM:

Yeah, we eventually ended up here.

KWON:

Are there any other Khmer organizations that do women’s work kind of
like you do?

CHUM:

In Long Beach?

KWON:

Yeah.

CHUM:

So not in terms of the kind of work that we do. It’s just recently that we
got the BHC, the Building Healthy Community, grant from—what is it—
from the endowment center.

KWON:

The California Endowment?

CHUM:

Yeah, the California Endowment. They gave us money to really shape and
change the way things look for us here through policy work. So a lot of
different organizations have been involved. KGA is one of the leading
organizations here involved.
In terms of other organizations that work specifically on RJ
[Reproductive Justice] or with women in general, I don’t think—I don’t
know of [any such organization] in Long Beach. I know there’s other
Khmer youth groups, who provide services and do leadership development
for youth in general, like I think there’s some Khmer youth [in their
organizations]. UCC is one of them. UCC stands for United Cambodian
Community, and they work with their youth, but I don’t know exactly
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what they do. They work with Khmer youth, and then there’s EM3: Men
with Meaningful Messages. They’re part of St. Mary’s Hospital, and they
say they do leadership development, too. Their group is made up of mostly
young Southeast Asian men, but I think it’s a group that’s made for young
men in general or youth who are in high school. Yeah, multiracial youth in
high school.
KWON:

Uh-huh. I know you weren’t here when APIRH first started the HOPE
program, but do you know what the motivation was behind targeting
Southeast Asian, and specifically Khmer, women?

CHUM:

I knew that in the beginning, APIRH was formed because they wanted to
work on reproductive health issues. So just taking on education and
awareness, and being conscious of reproductive health, and how to get
access to it, and things like that. I think it grew from there, where we
realized that there were a lot more issues that were impacting young
women. It wasn’t just reproductive health, but also being able to connect
reproductive health issues to immigrant and refugee rights. A lot of the
[Khmer] community was facing deportation, too, during that time. So
there was a lot of—there were multiple issues that were affecting young
women, and we wanted to branch out. But I know in the beginning, we
started off just focusing on reproductive health issues.

KWON:

Could you talk a little bit more about the workshops or the program that
you started with [in the HOPE project]? I know it was a while ago.

CHUM:

Yeah. Can you put it on pause really quick? Let me see.

END OF FILE 1
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FILE 2
CHUM:

So a lot of the trainings and the workshops that we were a part of when I
was in high school—from what I remember—were being able to talk
about our sexual orientation, our identity, who we are as young Khmer
women. So being able to see what are the issues that young Khmer women
are facing during that time, and also just being able to talk about gender
roles and how that impacts our lives as Khmer women. Because we have
this refugee status, but on top of that, our parents are first generation and
we’re second-generation youth, growing up in the U.S., you could say, and
we identify as Cambodian American. There was a generation gap between
our parents and then between us, and that was really hard for us to be able
to have a relationship with them, and for both parents and for us to
understand each other in terms of the issues, because it was very different,
and we were raised very differently. So we were able to be in a space
where we’d get to talk about that, and then look at how women in general,
how Asian women, and specifically Khmer women, are portrayed in
society, in the media, in our families, in our schools, in different places
where we find ourselves. That was important to have that space to build
our political consciousness and to think critically around how these things
are impacting us and impacting our communities, and how we can find
solutions and figure out what needs to change and how that can look like
for us. So that was important in terms of how we started off, because we—
it started off with really having that space to express ourselves and share
who we are with each other, and then seeing that we can make that
connection with each other. Like there’s a connection between you and
me. Our stories aren’t very different; they’re pretty similar, and being able
to connect that to what our community was dealing with and seeing the
bigger picture. And then from there, being able to figure out solutions and
identifying root causes of those problems.

KWON:

Yeah, so the latter portion of that—would you say that there was a
leadership development and action-oriented portion to the program as
well?

CHUM:

Yeah, I think we only had one leadership program [in the HOPE project],
and it really grew—the [current KGA] trainings actually came from our
HOPE project. So in terms of how we see it now, we have a leadership
pipeline that our members go through, and they get the skill set and the
training and the political education they need in order for them to organize
their community. But during that time when I first started, we were part of
the HOPE project, and it was all together.

KWON:

Oh, everything.
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CHUM:

It was just like, Come to this meeting. You represent the HOPE project,
and you’re getting skills and training to develop yourself as a leader based
off of the issues that you’re affected by and your experiences. So it’s
similar in that sense. I don’t think in the beginning doing the campaign
around the issues that we were focusing on was—I don’t know how to say
it—like I don’t think it was intentional. It just grew out of the issues we
talked about.
We’re coming from a place where we started out in the trunk of
our ED’s [Executive Director’s] car, and one of our program staff’s car.
And we’re like, Oh, let’s meet in the malls, and let’s just meet and talk
about all these issues, and then it really grew from there. Then being able
to figure out the funding, and building the organization up, and having that
project be built and these trainings that really lined up with what we
thought made sense for the Khmer youth in Long Beach. So from there, it
was how the campaigns grew, and we started organizing—I don’t think it
was intentional because we didn’t have the capacity [or] the funding. And
then at least for us as members, we originally thought we’re just there to
talk about our stories and hang out with each other. And it really grew
because the problems and issues really got serious, and it was something
that we felt strongly about, and it really connected with our reproductive
rights.

KWON:

Yeah. Do you remember the leaders that led the HOPE program when you
were in it? Were they Cambodian women or were they APIRH women
from—other Asian American women?

CHUM:

They were definitely API women. I think it was good that we had a range
of different API women who came to Long Beach and who supported the
Khmer community. There was a lack of [Khmer] leadership during that
time in the nineties because of the waves of refugees who just got here,
and there wasn’t like an identified organizer in Long Beach. There was no
Cambodian organizer during that time. Organizing was taboo in our
community, because of the genocide that had happened in Cambodia and
how the Khmer Rouge actually wanted to shape and change the way
things looked after the French left Cambodia; and it was during the time of
the Vietnam War. So definitely being impacted by the Vietnam War and
the U.S. involvement in Cambodia and the genocide happening, and how
people in Cambodia try to organize and Khmer Rouge being one of them.
It was very taboo in our community, even till now in some sense that
people have fears, and they’re afraid of what the outcomes will be. So I
think during that time, we did have a strong solid group of staff, who were
really powerful women, who were dedicated to moving the organization
and to supporting and developing the young leaders.
I remember Riku Matsuda, who is Japanese American, who was
our facilitator—our program staff who facilitated some of the trainings—
who actually was able to provide us with a lot of our political education
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during that time around gender, around LGBTQ issues. And it was a good
experience getting to know him, because he identifies as LGBTQ, so
being exposed to that through someone you know really closely and that
you really love and care about was important.
And then there was Diep Tran, who’s a Vietnamese American
woman. She was our facilitator for our cultural historical arts program,
which was also part of the HOPE project, but it was a side project—like a
sub project, you could say—because we felt like all of these issues were
coming up, but there was no way of thinking about, How do we heal from
this? How do we use art and expression as a form of healing? So Diep
Tran came in and helped us figure that out and gave us the tools and the
training, and just all those different things that came into place, where we
were able to express ourselves through poetry writing, through dancing,
through skits, [through] acting and things like that—and art—you know,
just being able to think about that. And those are fun ways that young
people get—they’re interested in and they get excited about, and they
don’t even know they’re healing as they’re doing this. So it was a really
really good experience, and that’s what really kept us coming back, too.
It’s being able to do all those multiple things. You get to be in trainings,
you get to build your political consciousness around the issues that you’re
facing, you get to connect it with these other women that you’re sitting
right next to, and then you get to do all this fun art and healing at the same
time.
And then there was Betty Hung, who was our ED at that time, I
believe. She might’ve co-EDed with Que Dang, but they really helped
move the organization [and] helped us to where we are now.
KWON:

And was she ED prior to 2002, when it became Khmer Girls in Action?

