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Natural Resource Exploitation in Cambodia:
An Examination of Use,

Appropriation, and Exclusion

THANAKVARO THYL DE LOPEZ

In the beginning of the 1990s, after a traumatic modern history of conflicts and
genocides, the Kingdom of Cambodia, with the support of the international
community, entered an era of relative peace. Cambodia is endowed with valu-
able natural resources and biodiversity. Over the past decade, however, eco-
nomic development has relied primarily on the unsustainable exploitation of
these resources. Current trends in the use of resources in forestry, fishery, and
agricultural land are unsustainable. The central position of the article is that
resource appropriation by the political, economic, and military elites has grad-
ually excluded the majority of the population from the country’s forests, fisher-
ies, and arable areas. A common pattern of unsustainable extraction and ineq-
uitable access characterizes the exploitation of these resources. The article
discusses policy implications for the government of Cambodia and the interna-
tional donor community. Environmental reforms will face strong resistance
from the elites, as institutional and social change may prove politically and eco-
nomically onerous.

As historians Mabbett and Chandler (1995) have argued, the wilder-
ness of nature has always figured prominently in the awareness of the
Khmer, the people of Cambodia. Forests covered most of their country
until the very recent past. Cambodia has historically been a sparsely
populated country consisting of small settlements surrounded by
impregnable forests. The land, the rivers, the forests, and the sea have
generously provided for the Khmer, contributing to the rise of the civili-
zation of Angkor. From the 8th to the 14th century, the Khmer empire,
centered around the famed temples of Angkor, extended its cultural and
political domination over all of present-day Cambodia and most of
present-day Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam (Giteau, 1996; Groslier, 1966).

In sharp contrast, the modern history of Cambodia has been beset by a
dramatic succession of conflicts and genocides. From 1975 to 1979, the
murderous regime of the Khmer Rouge, an infamous Cambodian Mao-
ist movement, presided over the mass extermination of 1.7 million Cam-
bodians, or approximately 30% of the country’s population (Kiernan,
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1996). Three decades of violent conflicts have deeply scarred Cambo-
dia’s population and destroyed most of its infrastructures. The modern
tragedy of Cambodian history has attracted extensive scholarly inquiry
(Becker, 1986; Bizot, 2000; Chandler 1983, 1991, 1996, 1999, 2002; Kiernan
1993, 1996; Osborne 1979, 1994; Vickery, 1986). Since the 1991 Paris Peace
Agreements signed under the aegis of the United Nations, the country
has trodden with uncertainty on the path of reconstruction, develop-
ment, and democracy. With the support of the international community,
Cambodians are struggling to restore the rule of law and rebuild govern-
ing institutions that would put an end to a culture of impunity and cor-
ruption. Khmer Rouge crimes against humanity remain unchallenged
by the existing judiciary system. Their legacy of ruthless violence and
senseless destruction haunts Cambodia’s politics and society.

At the beginning of the 21st century, the Kingdom of Cambodia essen-
tially remains an agrarian society. Because of its traumatic history, Cam-
bodia lags far behind its Asia Pacific neighbors on all basic social indica-
tors, including infant mortality, educational enrollment, and access to
safe drinking water. With a GDP of U.S. $260 per capita, it belongs to the
group of 20 poorest countries in the world (World Bank, 2001). Yet Cam-
bodia has many natural resources on which it can rely as a basis for eco-
nomic development. Cambodia’s biodiversity a mere decade ago was
not much different from when it was described in the 13th century by an
emissary of the Chinese court. Tcheou Ta-kuan (1312/1902) provides an
early and picturesque account of the country’s natural wealth: “Many
rare woods are to be found in the highlands. Unwooded regions are
those where elephants and rhinoceros gather and breed. Exotic birds
and strange animals abound” (p. 19). The challenge for modern-day
Cambodia is to exploit these resources in a sustainable and equitable
manner.

The present work examines recent trends in agricultural land, forests,
and fisheries use. Each of these natural resources alone warrants a sepa-
rate in-depth sector analysis. The more modest objective of the article is
to present a synthetic review and to expose the unprecedented intensity
of resource extraction across Cambodia’s ecosystems. The policy impli-
cations of environmental degradation are discussed, drawing on an
interdisciplinary perspective, including aspects of property rights
regimes, the use of conditional aid, and the potential for social instabil-
ity. As this requires difficult institutional and social reforms, I hope to
contribute to public debate and inquiry with regard to the sustainable
and equitable use of Cambodia’s natural environment.
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Exploiting Cambodia’s Natural Resources

AGRICULTURAL LAND

With a total land area of 176,520 square kilometers and a population of
11 million inhabitants, Cambodia is a sparsely populated country. The
Khmer have historically occupied a corridor of fertile soil running along
Tonle Sap Lake and the Mekong River (Delvert, 1961). Most of the popu-
lation is concentrated in an area representing less than one third of the
country. In this ecological niche, Cambodian farmers have access to
water for intensive paddy cultivation and are thus less dependent on the
caprices of the monsoon rains.

