
S E E K I N G  J U S T I C E  –  “Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.” With every charge read to him by the judge, Christopher Neil quietly 
responded with his plea, “Guilty.”

For a case that has lasted almost a decade, there was no sense of victory or accomplishment at hearing Neil admit to his 
crimes  – nor were there feelings of accomplishment that justice had been served after hearing the sentence. There was just 
sadness – s adness because he has done horrendous things to destroy children's lives, and sadness because he too has been 
destroyed in the process.

In 2007 Christopher Neil, one of the world’s most notorious child predators, became the subject of a massive Interpol 
manhunt. The RCMP began a Canadian investigation after Interpol released images of him assaulting young Cambodian 
boys with his face obscured by an infamous swirl.

On June 1, Neil was sentenced to 5 ½ years in prison – 6 months more than what the Crown had asked for. A 5 ½ year 
sentence may sound fairly pathetic (and in reality it is), but it is the latest in a series of hard fought victories that serve to 
slowly correct how our legal system values the lives of vulnerable children in other countries. Every file Ratanak has been 
involved in has seen the penalties go up – so we really are heading in the right direction.
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God on the Move

Chris Neil has been 
infamously nicknamed 
"Swirly-Face" because  
he posted photos with  
his victims online, using 
a swirl filter to obscure 
his face. The RCMP only 
needed to apply the  
same filter backwards  
to reveal his identity.



The RCMP began investigating Neil in 2007, back when we had just finished the Bakker case – Canada’s first conviction 
for the sexual abuse of children internationally. They had given Brian McConaghy, Ratanak’s Founding Director, hundreds 
of images of the assaults to determine which country they were taken in. Like the Bakker file, and others since, the images 
were horrendous. He quickly identified them as being taken in Cambodia. Being witness to the recorded destruction of 
young lives was disturbing in every way and presented many emotional challenges, but also led to a “no holds barred” kind 
of drive to find them. 

Neil was eventually arrested in Thailand, where he was convicted for sexually exploiting two young Thai boys in a separate 
case. With Neil behind bars in a Thai prison, the RCMP wound down their investigation and lost interest. But Brian never 
forgot about the original Cambodian case and the victimized boys in the “swirl face” images. Even though Neil had been 
convicted for other offences in Thailand, he had never been charged for his Cambodian crimes. On top of this he was still 
at high risk of reoffending on Canadian soil after returning home.

In a surprise move in 2012, Thailand pardoned Neil for his crimes and he returned to Canada. He was seen as a risk to 
Canadian society and was arrested upon landing. However, he was released on conditions that prevented him from using 
the Internet and being near children. The RCMP, once again, took an interest in the file.

In the meantime, God was in the midst of bringing together a story of hope and redemption in Cambodia. From the 
images of the crime scene, Brian took to establishing what the outside of the building looked like. He then went about the 
extremely labour-intensive process of assessing hundreds of possible buildings using Google Earth before actually walking 
the streets of Cambodia to find the building. Against all odds, he found it. He knew the building as soon as he saw it, but 
he couldn’t access it to collect evidence. He was no longer in the RCMP and was not in a position to negotiate for warrants 
to enter the premises.  

Serendipitously, Brian later learned that the building he was interested in had come up for sale. These circumstances 
provided a realistic opportunity to investigate and bring charges against Neil for the Cambodian assaults.

Brian attended the “open house” for the building with his cargo pants stuffed with all the forensic measurement and 
photographic tools needed for a crime scene examination. He wouldn’t have a lot of time. As a staff member distracted the 
realtor with a lengthy discussion of building details in another room, he went to work and did a full forensic examination 
in the crime scene not 15 feet away. He was able to forensically confirm that the crimes had indeed taken place there and 
sent in a forensics report to the RCMP.

Ratanak decided to buy the building in November 2013. Owning the building would also allow us to freely collect 
and preserve forensic evidence that put Brian in a strong position for presentation of evidence in court and for cross  
examination. It is now a home in which young lives are protected and blessed – a property redeemed from darkness to 
light. One of the darkest places we had 
encountered is now a place of blessing.

And that is just the building... the 
story of how our staff members were 
able to find and encourage one of the 
victims from the swirl face photos 
is just as remarkable. They built a 
relationship of trust with a young man 
who was so vulnerable and fearful – 
still traumatized from the abuse he 
had suffered as a child. They went to 
great lengths to set up interviews with 
the RCMP where he would feel safe 
and protected. With great bravery, he 
told his story and had it recorded for 
evidence. This case would not have 
been successful without the help of our 
staff in Cambodia.

A Bible rests open on a bed in what used to be the crime scene of Chris Neil's case. The building was 
purchased by Ratanak and is now being used as a dorm for vulnerable children in the community.



We recognize these are bizarre opportunities for a small, Christian charity. We continue to marvel that God would use us 
to bring justice to those who have had none. While it scares us, we celebrate God’s creativity as He shows His love in these 
amazing ways.  

With Chris Neil’s sentence handed down on June 1, this chapter is finally closing. But the work of healing in the lives of 
those who have experienced gut-wrenching brutality is still ongoing. So often, we domesticate our faith and settle into our 
comfortable rhythms. But God challenges us to live radical lives of love. Not because of anything we can do by our own 
strength, but because of all that He can do when we offer Him our lives. Protecting the poor, doing justice, restoring dignity 
– these are not suggestions. They are commands of a God who loves deeply and mourns the suffering of His children.