CHUM:

Yeah, she was. You have some inside scoop, huh? So and then—I don’t
know this for a fact, but I actually heard that during that time in ’97, I
believe, around that time, Cyndi Choi was in Berkeley, and she actually
came up with that idea of doing something in the Cambodian community
in Long Beach, because of the large population and because of the refugee
status here. So she got together with some folks, and I think Que Dang and
Diep and Betty Hung were the folks who got together, I’m sure, and then
they decided to develop and build APIRH [in Southern California], and
then the HOPE project grew out of that.
What was your other question? What was the question before I—

KWON:

I don’t know (laughs).

CHUM:

—you said something about—Oh, Que Dang. Yeah.

KWON:

Yeah.
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CHUM:

So Que Dang had to take off to New York, and she pretty much quit when
APIRH was—during the time that we were close to branching off. She
went to New York to work for the Ford Foundation, and then when we
actually branched off of APIRH, APIRH shut down, and we moved on,
and we were like, We really—because a lot of the issues around why
APIRH had to shut down was because I think they had another project in
the Bay Area for another group of Southeast Asian young women, and I
believe they wanted us to work on the same issues during that time, which
was around teen pregnancy. And that wasn’t a issue that the women and
myself that were part of the group wanted to work on in Long Beach. We
didn’t feel like it made sense to work on teen pregnancy.

KWON:

Was it not a relevant issue?

CHUM:

It wasn’t a relevant issue during that time, and we actually wanted to work
on more immigrant refugee rights issues. So in that sense, we expressed
that to some of the folks who were in [APIRH’s] higher management, and
I think there was some conflict or some disagreements between the
Northern Cal and the Southern Cal [APIRH] groups. So we decided to
branch off, and that’s when Que heard about it, and Que was like, “I’m
coming back!”

KWON:

(laughs) And so she came back?

CHUM:

Yeah, so she actually came back. It worked out really well. I don’t know
what was happening for her in New York, but she actually came back. We
shut down for a little bit, and that’s when we started meeting at the malls.
We were meeting at Lakewood Mall. There’s no Long Beach Mall, so we
had to go to the nearest mall that was nearest one to the city. So we ended
up at the malls; we were meeting at the food court. Cyndi Choi was
actually the staff person who provided us [with] trainings, and during that
time, she was giving us trainings on domestic violence, and looking at
sexual harassment, and different trainings on reproductive rights and
health, and how to really take care of yourself, and these issues that come
up in our community. A lot of it was like sister hating, girl violence—
relating to young people. So we were meeting in the malls and then we
were meeting at our friend’s house—like one of my best friends who was
a part of the program, we were meeting at her house for awhile, and it was
just like there wasn’t any stability during that time. I know Cyndi Choi
was working closely with Que and rebuilding our organization. Riku was
part of that as well, and he actually helped us come up with our name:
Khmer Girls in Action. Because the name grew from our group [of HOPE
participants], who actually stayed, who really really wanted this, and who
said they still want the organization to exist somehow.

KWON:

How big was the group that stayed—that core group?
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CHUM:

It was probably a group of ten.

KWON:

Oh, wow.

CHUM:

It wasn’t any more than ten of us. And we were meeting at the mall, and
we were coming up with new names. It was during that time when we
were like, Oh, look. There’s you know—we’re develop—we’re
rebuilding, so what name do we want? and things like that.

KWON:

What were some of the candidates?

CHUM:

I don’t know. (laughs) I don’t remember that far back, but I just remember
Khmer Girls in Action was one of the names. And we really liked it
because we felt like “Khmer” represents our identity and our community,
and then the “Action” piece talks about how Khmer women are
organizing. Riku helped us come up with that and made sure that we
owned it and that the name came from us. So that was important for us,
and till now, I really appreciate that. Because as a young person, you’ve
just been thrown out the door—you’ve just been—they just kind of got rid
of you, and then now to feel like there’s folks out there who support you
and have your back and really want to see you grow, really want to see
your community thrive—and that’s important for us, and that name really
did it for us. It was being able to own that name and come up with that
name [that] was really important for us, and we had people who made sure
that we were the people who came up with that, and that was important.

KWON:

Yeah. How old were you? You were basically a co-founder of KGA then.

CHUM:

Mhmm. Yeah, I am.

KWON:

How old were you?

CHUM:

Let’s see. In 2002, I was probably seventeen or eighteen. I was probably
seventeen, I think, seventeen. Yeah, seventeen. I was still in high school. I
remember that. Once that [branching off] happened, and we were able to
rebuild and be in the community again, and we recruited and we got more
members to join, I actually got an internship [at KGA] after I graduated.
So I was helping with some of the program facilitation as well as
bookkeeping. I was doing some tracking, some filing, some like admin
work, too, on the side. But just being able to get that opportunity to still
stay connected and to be part of the organization, knowing that it wasn’t at
a place where—it wasn’t like “at that place” yet. We were still trying to
figure things out, so—yeah, and then from there, once we got more
funding, we were able to bring in more staff, and then I became—I came
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on as a full-time staff, I think, in like 2005 or something. I don’t
remember. And then—yeah, so this is my tenth year as staff. This year.
KWON:

Tenth year?!

CHUM:

Yeah, September will be my tenth year as staff.

KWON:

But you’re still in your twenties, right?

CHUM:

I’m twenty-nine.

KWON:

Yeah.

CHUM:

So I started when I was like—I mean I’m barely. Barely in my twenties.
But since then, I’ve been working here full time. I’ve been doing different
things. I’ve moved from doing any of the admin or bookkeeping or
finance support to more of the programmatic end, and being able to build
and work on how we want our leadership program to look like. So that we
can be a model for other organizations out there, too.

KWON:

What kind of vision do you think that you’ve brought as like the program
organizer? Do you have some vision that you wanted to bring to shape or
change what the leadership program for Khmer women used to be?

CHUM:

We want to make sure that we always have the cultural aspect of it, being
able to talk about reproductive justice in the lens of Khmer women
because—

KWON:

Yeah, I actually wanted to talk to you a little bit more about that, because I
don’t know very much about Khmer history or anything like that. So can
you speak a little to what you think are unique issues to Khmer
community and the Khmer women? Because you were talking a little bit
about teen pregnancy and how it wasn’t really relevant to your community
before, so what do you think are the relevant issues to your community?

CHUM:

Now or then? Oh, like now?

KWON:

Yeah, now. Or back then as well.