Although some 6.5 million hectares are reported to be arable, less than
3 million hectares are considered reasonably productive (Cambodia
Development Resource Institute, 2001; Ministry of Environment, 1994).
Landmines have rendered large parts of the country inaccessible and
have considerably hindered agricultural productivity. According to the
preliminary results of a nationwide study of landmines and unexploded
ordinance, 45% of a total of 11,102 villages surveyed were identified as
contaminated (Cambodian Mine Action Center, 2002). The area under
rice cultivation in 1997 had been reduced by almost 30% from its level of
1967 (Oxfam Great Britain, 1999). Some 90% of the population is rural
and relies on farming as its main source of income. However, rural com-
munities have traditionally also been able to supplement farming activi-
ties with a safety net consisting of forest and fish products.

Between 1950 and 1970, the proportion of landless farmers increased
from 4% to 20% (Kiernan, 1996). Although these never formed a suffi-
cient majority for a peasant-led uprising, they were numerous enough
for the Khmer Rouge to build a popular support base (Frieson, 1997;
Kiernan, 1996). After the Khmer Rouge victory in 1975, land ownership
was abolished and Cambodia became an indentured agrarian state orga-
nized into massive gang labors (Kiernan, 1996). It was not until the Land
Law of 1992 that private land ownership was formally reestablished.

Access to arable land has reemerged since the end of the war in 1991 as
a highly contentious issue. The administrative infrastructure for land
management and the old cadastral records were destroyed by the
Khmer Rouge. Even in the rare cases in which property rights could be
demonstrated by documents predating the war, the government
decided to allocate land on the basis of present occupation and cultiva-
tion. The Ministry of Land Management, Urbanization and Construc-
tion has received some 4.5 million applications for possession rights to
cultivate land, most of which remain unprocessed. An estimated 10% of
rural families who own land have full legal titles, whereas the over-
whelming majority do not possess any official ownership documents
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(United Nations World Food Program, 1999; World Bank, 2000). The reg-
istration of land ownership is a lengthy and arduous procedure that
requires the signatures of a variety of commune, district, provincial, and
national authorities. The system presents rent-seeking opportunities for
corrupt officials and discriminates against those who cannot pay unoffi-
cial fees or who do not have political connections.

The inefficient pace of titling and the absence of map-based records
have led to growing disputes over available agricultural land. The poor
remain, in effect, unable to secure land rights and thus constitute easy
prey for land grabbers. Among the landless, an estimated 13% report
that their land was taken from them without compensation (Oxfam
Great Britain, 2000). For several years, dispossessed farmers have set up
a permanent camp outside the National Assembly to protest illegal land
grabbing. Oxfam reported that 75% of people accused in land cases are
either officials or the military (Oxfam Great Britain, 1999). The absence of
secured property rights has made Cambodian farmers vulnerable to
land dispossession by the armed forces and the country’s political and
economic elites. Asurvey of 30,000 rural households in 15 different prov-
inces shows that landlessness has increased from 3% to 13% of the popu-
lation between 1985 and 2000 (Oxfam Great Britain, 2000). Other sample
surveys report a rising trend in landlessness, which could represent as
high as 20% of the rural population, and an increase in the number of
conflicts over land as it is becoming more concentrated in the hands of
the elite (World Bank, 2002).

FISHERIES

The fisheries sector accounts for approximately half of the GDP
(World Bank, 2000). The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of
the United Nations has estimated that on average, 75% of the daily pro-
tein intake of Cambodians comes from fish (FAO, 1997). The combined
catch from marine and freshwater fisheries totaled approximately
95,000 tons in 1994 (Department of Fisheries, 1998). According to the
Department of Fisheries of the Ministry of Agriculture, marine fisheries
then represented 32% of the annual fish catch, inland fisheries 61%, and
aquaculture 6%. These proportions are not expected to have varied sig-
nificantly over the past few years. There is, however, greater uncertainty
regarding the current total annual fish catch, which was estimated to fall
in the range of 255,000 to 400,000 tons in 2001 (Department of Fisheries,
2001).

Marine Fisheries

Although Cambodia has 435 kilometers of shoreline and a corre-
sponding exclusive economic zone (EEZ) extending more than 55,600
square kilometers, its marine fishing fleet remains limited. The devasta-
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tion of the war precluded any development of a modern fishing industry
and related infrastructure in Cambodia. Fewer than 200 vessels with
horsepower greater than 30 were registered in 1995 (Ministry of Envi-
ronment, 1998). Most of the trawlers plying the Cambodian EEZ illegally
operate from Thailand and Vietnam, reportedly with some level of collu-
sion with Cambodian authorities (International Center for Living
Resources Management, 1999; Ministry of Environment, 1998).
Overcapitalization of the Thai fishing fleet led to the collapse of the fish-
eries of the western Gulf of Siam in the 1980s, forcing Thai fishers into the
Cambodian EEZ.