Representing one shattered boy (now young man) in a complex international legal case, reuniting young women with 
their families after having been trafficked overseas, walking alongside survivors through their struggles, tears and victories, 
empowering Cambodians to protect their families and communities, and so much more…. God is transforming lives and 
bringing hope to the darkest of places. In following the ultimate example of Christ, God gives us the ultimate privilege of 
joining with Him in His work of bringing joy, dignity and restoration to those He has died for. Such work is often overwhelming 
for us… but it is never overwhelming to the God of sorrows, the one acquainted with grief.

C H A N G E ,  G R O W T H  &  B L E S S I N G      By Brian McConaghy, Founding Director

For 26 years I have been at the helm of Ratanak. I first learned to steer a small project dedicated 
to getting medical supplies through the UN embargo and to desperate Cambodians living in 
trauma, isolation and civil war. Ratanak would grow into a small charity with me learning various 
administrative tasks, desktop publishing, mail merging, public speaking and even an attempt at 
accounting! It was overwhelming. 

God would rescue me from the accounting with the arrival of Darrel Thomassen, an accountant, who volunteered to 
occasionally assist. He did not know that over the years his kind offer of volunteer support would turn into almost full-
time work as he poured himself into developing a firm financial structure upon which Ratanak could grow. All of this 
accomplished as a volunteer!

Trying to run the ever-growing Ratanak while still working full-time at the RCMP became untenable as exhaustion kicked 
in and my health suffered. And so in 2008, I resigned from the police force to focus fully on Ratanak. Growth continued 
and God brought along my first part-time employee, Melissa Polman, to provide administrative assistance. As projects and 
opportunities to serve Cambodia grew Melissa grew along with them and she now serves as the Planning and Administration 
Director. 

Ratanak grew still more as word spread and many more people heard of the unparalleled trauma and tragedy of recent 
Cambodian history. Many people with good hearts became dedicated to assisting suffering Cambodians. Ratanak UK, 
Australia and USA were born in response to the Cambodia people were becoming aware of.  Through this whole process 
there was great blessing but also, for me, fatigue… lots of fatigue. 

For 26 years I have been functioning as both Founding 
Director and Executive Director of Ratanak. Once again 
I reached a stage where exhaustion was taking over 
and once again God had a solution – this time in the 
form of Graeme Illman.  Graeme joined Ratanak several 
years ago on a temporary contract, filling in for Melissa 
who was on maternity leave. It did not take long for his 
skills, talent and spiritual wisdom to get noticed.  Upon 
Melissa’s return, Graeme transferred into the new full-time 
position of International Relations Director, managing and 
coordinating all of Ratanak’s various international offices 
and boards. Graeme Illman (far left) with the Vancouver headquarters staff team and 

Lisa Cheong, Cambodia Country Director, on a visit to Vancouver.



Renew hope. Restore Cambodia. 
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News in Brief
U P D AT E D  V I S IO N ,  M I S S IO N  &  C O R E  V A L U E S  –  To more accurately reflect our commitment to being a 
catalyst for transformation in the lives of exploited people in Cambodia, the Canadian Board has approved an updated vision 
and mission statement, as well as core values. They can be viewed online at  www.ratanak.org/about/vision-values    

S AV E  T H E  DAT E  –  The Annual Ride for Refuge will be on Oct 1, 2016! Mark your calendars and 
sign up online at www.rideforrefuge.org. Ride your bikes or walk 5 km in support of Ratanak’s work in 
Cambodia confronting exploitation.

I N  T H E  N E W S  –  Ratanak’s involvement in the Christopher Neil investigations 
have been publicized in multiple media outlets, including 100 Huntley Street, 
Vancouver Sun, National Post and more. For more on the story, watch interviews 
with Founding Director Brian McConaghy at www.100huntley.com

S P A C E  F O R  H O P E  –  Thank you to everyone who contributed to the Space 
for Hope! Your support has helped raise over $100,000! Through your generosity, 
more young women will have the opportunity to find healing, dignity and 
compassion. Look forward to more updates on the building as plans are underway 
for construction to begin in the Fall. We are so grateful for your hearts to serve!

With the continued growth of Ratanak, and to my great relief, the decision was made to split the positions of Founding 
Director and Executive Director. I will retain the Founding Director position allowing me to more closely focus on the areas of 
my strengths: public speaking, overall vision, direction and guidance.  I am thrilled! As of June 1st 2016, Graeme has become 
the new Executive Director of Ratanak International and is responsible for the day-to-day logistics of the organization, 
strategic planning and operations development.  I welcome Graeme to this position.  His leadership is good for Ratanak as an 
organization and good for me personally. As one Cambodian said to me recently “Brian, you will live longer”. I think he’s right! 

Please do make a point of praying for Graeme as he takes on this responsibility.  Welcome Graeme! It is a joy to have you on 
board in this new and exciting role.

A  N O T E  F R O M  G R A E M E  I L L M A N

My heart for overseas ministry was birthed at a young age when missionaries would stay in our home while on furlough. 
I found so much excitement in listening to these men and women share stories of how God was on the move in far-away 
lands. As a result, I found myself drawn to maintaining a global perspective in each of the local churches that I have served 
as pastor. Since sensing God’s call in 2013 to leave pastoral ministry and work with Ratanak, I am once again experiencing the 
excitement of seeing God on the move in a far-away land. Cambodia has taken a unique place in my heart because of the 
beauty and graciousness of a people who have suffered so much historically. I continue to be drawn to Ratanak’s willingness 
to step into dark places with a humble confidence that God is still on the move. I love being a part of a team that is so 
dedicated to being the hands and feet of Jesus. It is a privilege to 
join with Brian in providing executive leadership to the organization 
as we move onward together. My desire is to lead well in my new 
role, and continue to see our God renew hope for Cambodians and 
restore their wonderful country. I appreciate your prayers as we 
move forward together with Him.

With Thankfulness, 

Graeme Illman  
Executive Director