CHUM:

Yeah, I think it’s always been around getting comprehensive—what is it—
sex ed [sexual education] for our youth. Because we’ve always done that. I
know that from Day One since we started, we’ve always done sex ed, and
that’s not something that’s given or talked about in our communities, in
our families, or even in our schools. And just recently, the health classes
have been cut on top of that, so our youth are really trying to fight for
comprehensive health ed, and then thinking about how to take of their
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bodies and having access to health care and services. And that’s important
for young people, because they don’t have money or they don’t have
transportation or they don’t know where to go, they don’t know who to
talk to.
A lot of our young people now face depression in the sense that
they’re responsible for a lot of things in their family, because they come
from low-income families and their families don’t have money, they don’t
have jobs, they don’t have education, and they’re still in that place of
survival mode. The community’s not in a place where they can really—
how do you say it—they’re not in a place where they’re thriving, and
they’re really struggling a lot. And a lot of that struggle and those
challenges that their families face actually take a toll on them, and it really
impacts them, because they carry that with them and they feel responsible
for having to change how their families are living. So I think that’s
important for them to have someone to talk to. So to think about how do
we provide the right services for them physically, emotionally, and
mentally. Because we know that their families have a lot of mental health
issues too—post war, you know? And that’s important for us to think
about how all of that impacts a young person. What kind of support are
they getting, what kind of support aren’t they getting, actually, and what
that does to them. And then in the long run, what that does to the second
generation of youth who are trying to do more than what their parents can
do for them or what their parents have done. So there’s that, and then
there’s also—Oh, snap. I just lost my train of thought.
KWON:

Let me just ask you a different question then.

CHUM:

Yeah.

KWON

I’m actually a little bit familiar with PrYSM, which is the Providence
Youth Student Movement. My friend works with them, and it’s largely a
Cambodian American community. They do a lot of youth organizing, too.
Not specifically for women, but for Cambodian American youth. Their
main campaigns have been around racial profiling but also addressing
gang violence and things like that. Are those issues also relevant in your
community here in Long Beach?

CHUM:

Yeah. Yeah, they are. That’s good that you brought up racial profiling,
because we did a report called the Participatory Action Research report
around the issues that young Khmer youth are facing living in Long
Beach, and I can totally give you a copy of our executive summary. And
then from there, a lot of the questions that we asked was around racial
profiling, too, because we know that a lot of our young folks are being
pushed into prisons and aren’t being supported in that way. So if they’re
not being supported in schools or in their communities and through their
families, they’re being pushed into prisons. We see it as a problem in our
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community, and we know that Long Beach has a lot—a majority of our
funding or our budget go to policing.
KWON:

What do you mean by policing?

CHUM:

Policing is that they hired a lot of polices.

KWON:

Oh. You mean the government funding goes to that.

CHUM:

The city.

KWON:

The city. Oh.

CHUM:

The city’s funding has gone to policing. So a lot of our money goes to
hiring police officers. And what happens in our community when they’re
tons of police officers is that they’re harassing our young people, and [the
young people] are being racially profiled. They’re being put on gang
database, actually. We have a couple of our members in our program who
are on gang file and didn’t even know they were on gang file, and that’s
because the way that the gang file works right now, the process is [that]
the police can put you on gang file without you knowing. They don’t have
to notify you, and they can just pull you over, ask you for your info,
assume that you’re in a gang, and just put you in gang file. And once
you’re in gang file, you’re targeted in the community by police officers,
and you’re getting harassed constantly, and you’re more likely to go to
prison—to get locked up and end up in jail. And that’s a big deal for us,
because our young people are being targeted for that, and they don’t know
how to respond. In the sense that they know it’s not fair and that they’re
being harassed. Most majority of them are our young men in the
community.
And then there’s also the issue of deportation as well, because on
top of our community having refugee status, the U.S. signed the
Repatriation Agreement with Cambodia in 2002, and that was—that’s
retroactive as well, and it impacts our community extremely, because of
the folks—the 1.5 generation who came here when they were five years
old or four years old or three, or even a little bit older, who don’t have
citizenship. It’s double punishment, we feel like, because these people
have already served their time, and then they’re being put on this list, and
they’re deportable. And that’s hard for them because families here are
trying to survive, and it’s not their fault that they end up in prisons or they
end up doing time or they end up—how do you say it—being
criminalized. So pretty much our community’s being criminalized in
different ways, and it’s not really helping our community. They’re barriers
that we have to get rid of and organize on.
So the issues of deportation, the issue of policing, and even gangs
22:53
in our community, and healthcare. And healthcare services for young
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people is really important. It’s just when we—the way we talk about it is
like the holistic development of a young person and their well-being and
their wellness. It’s like we have to really touch on all of those issues,
because [the young people are] affected by those issues and that holds
them back thousands of steps.
So those are some of the issues that I recall, and working with our
members, that’s what they talk about a lot. It’s like they have families,
they have friends who are being detained or who have been deported, who
are facing deportation, people who are being criminalized or being put in
prisons right after they graduate high school because they don’t have jobs,
they can’t get jobs, or they can’t go to school, and things like that. And
then we have members who are affected by pregnancy, and even thinking
about how to take care of yourself as a young mother. So just being able to
provide for your family at any age.
KWON:

What kind of issues have you—or what kind of organizing have you done
around deportation? Because that’s a really really large issue for a local
organization to tackle. Have you done policy work or like—

CHUM:

We’ve been involved in like different coalitions to help shape different
platforms on how we talk about deportation and how we talk about
immigrant/refugee rights, actually. And let’s see, in ninet—no, sorry—in
2002, after the repatriation agreement passed, organizationally, we
decided to take [the issue of deportation] on because a lot of folks were
going to be impacted by this. It was like a mad rush during that time where
like ten or more people were getting deported every month from our
community, so we were losing people, and majority of these people were
main income earners. So it was seeing our community break up and
breaking up families. And what happens to those people who get deported,
but also what happens to those people who get left behind? How are they
supposed to survive without this main income earner in their life? And
what does that do to our community emotionally as well?
So I remember during that time it was chaotic, and we decided to
do two things. One, we did an anti-deportation protest at the ICE
[Immigration and Customs Enforcement] center in LA. So we did that,
and we had a candle light vigil for folks who got deported. They wouldn’t
let us in the building anyways, but I think it was a good way for us to raise
awareness and to say that our communities are resisting, and we’re
fighting back. And to let them know what they’re doing is wrong and it’s
double punishment—[it] is a way for us to really express ourselves and
share why we believe it’s wrong. So we had an anti-deportation, stop
deportation protest in LA, where we transported and we mobilized a lot of
Cambodian folks to go out there and protest and march, and we had a
rally. And then we also—from there, for a couple years, we did
community education on the issues of deportation, because we knew that a
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lot of people in the community didn’t know about this happening and
that—
KWON:

Oh, really?

CHUM:

Yeah, and that it wasn’t talked about. It was a secret agreement that was
signed, so it wasn’t aired on the news or anything like that. People weren’t
talking about it. So we’re like, Let’s raise awareness. Let’s talk about this
issue and get people to really organize in our community. So we were able
to do that and do presentations in schools, in different organizations, in
other people’s trainings and spaces. And then we also did some type of
legal service support, where we referred people who were affected by
deportation to—I think it was the Asian Pacific Legal Center during that
time. And we took in intake forms, we interviewed people or talked to
people over the phone and got more information, so that we can pass it on
and give them some type of service, refer them to some type of service
that they can get.
So that was within our capacity to do then, and then from there,
our two key issues we’re working on [are] reproductive justice and
immigrant/refugee rights. And they go hand in hand, because we felt like
the members in our community, or the women that we work with, were
affected by both. In that sense, that we had to take on those two issues.
And from there, we actually grew. Now we actually work on racial,
gender, and eq—sorry, we work on race, gender, and class issues now. So
those three issues are important for us, and it ranges. It’s more broad, so
we’re able to take on issues in those three areas: race, class, and gender.
And we talk about issues through those lens with our members, too, so
that they can understand how racism looks like, how classism looks like,
and how sexism looks like in our community, and being able to connect
that all three of those things to their health, and—yeah.

26:34

KWON:

Yeah. Is deportation for the Cambodian community still a huge issue?