Shrimp, crab, squid, tuna, and other highly valuable species yield
greater profits in foreign markets. Consequently, most of the marine
catch is exported to Thailand, whereas only low-value surpluses are sold
on local markets. Several studies of local communities show that capital
investment required for deep-sea fishing is significantly higher than for
coastal fishing (Bann, 1997a; De Lopez, 2001c). A traditional rowboat
typically costs less than U.S. $100, compared with several thousand dol-
lars for a small motorized trawler. The absence of rural credit facilities
prevents subsistence fishermen from participating in the more lucrative
marine activities. Local coastal communities are largely restricted to the
harvesting of low-value shell and fish species that abound in the shallow
waters of creeks, bays, and estuaries.

There is little reliable current information on the status and trends of
marine fish stocks in Cambodia. The Scientific Research Institute for
Oceanography and Fisheries of the USSR conducted a research expedi-
tion between 1983 and 1986, in cooperation with Cambodian scientists
(Ahmed, Tana, & Thuok, 1996; Csavas, Doulman, Petr, Prado, & Debas,
1994). More than 400 fish and crustacean species were reported, includ-
ing commercial species such as mackerel, anchovy, sardine, tuna, flat
fish, snapper, and grouper. A maximum sustainable yield of 20,000 tons
of fish per year was suggested by the report. In contrast, marine catch by
foreign and Cambodian vessels already exceeds 30,000 tons per year
(Department of Fisheries, 1998; Ministry of Environment, 1998). The
actual figure is in all probability much higher than as shown by official
registries. Available statistics do not include the catch of foreign boats
and Cambodian boats that land their fish directly in foreign harbors. An
undetermined share of the catch is not declared to authorities for tax eva-
sion purposes or simply not recorded because the Cambodian Depart-
ment of Fisheries does not employ a sufficient number of field staff.
There have been reports that overexploitation by trawlers has already
led to the depletion of shrimp stocks in Cambodia (International Center
for Living Aquatic Resources Management, 1999).

Cambodia is on the way to following the well-studied pattern of con-
version of shoreline forests and mangroves to mariculture (Dierberg &
Kiattisimkul, 1996; Flaherty & Karnjanakesorn, 1995; Gujja & Finger-
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Stich, 1996). The relatively undisturbed coastal areas have attracted for-
eign and Cambodian entrepreneurs seeking rapid profits in shrimp
farming, fishing, logging, and tourism development. This trend started
after the fall of the Khmer Rouge regime and accelerated with the politi-
cal stabilization of the country in the beginning of the 1990s. By 1994,
intensive shrimp farming and charcoal production had degraded an
estimated 3% of Cambodia’s 85,100 hectares of mangroves (Asian Devel-
opment Bank, 1996). With the support of local authorities and the Armed
Forces, the exploitation of coastal ecosystems is threatening the liveli-
hoods of near-shore subsistence fishers (Bann 1997a; De Lopez, 2001a,
2001c). Mangrove forests provide a variety of environmental benefits,
including storm protection for human activities and spawning grounds
for marine organisms. The destruction of critical habitats and ecosys-
tems will have a negative impact on the fish catch of local communities.

Freshwater Fisheries

Tonle Sap, the Great Lake of Cambodia, is the largest freshwater body
in Asia. During the monsoon when its surface reaches 250 kilometers
long and 100 kilometers wide, the lake covers about 6% of the country,
equivalent to 10,000 square kilometers. At the beginning of the wet sea-
son, the melting of Himalayan snows and the monsoon rains send a
surge of water into the Mekong, which causes the Tonle Sap River to
reverse its flow toward Tonle Sap Lake. This peculiar hydrology trans-
forms the area into a reservoir that naturally regulates floods from the
Mekong.

The so-called inundated forest forms a 20- to 40-kilometer-wide
floodplain around the lake. This secondary scrubland vegetation is
mainly confined to the fluctuating shorelines of the lake. The ecosystem
of Tonle Sap is essentially supported by the decomposition of organic
matter from the flooded forests. The ebb and flow of the waterline
between wet and dry seasons provides critical nutrients to aquatic life,
including more than 850 species of fish. Carp, catfish, murrel, and eel are
the principal families (Pantulu, 1986). During the wet season, fish
migrate from as far north as lower China and as far south as the Mekong
Delta in Vietnam to spawn in the areas flooded by the lake. Conse-
quently, the success of fish reproduction in a given year is critically
dependent on the free and natural flow of the flood and the extent of the
inundated forest.