28:33

CHUM:

It is. I think it’s still a huge issue. From there on, once people understood
that it was happening and that they saw that it was happening, people were
applying for citizenship, and there was a group of—there were different
organizations that provided that service. And then on top of that, we still
refer people in case they contact us still about that issue. But it’s not as—
how do you say it—we’re not in that mix as much as we were before. But
we are working with other API groups who are in LA, who work on
deportation, and then there’s also the One Love movement in Philly, who
works on deportation, and they have different branches now. They have
one in San Diego, and I think they have one in the Bay Area. So they’re
still working specifically just on that issue, and that’s their key issue. And
because KGA has grown so much, and we were really able to connect all
these different issues, we want to make sure that we’re able to do all of
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them. So deportation is still an issue in our community. I think it will
always be an issue in our community, because it really holds our
community back. Our members are still affected by deportation, but as
they—what I’m noticing, too, as they’re getting older—when we first
started in ’97, a lot of the young women who were part of the program
also had refugee status because they were the 1.5 generation. And then the
second generation were the folks who were born here, so deportation
affects them and their families and their older brothers and sisters and
cousins and relatives, but not necessarily them in general, because they
were born here. But we talk about it—we talk about deportation in our
curriculum now, in the way where we talk about what are the issues our
community are facing and how deportation affects them, even though it
doesn’t directly affect them, just [like] how language access affects them
and also their parents and their families, so.
KWON:

Yeah. I know this is a little creepy, but I actually read an article about you
speaking on immigrant rights and reproductive justice—I forget what the
article was, but it was online—and I was just wondering if you could talk
a little bit more about—I know it’s not your current campaign, but
before—how immigrant rights and reproductive justice intersects.

CHUM:

Okay. I thought you were going to ask me about my sister.

KWON:

No, no.

CHUM:

Definitely, let’s see. As we’re talking about—Okay, so there are issues
around deportation. I think one thing that gets left out in some sense is that
a lot of women are being deported, and my sister is one of those women
who’s affected by deportation. And that’s a big deal, because a lot of the
women in our lives are the ones who take care of the children, and put
food on the table, and do a lot of the house chores, and that comes with a
lot of the gender roles and expectations. But when women are also being
deported, that affects us in our lives and the women in our lives, and that’s
important for us to think about, too. And when we talk about reproductive
health and—when we talk about reproductive rights, it’s like, What
happens to these women who get deported, as well as what happens to
their children who need a mother figure or who needs a sister figure or a
cousin figure or something like that in their lives? And what happens to
those role models when they’re not there in that place? So I think that’s
how I’m able to connect reproductive justice to deportation. And then also
thinking about those women who get deported, What happens to them
when they get deported? What are the issues they’re facing? Because
when the men and the women both get deported, it’s very different for [the
women], and it’s also different for the families here. So thinking about
that, and I think it’s important that we talk about women who are being
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deported, because they really hold down—umm, they really hold it down
(laughs).
KWON:

Yeah.

CHUM:

And they actually pass on the cultural practices and the food and the
reading and the writing and the language to the next generation. We talk
about that in our research report, too, because our members talk about how
they don’t know how to read and write, and a lot of them don’t have
relationships with a lot of women in their family—a lot of their
communication that they have with parents are mostly with their moms.
So that gets lost somehow. But that’s something that they actually want to
be able to do is read, write, and speak Khmer fluently, too, so—

KWON:

What happen to the men and women that get deported back to Cambodia?
I know there’s some services that were starting up around it. I watched a
documentary about it, but I wasn’t really sure.

CHUM:

I think—well, I know that they first—when they get deported, if it’s not
voluntarily, they would get put into a center, like an ICE center, and then
they would either get picked up or they get released in a couple days. It
really depends. You really don’t know, and there’s no way for us to
communicate to those who got deported, and the folks who got deported,
they can’t communicate to their families because they’re really going there
with nothing, and they have to start all over. But I know one of the things
they try to do is look for family that are in Cambodia already, because a
lot of us do have families still, who didn’t get to come to the U.S. or who
didn’t get to come to like France, or Australia, or any of those other
places.
So they end up there, and for example, I have a story of my
partner’s cousin who got deported, and when he was released, he actually
found his family in Battambang, which is the countryside of Cambodia.
It’s not in the city, and it’s north—a little bit north of Cambodia, and he
actually found family there, but they’re really poor. So they still—you
know, their houses are still made out of wood, and they still shower from
the river and things like that. And he has to adapt to that kind of lifestyle
and learn how to pick up the language all over again. So in a sense, it’s
kind of like when folks came to the U.S. for the first time, they had a
really difficult time, and there were definitely a lot of challenges with the
language, with food, with the way they have to look, act, and feel. And I
think that applies for people who get deported as well. And then on top of
that, people in Cambodia also—there’s this thing around labeling you as
someone who really messed up, because you had the opportunity to come
to the U.S., and then you messed up, and you got sent back. And that’s
really not true, because they don’t know about the problems that exist
here. But there’s that type of thing that [the deportees] have to carry with
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them, too, being deported. So there’s the shame that people are giving
them, you could say. Yeah.
KWON:

Have you also been following the recent immigration reform act?

CHUM:

(shakes head)

KWON:

No? Okay.

CHUM:

Not really. I’m so swamped at KGA with all this stuff. But I think we try
to stay connected actually through our coalition, so I know that the
immigration reform is actually not good, and it’s not helping anybody
who’s undocumented right now. So they’re not counting undocumented
folks, and that really impacts our community. I know we have some
summer—the interns that I introduced you to, they’re working on
surveying undocumented folks so that they can still get health care. So
that’s important for us to do, but I know that we’re still—as immigrant
reform is moving along, we’re continuing to fight back and our
communities are continuing to voice our issues because it gets lost,
especially in our [Asian American] community, because we’re like the
model minority. But on top of that, it’s also thinking about groups that are
marginalized, and Southeast Asian groups that aren’t being talked about or
aren’t able to share their stories. Because I think that’s really crucial in
policy change work, too, in thinking about, Who are the folks who are
being left behind? Who are the half-empty glass of folks? And hearing
their stories and listening to them talk about their experiences, and being
able to use that as a way to shape and change policy. So our community’s
still fighting back, and in our coalition work, we always offer to share our
stories, for our members to share their stories, to talk about their
experience, because that’s not often validated or even talked about. Or it
gets misunderstood, or you could say it gets categorized, and it’s different,
where you don’t really—it’s not really your story. It’s not really—yeah,
so.

KWON:

Yeah, I think that happens even within the API community, when—I
mean, API community itself is already silenced and marginalized, but how
do you situate the Southeast Asian women within that API category? Do
you feel like the API issues are your community’s local issues or do you
think they’re relevant?

CHUM:

I think they’re relevant. I think with the model minority myth, I think that
impacts all API groups. I think it looks really bad for us—we don’t get the
resources and the support that we need for all of our communities, because
(sarcastic) “we’re all doing so well.” So it’s just a matter of being able to
connect with other API groups and their stories, and standing strong as a
group of folks who are impacted by immigration and—yeah, standing by
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folks who are undocumented, folks who are being deported, folks who are
affected by all those issues as well, too. Because it doesn’t just affect
them, but everybody else who is in their lives. So definitely. Being able to
work with other API groups is a big deal for us, and we’re doing as much
as we can, in working with API groups in LA and then in Long Beach to
address those issues or talk about those issues and think strategically
around how do we work together and how are we able to tell our stories,
spread the word, and do all of that.
KWON:

Yeah. What kind of organizations are you working with?