The exploitation of the Tonle Sap fishery relies on a system compris-
ing some 60 fishing lots. The lot system whereby the Royal Treasury
received taxes from fishers for use rights of fishing grounds was first for-
malized under the French Protectorate in Cambodia in 1908 (Degen &
Thuok, 1997). The lot system was abolished by the Khmer Rouge, then
reestablished and operated as socialist solidarity groups from 1979.
From 1979 to 1992, these governmental fishing cooperatives exploited
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the fishing lots in Tonle Sap Lake. In 1992, to increase state revenues, the
government of Cambodia introduced the prevailing system of fishing
lots. Lots are auctioned every 2 to 3 years by the state to private entrepre-
neurs. The smaller lots have a surface of 20 square kilometers each,
whereas the 20 largest lots are typically 20 kilometers long and 10 kilo-
meters wide, for an equivalent surface area of 200 square kilometers.
Smaller lots are auctioned for U.S. $2,000, larger ones for up to U.S.
$200,000 (Lieng, Yim, & van Zalinge, 1995).

Lots allow cornucopian catches with minimal fishing effort. Takei Lot,
the Khmer equivalent of “fishing lot tycoons,” have exclusive rights
over the exploitation of their lot and usually enforce them with private
militias. The lessee surrounds flooded areas of the shoreline with
wooden fences, waits for water to recede, and then garners fish off the
wet ground. Most of the production is exported to the lucrative Thai
market. The overwhelming majority of fishers, who generally practice
subsistence or artisanal fishing, cannot afford to bid for even the smaller
lots. Because fishing lots cover 80% to 90% of the lake’s shoreline, subsis-
tence fishers have de facto been excluded from the more bountiful areas
of the lake and must lead an increasingly precarious existence.

Some 60% of total inland fish production originates in the lake and its
surrounding floodplain. The region may supply as much as 80% of the
total amount of fish consumed in Cambodia (FAO, 1997). An estimated 1
million people living on floating villages and around the lake directly
depend on fishing activities. Although no comprehensive fish stock
assessment exists, there is evidence that at present rates of exploitation,
Tonle Sap fisheries may eventually collapse. The 1997 fish catch repre-
sented less than 60% of the 1960s catch (Fily & d’Aubenton, 1965; FAO,
1997). Catches of mature specimens of several commercial fish species
from Tonle Sap Lake have declined, including the giant Mekong catfish
(Pangasius gigas), the giant barb (Catlocarpio siamensis), and the Isok barb
(Probarbus jullieni) (Ahmed, Hap, Ly, & Tiongco, 1998; van Zalinge,
Thuok, & Tana, 1997). A survey of freshwater fisheries by the Mekong
River Commission shows that 95% of households have recorded
declines in their catch (Ahmed et al., 1998).

The logging of the inundated forest may seriously modify the hydrol-
ogy of the lake and destroy fish habitat. The problem is further com-
pounded by deforestation in the broader watershed of Tonle Sap, which
has resulted in increasing runoffs from higher elevation areas. The
resulting sedimentation may have an overall negative impact on fishery
productivity. Using 1989 LANDSAT imagery, Thung (1994) has deter-
mined that the inundated forest had been reduced from 1 million in the
1960s to 614,000 hectares in 1992. FAO (1997) estimated the extent of the
forest to 480,000 hectares in 1997. Analysts tend to agree that logging for
firewood and charcoal production and conversion to agricultural uses,
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in particular, rice and mungbean cultivation, is destroying the inun-
dated forest rapidly (Ministry of Environment, 1998).

The ongoing construction of a system of seven large dams on the
upper Mekong in the Chinese province of Yunnan constitutes an addi-
tional exogenous threat to the integrity of Tonle Sap Lake. The planned
completion of this hydropower cascade over the next 20 years would
dramatically modify the hydrological flow and sediment levels of the
Mekong (Chapman & He, 1996). This will in turn have a negative impact
on aquatic ecology and will alter the flood cycle of Tonle Sap plain. A
study of large dams by the Mekong River Commission concludes that
blockage of migration of fish might be the most serious threat and could
lead to massive losses in fish production (Ahmed et al., 1996; Mekong
River Commission, 1997). Official reactions to the construction of these
dams have been generally muted, with China insisting that there will not
be any environmental impact on downstream countries. The water poli-
tics of the Mekong River, as Milton Osborne (2000) has argued, are
marked by the sharp imbalance in power between Southeast Asian
countries and China’s “impossibly large presence.” There is little hope
for these countries to influence China’s course of action if it decides to
proceed with the construction of the dams.

The Cambodian government derives substantial cash flow from lot
rental fees and harvesting permits for marine and freshwater fisheries.
Revenues from Tonle Sap lot auctions (U.S. $1.9 million) represent more
than 65% of total fees collected from fisheries (Ministry of Environment,
1998). In contrast, the budget of Department of Fisheries has been chron-
ically inadequate, averaging less than U.S. $200,000 a year. This has led
to pervasive graft and poor institutional capacity. The existing Fishery
Law, if implemented, would provide a sound basis for resource conser-
vation. The Fishery Law strictly regulates fishing gear and equipment,
fishing seasons, and fish sanctuaries. Tonle Sap Lake and its floodplain
have the legal status of a protected landscape and ichthyologic reserve.
Industrial fisheries may not operate during the wet season, when fish
species migrate to the floodplains to spawn. Cambodian and foreign
commercial entrepreneurs, supported by the armed forces and powerful
political allies, have been able to take advantage of weak legal enforce-
ment. The Department of Fisheries and Ministry of Environment staff
stationed at Tonle Sap have confirmed to the author that they are gener-
ally helpless against businessmen with strong political ties. Conversion
of the inundated forest to mung bean cultivation by local strongmen is
proceeding unhindered. Although the Fisheries Law details types of
fishing gear and restricts their usage during breeding seasons and in fish
sanctuaries, Department of Fisheries staff lack the budget, equipment,
and political support to enforce existing laws. Consequently, fish sanctu-
aries are not strictly protected, and the use of explosives, fine mesh, and
other illegal equipment, as well as the capture of fries and fingerlings by
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fishing tycoons, remains uncontrolled (Ministry of Environment, 1998).
The marine and inland fisheries of Cambodia have thus been turned into
an exclusive preserve for the profit of national elites.

FORESTS

The forest estate of Cambodia has traditionally been divided between
conservation forests for nature protection and tourism and production
forests for timber exploitation. Starting in 1913, the French colonial
administration is credited with the earlier steps of establishing forest
reserves (Le Billon, 1994). After Cambodia gained independence in 1954,
forests were further surveyed and set aside for wildlife conservation and
sustained timber production. By 1970, some 6 million hectares of forests
were actively managed by the Department of Forestry. Few Cambodian
foresters survived the civil war and the Khmer Rouge regime. The rule of
the Khmer Rouge, which focused on rice production, left much of the
forest estate undisturbed. After the fall of the Khmer Rouge in 1979, the
various political factions exploited the forests more intensively in an
effort to bolster their military capacity (Talbott, 1998). This marked the
beginning of large-scale deforestation unprecedented in Cambodia’s
history and persisting to the present day. In 1994, the newly elected
Royal Government of Cambodia instituted a system of private conces-
sions that granted logging rights to private companies. Cambodia was
facing international pressure to control deforestation and to exploit its
forest resources in a sustainable manner. Concessions were granted to
curtail illegal logging activities and to increase timber royalties for the
government. Within 3 years, 7 million hectares of forests had been trans-
ferred to 33 different concessions managed by Cambodian, Chinese,
Indonesian, Japanese, Malaysian, Russian, Taiwanese, and Thai compa-
nies (World Bank, 1996).

The forest cover rate of Cambodia was estimated using 1989 satellite
imagery at 9.1 million hectares or 62% of the total land area (Thung,
1994). Although no countrywide assessment has been performed since,
field checks conducted by the Asian Development Bank paint a seri-
ously degraded situation. At present rates of exploitation, Cambodia’s
forest resources will have been totally exploited within the next 6 years
(Asian Development Bank, 2000b). Although the annual allowable cut
for sustained production has been estimated at around 500,000 cubic
meters per year, actual production may exceed 4.5 million cubic meters
per year (International Development Association, 1997).

The Department of Forestry and Wildlife, the lead agency in forest
management, suffers from chronic institutional weakness and is unable
to enforce regulations on sustainable yield. Although the Ministry of
Environment has jurisdiction over some 3.3 million hectares of protected
areas, insufficient budget hinders its management capacity. Conse-
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quently, most of Cambodia’s parks and wildlife reserves remain paper
parks threatened by deforestation (De Lopez, 2001a).

The process through which concessions are awarded is muddled and
consists of direct negotiations between senior government officials and
private companies. Ministers, military commanders, provincial gover-
nors, and members of parliament have issued cutting permits to logging
companies. Royalties from concessionaires must in theory be paid to the
state’s treasury. In practice, corruption has pervaded the system of con-
cessions and has drawn criticism from the international community. In a
separate work, I have exposed at greater length the implicit coalition to
exploit Cambodia’s forests that exists between the government, the
armed forces, and timber concessionaires (De Lopez, 2001b). When a
high-ranking official grants a cutting permit to a company, he expects to
receive unofficial payment for his intervention. Part of this payment is
distributed to the official’s protégés, and part of it is transferred to higher
echelons for the official’s own political survival. The armed forces either
directly harvest timber resources themselves or do so in collusion with
concessionaires. In turn, military commanders are expected to transfer
part of their revenues to central governmental authorities. The current
government derives its power from this implicit “give and take rule,”
whereby revenues from logging must be shared with the armed forces
and provincial authorities. In exchange for their support, military com-
manders gain the right to mine the natural resources of the provinces
they control.