CHUM:

I can tell you later.

KWON:

There’s so many? (laughs)

CHUM:

Our board—Shiu-Ming [Cheer], she’s on our board, and she’s a lawyer;
she’s an immigration lawyer. She’s part of multiple coalitions, and that’s
how we really get involved [with] the different coalitions. And I think
there was just a new coalition that was built through the immigration
reform act.

KWON:

Oh, are you talking about We Belong Together for women?

CHUM:

Mmm.

KWON:

No? It’s a different one?

CHUM:

I think it’s like Unite One or something like that. I have to get—I don’t
want to give you wrong info. So this is like follow up for me that I can do.

KWON:

Okay, okay. All right.

CHUM:

I can tell you what coalitions KGA is a part of and how we’re talking
about immigration and putting our communities out there. But definitely
deportation is one of them, because right now it’s like—even with our
members, they talk about immigration issues impacting Latinos mostly,
the illegal Latino community, but also for them to see how that impacts
the API community, specifically the Khmer community. And then just
being able to connect with all those folks, all those communities, and
really come together and talk about this issue. Because I think it’s more
powerful when we’re able to say, This is an issue the Khmer community’s
facing, and these are our issues. And they’re pretty similar [to issues of
other communities]; they’re really relevant, and the stories are really
similar, so it’s thinking about what policy needs to be in place for all of
our communities, so that we’re not fighting with each other and we’re
benefiting as a whole.
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I definitely heard that. I actually didn’t even know immigration was an
issue that a lot of Asian American organizations organized around until I
went to Asian American Justice Center. My Cambodian friends from
Providence went with us down to D.C., and we did like a campaign there.
They were talking about how a lot of their families—yeah, they come over
as refugees, but they sponsor other families via family reunification visas,
and I mean, this immigration reform bill is cutting off siblings and adult
children [visas]. It’s going to completely change the demographics of
Asian American communities, so—yeah, it’s not good stuff.
All right. Let’s see what else I have.

CHUM:

(laughs)

KWON:

I actually had wanted to talk a little bit more about the tensions and the
growth of the organization. So you talked a little bit about the branching
off. Was that 2002? 2003?

CHUM:

I’m not sure exactly, but I believe it was in 2002. My senior year. Because
I remember working at KGA in 2003. I got the internship in 2003, so I
believe in 2002 was when it all happened—probably early 2002—and then
we rebuilt and started Khmer Girls in Action in 2002, towards the end.
Then that’s when I got hired, probably—[the branching off] was probably
between 2002-2003—and then I got hired in ’03, at the end of ’03.
But it was a really hard time for us, I think, especially for the
members. Because this was a space that they felt like it was home, and it
was the reason why people joined, it was a reason why folks stayed in the
organization, and it was a relationship we had with the organization and
with the staff. And to see it gone, it was really hard for our community, for
our members. But also to see that there were folks who still stood by us
and wanted to give us that kind of space again and work closely with us.
And those were the people that I mentioned—

KWON:

Right, right, right.

CHUM:

So they were able to do that in a short period of time. And I think that’s
what makes KGA really unique and special is that—because of what had
happened in history, it makes us who we are now. In terms of, we’re able
to really fight through anything, you know, get through anything. At that
point, we’re just like, We can do anything. We did this is in like less than
a year, and then also to see so many dedicated young folks who came
back. But also to see that it was a need in our community and that because
APIRH or the HOPE project didn’t exist anymore, it doesn’t mean that the
community doesn’t need this type of resource or this type of leadership
program, and it was definitely a need in our community. After that, we
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really built up our base, and we had a lot of members who wanted to be
part of KGA. Even till now, we have to turn down applications because
we don’t have the right capacity, we don’t have the space. But definitely,
it was just a good chunk of time for us to rebuild. That’s what makes us
stronger, you know, that’s what makes us who we are now, and that’s
what makes us really stand by our values and our beliefs, and we really do
believe in youth and adult-led organization, and being able to have our
youth be in the forefront of their issues and of their work. So like a lot of
the decisions organizationally are made by our youth. There are campaign
decisions, there’s the solutions, the type of campaigns they want to run is
really driven and led by our youth. Yeah.
KWON:

I think that’s something special. I see a lot of organizations that are run by
women who are really experienced, and I think that’s something that’s
needed, too, but a lot of youth bring that energy and that vitality. It’s
something special, yeah.
I think I also wanted to talk a little bit about—let’s see. I don’t know if
you went to this, but apparently there was a convening to discuss the
future of the organization in October of 2001. Do you remember going to
a conference or a convention or something to discuss how KGA was going
to move forward—or how HOPE was going move forward?

CHUM:

Was it—oh, was it HOPE or KGA?

KWON:

It was HOPE, because it was in 2001.

CHUM:

I was probably not in that meeting. I don’t think had any youth
rep[resentative] in that conference or that convening. But I think that
might’ve been the reason why we kind of had to break off. I think there
was staff that was representing—there was Long Beach staff, and then
there was Bay Area staff that were probably there.

KWON:

Okay. So APIRH had two different branches?

CHUM:

Mhmm

KWON:

Okay.

CHUM:

Yeah. They had two different branches.

KWON:

And then they just had to shut down the Long Beach one, and they
continued in the Bay Area?

CHUM:

I think they continued in the Bay Area, because they were working on the
issue of teen pregnancy. But yeah, once we got shut down, I think it really

Asian American Reproductive Justice Oral History Project

Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College

45:19

Sophya Chum, interviewed by Juhee Kwon

File 2 of 2

Page 21 of 31

came from that meeting—it might’ve come from that meeting, where
people talked about things and the direction of the organization. People
weren’t at consensus, there weren’t any compromises, and then from
there—I think our Long Beach staff actually did a really good job bringing
that back to us, because I remember them giving us a report-back of what
they talked about, because that’s how we found out that [APIRH] wanted
to work on certain issues, and that they wanted to go in certain directions.
And when the staff actually brought that back, that was when the members
really held back, and they were like, No. We don’t want to do this. And
when you think about it, you’re developing these young women to feel
empowered, to voice their opinion, and to be politically conscious. They
know their communities better than anyone else, and for them to say like,
No. This is something that doesn’t apply to us. This is not an issue we
currently want to work on, our staff really backed us in that. So our staff
during that time, they were like, Okay. So you don’t want to do this? You
don’t want to go into this direction? And we’re just like, No. So then they
took it back to their—to I guess the—
KWON:

APIRH?

CHUM:

Yeah, took it back to APIRH and then APIRH said they wanted to have a
meeting with us. And I remember clearly that they came down to our
office, and they met with some of our youth, and—

KWON:

The APIRH’s very high [ranked] staff members?

CHUM:

There were some staff. I think it was the board, too. It was staff and board
who came from the Bay, and then they sat down, and they met with us for
a little bit. But I don’t think they were listening to us, from what I
remember and from what other members said. They probably weren’t
really listening to us, because they just wanted to come and say, We’re
here. And pretty much they were like, We’re going to do this, and they
made that call, and that’s when we were like, We’re not. So then they said,
Well then, we’re shutting you down. And then one of the days, we came to
the office with one of our staff, and then the doors were locked. They
changed the locks, and then they got rid of all of the carpets, because we
were sitting on these Cambodian carpets, and then they were donated—I
guess they were donated to another organization called Californians for
Justice.

KWON:

So you went there, and you found the rugs there?

CHUM:

So we went to one of their meetings, Californians for Justice, and they
were stepping all over the rug. Because there’s this thing around,
culturally, you’re supposed to take off your shoes before you step on the
rug. And that was a really nice rug that members felt like, That’s our rug
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that we did training in, and we sat on, and we took care of. And then for it
to be gone and to find it at a different organization, all dirty and being
stepped all over, it was disrespect—and not from that organization, but
just how things ended and the lack of communication and the lack of—I
think it was more of members not being able to be—how do you say it—
during that time, as a member, you weren’t in the loop of everything, and
because you weren’t in the loop, you were left behind. It was like I was a
child, you know. Your parents get a divorce, and you don’t know what the
heck is going on. You’re just going with the flow, but you’re affected by
it. Big time. It’s like you’re hurt. It hurts you when your parents get a
divorce. It was just kind of like that. It was like a bad divorce, and you
saw the whole thing, you were part of it, and then it stays with you for the
rest of your life kind of thing.
KWON:

That’s a perfect analogy.

CHUM:

And then that sticks—that’s [an example of] what you don’t want to do.
You want to make sure you communicate everything to a young person
who’s a part of it and who’s affected by it, and that they understand why
things ended up the way it ended up. Or else their perspective of
everything is going be like, It was horrible! It was really bad and
dadadadada, you know? It’s always good to make sure people understand
certain decisions that were made. I don’t think [the decision by APIRH to
shut down the HOPE project in Long Beach] was a clear—I don’t think it
was a great decision, but on top of that it wasn’t a clear decision. It wasn’t
understood by everyone.

KWON:

Yeah. That’s funny, because their program was all to empower young
women to speak out. Then when you guys did speak out, they were like,
Oh no. We’re actually not going to listen to you.

CHUM:

Yeah, and we felt like we could do that. Because we were like, You know
what? We could say something back! We could really debate this. We
could really express ourselves. As young people, we weren’t looking to
argue, we weren’t looking—we were just saying what we felt was right at
the moment. We were just expressing ourselves, and we represent our
community. And we were like, This is how we feel, and it didn’t just come
off the way we thought it would, so (laughs).

KWON:

So what kind of programs around youth do you have like currently at
KGA?

CHUM:

Yeah, so currently we have our leadership pipeline, which is made up of
two programs. Our entry program, which is called the Young Women’s
Empowerment Program. They do similar stuff to what we did in the past,
when we were part of the HOPE projects, but more intensive around
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reproductive justice and looking at the gender roles, their identity as young
women, and their sexuality, and being able to do a lot of that through art
and crafts—and creativity. Like they made a zine, and I wanted to give
this to you.
(Hands interviewer a zine)
KWON:

No way.

CHUM:

This is one of the three zines that they made, and this is the second one,
and the second—the first issue was just on, What is YWEB? Their
program’s called YWEB, so what do they do? And they get to talk about
all the different trainings they do. The second one is on reproductive
justice, and their training’s focused on, What does reproductive justice
mean to you? What does it look like? What are the issues that you’re
affected by? So I can give this to you, and they define reproductive justice
in their own way through art, through pictures, through writing, through
poetry—

KWON:

They’re so talented.

CHUM:

Yeah, and then—

KWON:

It’s got Powerpuff Girls on the back.

CHUM:

Yeah! Oh, that’s kind of our signature girl. Our thing is like KGA, we
always say, We’re Powerpuff. You know, the Powerpuff Girls represent
strength and—

KWON:

Yeah, they’re tough girls.

CHUM:

Yeah, and tough girls, and they get through anything. So that’s our KGA
girl. All of our members—that’s the person that we use. But [YWEB]’s
what they get into first, so they learn a lot about themselves and who they
are, and their identity and things like that. And then after that they learn
about their communities, so learning about the Khmer community, and
this is where they learn about Khmer history and deportation and more of
the broader issues that impact their communities, and then connecting it to
themselves. So I think it’s always good in the beginning to bring young
people in, where they get to talk about themselves and have a space to be
themselves and feel comfortable, and the way [is] through reproductive
justice, through that lens, and then talking about all these other issues that
impacts their families.
And then from there, they get riled up. So they get mad, and
they’re like, Oh my god. These are all the issues that I’m affected by. I’m
mad. What are we going to do about it now? So it’s looking at how do we
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fight back, and our second tier program is called the Youth Organizing
Long Beach, and they actually do campaign work. They stay in the
program the longest.
So our first program, they’re in there for a year, and then they
move into doing organizing work right away. We want to make sure it
doesn’t take them too long to move up the leadership pipeline and that
they get to organize right when they get into the program, because it takes
some—it take a longer—we used to do it when it was like four years, three
years, then they get to do [organizing]. But then now, we’re just like, Our
youth are ready. They’ve been asking, When are we going to organize?
We’re—so we try to do that hand in hand, actually, where they get the
hands on experience of doing organizing, and they get the political
education. And both of them together are leadership development for us.
So they get the skill set to do organizing around outreaching, recruitment,
public speaking, facilitating, and then most of the basics like the basic
101s, and then they also get all of the PE [political education] around—
they get PE on capitalism, on patriarchy, and then—what was the other
one? Sorry, my mind—I don’t do the trainings anymore. Yeah.
KWON:

Imperialism?

CHUM:

Yeah—well, actually not imperialism right now. They get a lot of
understanding around—well, those two key issues for sure, so—yeah, they
get to learn about those issues. I think the racial lens we’re still working
on, because we know a lot of that has to do with history and colonization,
and [imperialism], so we’re working on that. But definitely getting them to
do campaign work and organizing their community right after [they join
the program] and then they actually get to develop that campaign. So
whatever campaign we’re currently in, they get involved right away and
they learn about those issues or why we started working on that campaign,
because there’s a history, if it’s a long term campaign, and then there’s
also smaller wins that we’re trying to get, and they get to be part of that
too, so—

KWON:

How old are these girls?

CHUM:

The girls range from fourteen to eighteen.

KWON:

So high school?

CHUM:

Mhmm. So they’re high school students, and then after they graduate high
school is when they move into my program, and right now, it’s an alumni
network. So we call them alums, but we figure, you know, they’re still
members. They’re just older members. So we’re right now in the process
of renaming our alumni network and developing it into a program, so that
the older girls can do more of the fundraising and the parent engagement
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work with us—so a lot of the base building and fundraising, and then the
election work. Because we know that one way to build political power for
our community is leverage—is, you know, just gaining—is changing
policy and then being able to get our community voice out there, or for
other people to listen to our community is really to get our folks out there
to vote. So we’re working on that, and we’re always doing election work.
A lot of the ways that we talk about reproductive justice is through
our electoral work, because our electoral work has been around the
different propositions that talked about—I don’t know if you heard of
[California] Prop[osition] 4, Prop 73, and Prop 85 in the past. Those were
different propositions that came out around if a young person, under the
age of eighteen, wants to get an abortion that they need a parent consent.
That was a big deal for us, because we felt like it violated teens rights, and
young people also have rights to make decisions over their own bodies and
that it shouldn’t be controlled in that way. So we really fought for that, and
we won all three propositions that came out. It came out three times, and
we heard it’s coming out again for the fourth time.
KWON:

They just don’t quit, huh?