The international demand of timber exerts strong pressure on Cam-
bodia’s forest resources. Most of Cambodia’s production is exported to
Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam for direct consumption or transshipment to
other countries. In an effort to promote local wood-processing industry,
the government has decreed three successive bans on the export of
unprocessed logs since 1996. All bans have been broadly violated
(Global Witness, 1998, 1999, 2001a, 2001b). The scale of illegal exports is
such that most of eastern Thailand may depend to a large extent on Cam-
bodia’s forests. Similarly, Vietnam’s garden furniture industry uses
Cambodian logs to manufacture products that are sold on European
markets (Global Witness, 1999, 2001a).

Although farming and fishing are the main sources of income for
rural communities, significant supplementary products such as fire-
wood, timber for construction, food, and medicine are collected in for-
ests. Several studies have shown that medicine and food represent an
important source of income for rural populations (Bann, 1997b; De
Lopez, 2001c; Meng, Kim, & Pech, 1999). Timber companies have pre-
vented local villagers not only from cutting trees but also from collecting
firewood, medicine, food, resin, and other nontimber forest products.
Concession rights have been strictly enforced with armed employees
and hired military personnel. Because most of the country has been
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transferred to timber concessions and private interests, local people
have been increasingly excluded from Cambodia’s forests.

The process of deforestation in Cambodia is part of a broader trend of
large-scale degradation perpetrated by multinational logging firms in
the Asia Pacific region. Cambodia opened to international markets at the
beginning of the 1990s and constitutes the final episode of an interna-
tional succession of timber booms and busts in which, among others,
Japanese, Indonesian, and Malaysian firms have played prominent roles
(Dauvergne, 1997, 2001; Ross, 2001). The Mekong region is the final stage
of a trail that has taken multinational loggers across the Asia Pacific, as
they hop from one country to another exhausting timber resources.
Many of the firms operating in Cambodia have more than 30 years of
successful forest rent appropriation across the Asia Pacific. The industry
is skilled in extracting timber resources rapidly, in building political and
military support, and in resisting meaningful attempts at environmental
reforms. Patterns in Cambodia of corruption of government officials,
client-patron relationships, military involvement, exclusion of local
communities, and disregard for environmental standards are reminis-
cent of the forestry sectors of Indonesia, the Philippines, and the Solo-
mon Islands.

Policy Implications

There are disturbing similarities among the dynamics that determine
how the forestry, fishery, and land resources of Cambodia are exploited.
In all three cases, the pattern of discrimination against the poor is similar.
Corrupt government officials, in collusion with the armed forces and
powerful private interests, have arrogated the proceeds of the king-
dom’s natural wealth, to the detriment of a growing proportion of those
excluded. Forest concessions and fishing lots have been allocated on
nepotistic grounds to operators, who favor short-term benefits without
any concern for sustainability principles. The inexorable destruction of
the environment threatens the basis of traditional rural livelihoods. The
elites have grabbed arable land not for productive purposes but more
often for speculation and immediate capital gains.

Although the purpose of this article is to contribute to the theoretical
understanding of contemporary Cambodia, the development of man-
agement plans for each of the three primary environmental resources
discussed is beyond its scope. The present section refrains from giving
advice to the “authorities,” the government of Cambodia, or interna-
tional donors. Neither should it be construed as a definitive answer to a
set of complex social, political, and environmental issues. More mod-
estly, the objective is to promote public debate and scrutiny that may
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bring about some level of social and institutional change for achieving
sustainable development.

PROPERTY RIGHTS

The theory of the property rights regime predicts that in cases of open
access, in which anyone can enter a resource pool and appropriate
resource units, overexploitation of the resource will result (Anderson,
1977; Dasgupta & Heal, 1979). Open access represents a lack of any kind
of property right or ownership and is completely nonexclusive: No one
can be prevented from exploiting the resource.

The prescribed policy has traditionally been for government to
impose a different set of institutions on open access resources, notably,
the creation of private property as a more efficient form of ownership.
With the exception of marine resources, much of Cambodia’s forests,
fisheries, and agricultural land are already under private property own-
ership. The elites have well-defined forest concessions, fishing lots, and
land holdings. Their rights are both exclusive and enforceable: Owners
hold the power to the exclusive use of natural resources and can also pre-
vent others, notably the rural poor, from using these resources. On a
nationwide scale, the establishment of private property has not brought
about economic efficiency or sustainable management of natural
resources. The case for private property regimes rests on the assump-
tions that the owner chooses to manage well and to produce things valu-
able to society, that the interests of the owner are in accord with those of
nonowners, and that private property is an inducement to industry
rather than a substitute to industry (Bromley, 1991). These assumptions
have been broadly violated in Cambodia. Fishing and logging conces-
sionaires operate without any regard for environmental and social exter-
nalities, and vast tracks of arable areas are held for nonproductive uses
while local people struggle on marginal land. An authority system able
to uphold the rights and duties of owners is an essential component of
any property rights regime. The Cambodian government has been
unwilling to enforce environmental regulations on private owners,
while the economic elites have taken advantage of the lax regulatory
context.

To date, common property ownership and traditional rights struc-
tures have received little policy-making attention in Cambodia. Under
common property, a group of individuals, such as people from the same
village, hold ownership rights to the resource. The behavior of all mem-
bers of the group is governed by accepted rules over the use of the
resource and the distribution of the proceeds. Despite the rhetoric on
participatory and community-based resources management, there are
few examples of fisheries, forests, or agricultural land under the man-
agement of local people. The real “tragedy of the commons” may be the

366 JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENT & DEVELOPMENT

 at SAGE Publications on July 22, 2010jed.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jed.sagepub.com/


process whereby indigenous property rights structures have been
undermined and delegitimized (Bromley, 1991). This process has taken
place in Cambodia, where the common resource pool has been eroded
by the creation of private ownership favoring timber concessionaires,
fishing lot tycoons, and agrarian landlords. To argue that common prop-
erty regimes are optimal for all natural resources is as simplistic as to
promote private property as a tool for achieving sustainable develop-
ment in Cambodia. The successful conversion to a common property
regime depends on a number of physical and sociocultural variables.
Design principles for successful self-governed common-pool resource
institutions, as well as conditions that enhance the likelihood of local
users avoiding overexploitation, have been presented in the literature
(Baland & Platteau, 1996; Gibson, McKean, & Ostrom, 2000; Ostrom,
1990; Stevenson, 1991). These include recognition of rights by govern-
mental authorities, users’ prior organizational experience, and the exis-
tence of a common understanding of each resource’s attributes. Oppor-
tunities for granting local communities ownership of forest, fish, and
land resources need to be further investigated in Cambodia. Under a
common property regime, local people may be able to regain access to
essential natural resources while contributing to preserving the coun-
try’s environment.

Recognizing that the absence of secured property rights and the
restricted access to common property resources are main contributors of
poverty, international donors have agreed to finance a land manage-
ment and administration project in Cambodia (World Bank, 2002). The
objectives of the project are to strengthen land tenure security, resolve
land disputes, manage land in an efficient and sustainable manner, and
promote equitable land distribution. The project, starting in 2002, will be
implemented over 15 years. Project components include the develop-
ment of land registration and land dispute resolution mechanisms. An
estimated 6 to 7 million titles are expected to be issued over the lifetime
of the project. The case for land titling is based on the assumption of a
positive correlation between formalized private property rights and eco-
nomic development. The argument is that lack of land security is “hin-
dering economic growth in Cambodia by reducing incentives to invest”
(World Bank, 2002). For instance, low farm productivity and low rice
yields may be due primarily to low investment in water control technol-
ogies. However, there is a danger that land titling may formalize the
existing distribution of land, which already favors the elites. Although
the project specifically targets rural communities through the intermedi-
ation of local grassroots organizations, wealthy landowners may be able
to influence the process to their advantage. In a comparative study of
similar land titling projects in Thailand and Indonesia, Herman Slaats
(1999) argued that to conclude that registration of land might have pro-
tected the small landholder is incorrect. The law was selectively applied

De Lopez / NATURAL RESOURCE EXPLOITATION IN CAMBODIA 367

 at SAGE Publications on July 22, 2010jed.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jed.sagepub.com/


and interpreted in favor of the empowered establishment, providing no
safeguard to the poor. Land titling in Cambodia may simply record that
large parts of the country are controlled by members of the armed forces
and other branches of government. Hence, as has been emphasized by
Daniel Bromley (1991), “a good deal of theft may end up as private prop-
erty” (p. 114).