CHUM:

They just don’t quit, because people believe that young people shouldn’t
have rights, and there’s a lot of that ageism that exists. So for us, we’re
really working on that, and every time it comes out during the election, we
want to make sure we take that on. As a group who fights for reproductive
justice, it’s looking at how do we protect teens’ rights—current rights that
are out there for young women and also for women in general—and then
also getting rid of those initiatives that come out that are counterattacking
us in that way, taking away our rights to choose. So that’s important for
us, and then in our alumni network, we’ll focus more on getting more
voter registration, getting more young people to come out and vote,
because in the next four ears, they can shift and change how things can
look like in the next general election. So that’s important for us to get our
community out there and to know that they have a voice, and it could be
through—it’s through organizing your community and also through
electoral work, just as a form of organizing. So that’s kind of like our third
tier that we’re building up right now, and then hopefully from there, we
see our members moving into staff roles and becoming staff and being an
intern—so we have a couple interns here—and then definitely taking on
different roles in the organization and leading program, leading projects,
as a way for them to see that this is a career opportunity as well, and then
you’re also giving back and healing at the same time.

57:57

KWON:

Mhmm. Are you the only one out of the staff members who grew out of
the KGA programs?

59:49

CHUM:

Who’s currently here still?
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KWON:

Yeah.

CHUM:

Yeah.

KWON:

Oh wow.

CHUM:

Yeah. So I’m the person that they—I’m the go-to person, you could say,
but at the same time, I’m definitely ready to pass the baton. I’m just pretty
much here, because I love the work that I do. I love working with young
people, I love working on the issues that KGA is working on and being
able to be a community member and [to] be part of that process is a
blessing, and I just love being around the members. I don’t know. I come
across so many members, in my ten years of KGA, and when I go out in
the community, it’s so nice to see them—like to run into them and say,
“Hey, how are you doing?” and they’re like, Wow. You’re normal.
Because you know, they see me in KGA, and they’re like—and a lot of the
other staff, they don’t really see around, but to see me outside and just to
know that I’m a community member, also. I’m affected by the same issues
you are affected by, and I stand right next to you. I stand beside you. I
stand for the youth, pretty much. So definitely thinking about how do we
build our leadership pipeline to bring our young people to do organizing
work, and whether it’s volunteer, it’s a part-time thing, or it’s a full-time
thing, or something new for them, whatever it is—it’s just being able to
provide that space for their development and their growth. That’s
important for us, and that’s the key thing that we do and the issues—we
categorize it differently, but the issues are still the same. The stories are
different, the experiences are different, they’re unique in their own way,
but we’re able to be that place for our members to express that and talk
about those issues and heal at the same time, so.

KWON:

Yeah. You also have men in the organization as well, right?

CHUM:

Yeah, yeah. So that’s another way we’re also talking about reproductive
justice. When we talk about how women are affected by these issues, one
of the key things that grew from some of our org[anization] planning
meetings was thinking about, How do we also think about how young men
can support young women in the movement for reproductive justice? And
we know that it’s important—that if our young women get the right
support from these young men, that they will thrive, and that if young men
are supporting these young women, they’re politically conscious and
they’re aware of these issues, and it can eliminate and dismantle
patriarchy.
Our program right now is led by Seng that you met earlier, and it’s our
Young Men’s Empowerment Program. It’s a yearly program, too, and the
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folks who come through our program are between the ages of eighteen to
twenty-four. It’s a wider range of—a group of people, because we only
have one program versus the other program, we have multiple. Their
training is specifically on patriarchy, so being able to think about how do
you dismantle patriarchy. They get to talk about their experiences as
young men who actually are more privileged than young women and how
sexism plays in their lives. And then also thinking about how that impacts
women in their lives, and then taking that with them into the community
and practicing it. So that’s important for us, in a nutshell, to be able to
think about gender justice and how do we see that play out. It’s being able
to provide the training for our young men and building the political
consciousness, so that they can take that with them and pass that on. And
then treat women differently and see women differently, and have a
different relationship with women [than] the way the media portrays them
or our society portrays women in general. Trying to dismantle all the
gender roles and expectations and—
The cool thing about our two programs, the Young Women’s
Empowerment Program and our Young Men’s Empowerment Program,
they have some collective meetings where they actually get to talk about
how they’re impacted by those issues. The young men get to listen to how
these women are impacted by the issues and then what they can do to
support each other, and they do [this collaborative work] through the
retreats—they have gender retreats every year. They have trainings that
they do together, but they also get their own space to reflect. Especially
for the young men, some of them don’t know that they do this and how
they’re—how do you say it—how they carry themselves every day really
impact the women in their lives. It’s a time where they get to reflect, so—
it’s really nice. It’s a really cool process that we created, and they get to
reflect together and they get to reflect on their own and in their small
groups. So Seng and Justina are leading that right now, and it’s really
powerful. I can’t wait to see how it unfolds, in terms of how our
community will respond and how things are going to shift in our
community for our young people.
What was another thing I was going to mention? Oh yeah, and then
the young men also work on a campaign. They have their own campaign,
because they also have a different set of issues that they’re affected by,
and one of them is getting pushed out of schools into prisons. So they’re
currently working on the school-to-prison pipeline, and they’re talking
about it in a way where our schools need to change the disciplinary
policies, because they’re actually pushing students out. There’s the willful
defiance where you can get suspended for any reason. There is a range of
reasons: you could be chewing gum, you could be talking back to a
teacher and you could get suspended. And then a lot of times when
students get suspended, they don’t come back to school or they miss out
on certain classes or certain assignments and they get held back. And that
affects a lot of people in our community. On top of that, they don’t get the
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support from their families, because their families are also suffering and
dealing with a lot of personal issues. So it really connects and it really
links, and we want to make sure that our schools are supporting our young
people and that they change their disciplinary policy and look at
restorative justice.
Restorative justice is a way for people to understand why young
people act and feel a certain way when they’re in the school environment
and how to respond to that and giving a space for young people to talk
about what they’re affected by. For example, a young person can come in
and be really angry and lash out in class, but you suspend this person and
this person never comes back to class, and then he or she drops out of
school, and that’s really bad for the school, but also really bad for our
community and for the student. So looking at, What is this young person
going through? How do I better support this young person? And creating a
[restorative] justice circle to have those kinds of conversations. The
[restorative] justice circle works for a lot of things. It works for when
young people fight or they argue, like a lot of youth violence,
suspension—[there’s] just different ways that you can use the circle to
understand what a person is going through and provide them the right
resources and support, versus kicking them out of school. And then they
can end up in prisons, and that’s criminalizing our community, in that
sense, and our young peoples, especially. Young people, and especially in
high school is where there’s a lot of transitions in their lives—so if you
think about how our organization has transitioned and has grown, there’s a
lot of challenges that come during that time. We want to make sure our
young people are being supported as they’re transitioning in high school,
during that time and that age.
1:08:05

KWON:

Tough times, tough times.

CHUM:

Yeah, so that’s another campaign that Seng is working on. It’s a
collective—it’s a local and state-wide campaign actually. So locally—

KWON:

Is it for Khmer men?

CHUM:

No, it’s actually multiracial youth, so they’re focusing on Latino,
Southeast Asian, Asian—I know Khmer folks are there, because we were
part of that conversation, and we’re in the mix—and then also African
American youth. We get to see a range, hear a range of stories and
experiences that they have in the schools, and [be] able to share that with
the schools, like the school board in Long Beach and in LA. They’re
working on trying to get Long Beach to redefine “willful defiance” and
look at RJ [restorative justice] circles as a solution, so—

KWON:

Could you tell me a little bit more about the RJ [restorative justice]
circles? What exactly goes on there?
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CHUM:

Okay. Yeah, so the RJ circle’s pretty much—there’s a topic that you’re
talking about, and there’s some item that you get to pass around in a circle.
Whoever has the item is the person who gets to speak, and that
everyone—and there’s ground rules that are set up—and that everyone is
really there to actively listen and understand where people are coming
from. So whoever has that item, they actually get to talk about their
experiences and what that looks like for them, and then you get to pass it
on, and then everybody gets to share something. There’s facilitators—
sometimes there’s like one facilitator, but there’s facilitators there who
actually move the conversation, so that at the end, there’s a solution to the
problem. So whatever the problem is, let’s say it’s some type of
harassment that happened, that at the end, the person who harmed that
person gets to come up with solutions to better the situation. And then the
person who’s being harmed actually gets to give suggestions as well as be
okay with the solutions that are being put on the table. So it’s a really good
way to practice good communication and practice how to resolve
problems so—

KWON:

And this is the restorative justice circle?

CHUM:

Mhmm. Restorative justice circle, and it can happen anywhere as long as
both parties are willing.

KWON:

Yeah, yeah. When did the Young Men’s Empowerment Program start?
Was that alongside when KGA first started?

CHUM:

No. Actually that grew from conversations that we had around talking
about gender equity, and then looking at, How do we address the gender
roles and expectations and look at gender justice? We had that
conversation when we were part of the NGEC.

KWON:

I know you talked about it—

CHUM:

The National Gender & Equity Campaign that AAPIP [Asian
Americans/Pacific Islanders in Philanthropy] put out, and Peggy [Saika]
was one of the lead staff [as well as] Cyndi Choi. They gave us that space
to talk about this and reflect on where we’re at organizationally. So we
looked at where we were at organizationally and how do we move
forward, what we needed to do to move forward, to be where we wanted
to be. There were some hard decisions that we had to make and some
challenges along the way, but definitely what came out of it is the Young
Men’s Empowerment Program, and being able to shape that curriculum in
the way that we needed [it] to look like for our community, knowing that
we have our Young Women’s program, who talked about all these
different issues that are affecting them, and aligning our Young Men’s
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Empowerment Program curriculum to that. So really looking at, like our
organization, our young women are in the center of this organization and
[we understand] that they lead the work—
KWON:

Definitely.

CHUM:

—but [we] also [need to be] making sure that young men are involved.
And then also during that time that we were actually having this
conversation and thinking about how do we bring young men in the work,
it was clear that it was a need in our community. Because young men were
coming to us and saying, When are you going do a boys’ program?
because KGA—one, KGA got really popular.

KWON:

Right.

CHUM:

So all these young people wanted to be a part of KGA—all these young
1:12:25
women. And then on top of that, their friends were coming to our events,
were coming to KGA, because it’s an open space for people to do
homework, to come and use supplies and hang out, and things like that.
Our members have cousins, have friends, have family, who are hearing
about this, and they’re like, When are you going to do a Khmer Guys in
Action? KGA. Khmer Guys in Action? So they were really interested and
then during that time, we were like, It makes sense. It totally aligns with
what we’re trying to do. It’s just a matter of making sure that [the Men’s]
program suits what our community needs, and what we need to dismantle
patriarchy and to develop our young men to support our young women in
their lives—and organizing together, you know, that’s what it’s really
about. So that was how it got started and from there, we’re still working
on how we can make the curriculum better, of course, and to suit the needs
of each member who comes into our program. That’s important for us.
And since then, I believe it was—it’s—I’m going to say two years that we
started—that we had that conversation two years ago, and we built up the
[Men’s program] last year.

KWON:

Oh wow.

CHUM:

We piloted it last year.

KWON:

So it’s brand new.

CHUM:

It’s pretty brand new.

KWON:

Yeah.

CHUM:

We piloted it last year, and then we’re still crafting it and figuring it out,
because there’s different campaigns that Seng—well, there’s the Every
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Student Matters school discipline campaign that I just mentioned, that’s
happening currently, too. So we’re trying to make sure they get a good
understanding of those issues and then the issues that impact our
community, in the sense of, around sexism and like gender roles.
KWON:

Well, this is the last question that I have because I know you’re busy,
but—it seems like the organization’s already crafting its way forward, but
what do you envision for the future of the organization, and what kind of
work still needs to be done?

CHUM:

Yeah. Definitely, I see our organization really growing, in the sense that
it’s huge. It’s like our base is made up of different folks—multiracial
youth as well as parents and alums. So growing outside of KGA and
bringing KGA into the schools, into the different parts of the communities
and being able to share with people the Khmer history and the Khmer
story and the current struggles and the current issues. And just being able
to organize multiracial youth on the issues that are impacting not just
Khmer youth but in general. Because the issues came from our Khmer
youth, but being able to connect that to the broader Long Beach and the
broader group of young people. So that’s what we’re currently doing now
with our wellness center, [it] is looking at how this wellness center will
benefit all young people in Long Beach. And getting more people
involved in KGA and being able to do—on top of that, still be fun in the
sense that we still do a lot of arts and crafts, and we do a lot of expression
and a lot of community events to bring people together, and seeing that as
a way to heal our community.
So definitely that, and being that—also seeing us as a role model
1:15:58
for other organizations as well, in the long run. It’s like creating this
structure, this leadership pipeline and also the way KGA does things,
could be a way someone else who is starting up or who’s currently in the
process of change or transition [could] see us as a model, in terms of doing
youth organizing work. So you know, in the long run, it’s just being able
to work with other people because the change is not going to happen if
you isolate yourself. And we’re really trying to build our capacity right
now to be part of different coalitions and network and partner up with
different organizations on the issues that impact young people in general.
Definitely building capacity, getting more resources, and some things I
really love is how fun and creative our space is, and that it’s very youth
friendly and that’s what we really value and—in the long run, being able
to give our community a face, kind of like—how do you say it—I guess,
more visibility. More visibility for our community, and being able to be
out there and represent Long Beach, represent for the Khmer community.
It’s always needed, you know?
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KWON:

Well, that’s how I heard about the program, so I think you guys are doing
a good job. And I know you got that ring on your finger, but I hope you
still stay involved with the organization.

CHUM:

(laughs) Yeah, of course. Yeah, I’m not going anywhere. It’s been ten
years. I’m like, Ohhh. I hope people aren’t making bets of when I’m going
to be gone. But definitely as an organizer, I think one of the things that I
got from being part of KGA since I was a member is being able to see this
as a way of life—as being able to organize people and continue to
organize people and educate folks and work closely with other people.
And [being able to] understand issues and the root causes of those issues
really helped me to become a better person and grow in that way, where
I’m actually going to do this for the long run, in the long haul. You know,
it’s me. It’s who I am now. It’s my identity, and that’s what I hope for
everyone else who’s come in and out of our program. It’s exciting to see—
to come from a place where I didn’t know what I was getting myself into
when I applied to be a member—

KWON:

Yeah, who knew, right? Ten years.

CHUM:

Yeah, and then to come here, and then to see myself the way I am now or
to talk about the work that I do now. It’s like, Yeah, I am—it’s been a long
journey. It’s been a good journey and a long journey. And I’ve come
across and met so many great people who supported me through the way
personally and professionally, so there’s always room for growth. There’s
always room to learn, and I think doing organizing work is the best way to
learn about your community, about yourself, and to be in a space with
people who are so passionate and dedicated about change and social
justice in general, so—yeah. That’s all I have to say (laughs).

KWON:

Yeah. Okay. Well, thanks so much for the interview. I’ll just turn [the
recorder] off right now then.

CHUM:

Sure.

KWON:

Thank you.

END OF INTERVIEW

Asian American Reproductive Justice Oral History Project

Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College

1:17:35