CONDITIONAL AID

The international community has been the main driving force behind
Cambodia’s return to relative peace and stability. The United Nations
Transitional Authority in Cambodia administered the most complex
and ambitious attempt to rebuild the country’s economy and institu-
tions and successfully oversaw national elections in 1993. Over the past
decade, the international community has continued to assist the slow
recovery of Cambodia through the agencies of the United Nations, mul-
tilateral lending agencies, overseas development agencies, and a variety
of nongovernmental organizations. Reforms of the land law and forests
concessions have emerged as issues of serious concern for donors.
Nonhumanitarian assistance may become more conditional on the gov-
ernment’s capacity to implement governance measures articulated by
international donors. The four elements of good governance, defined as
the manner in which power is exercised in the management of the coun-
try’s economic and social resources for development, are accountability,
transparency, predictability, and participation (Asian Development
Bank, 2000a). Under a full-reform scenario, the Asian Development
Bank expects Cambodia to be able to attract official grants and loans of
up to U.S. $1,046 million per year by 2020, versus only U.S. $71 million
per year under a no-reform scenario.

In the Asian Pacific region, Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philippines,
and the Solomon Islands provide cases of mitigated success of making
the disbursement of aid monies conditional on forestry reform
(Dauvergne, 2001; Ross, 2001). Global Witness, a British conservation
organization, has been an early advocate of the disbursement of aid con-
tingent on the Cambodian government reaching targets for reform of the
forest sector, including cancellation of concessions of companies that
have logged illegally or that cannot meet sustainable forestry standards
(Global Witness, 1996). In 1996, the International Monetary Fund froze a
U.S. $20 million loan to Cambodia because of the failure of the govern-
ment to capture a sizable share of the forest rent despite the rapid defor-
estation of the country. The government then ordered a military crack-
down on illegal logging operations, which culminated in 1999 in the
widely publicized destruction of sawmills and confiscation of logs and
equipment. Peter Dauvergne (2001) attributed the success of conditional
aid in Cambodia to the heavy reliance of the state on foreign aid and to
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unfavorable market conditions. The Asian financial crisis from 1997 to
1999 lowered demand from Japan and South Korea and contributed to a
decrease in timber production in many exporting countries. The power
of timber companies declined with the fall of corporate profits, while
international donors gained more influence because external funds were
essential to economic recovery.

Demand for tropical timber has rebounded due to stricter logging
policies in China since 1998 and economic improvement in Japan and
South Korea. The resumption of International Monetary Fund credit
facilities to Cambodia in 1999, with a loan worth U.S. $80 million, may
therefore have been premature. Evidence is emerging that the timber
industry and Department of Forestry officials have simply become more
adept at concealing their operations (Global Witness, 2002). Global Wit-
ness (2002) has contested claims by the government that only small-scale
forest crimes have taken place in Cambodia since 1999. Although the
Forest Crime Monitoring Unit submitted 23 documented cases of viola-
tions by concessionaires, this has resulted in no apprehension of sus-
pects nor legal action taken. This pattern, which could be described as
“cat and mouse” between international donors, national governments,
and the timber industry, has been reported for Indonesia and the Solo-
mon Islands, where the state similarly responded to pressure for envi-
ronmental reforms “with better rhetoric, tighter policies, and minimal
genuine actions against timber firms” (Dauvergne, 2001, p. 64). Michael
Ross (1996) has suggested that conditionality may work best in cases in
which the logging industry is politically weak because it is at the begin-
ning of a timber boom or approaching a timber bust. Reforms in the
Cambodian forestry sector may soon become possible as the period of
lucrative harvests from overseas sales comes to an end and corporations
gradually lose interest in the country. The use of conditionality may
allow international donors to push for otherwise politically costly mea-
sures. However, as in the case of the Philippines, for instance, these
reforms may come too late to save Cambodia’s forests.

There may be comparatively more opportunities for the effective use
of conditionality in the fishery and land sectors. The involvement of
multinational corporations in fisheries is uncertain, but the scale of prof-
its is likely to be substantially more modest than in the forest sector. The
fisheries of Lake Tonle Sap remain atomized and are operated by local
strongmen. Although these similarly rely on political support through
client-patron relationships, their sway on the state is less significant than
that of logging concessionaires. Paradoxically, a reform of the Cambo-
dian fishery sector has attracted less international attention. This may be
explained by uncertainties regarding the state of fish stocks and the
more insidious nature of the depletion of fishery resources. In contrast,
international donors will closely scrutinize the proposed reform of the
land sector (Asian Development Bank, 2000a; World Bank, 2002). Perfor-
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mance indicators for the land management and administration project
include the issuance of some 1 million titles from 2002 to 2007 and mea-
sures of reduction in the number of conflicts over land. The project, how-
ever, presents a number of inherent risks, as recognized by the interna-
tional community. The support of the government and its commitment
to ensuring that dispute-resolution mechanisms function efficiently and
fairly remain uncertain. The extent of land ownership by the military
and political elites is estimated to be high, which will constitute an obsta-
cle to the stated objective of promoting equitable land distribution. The
project will therefore not title land in cases in which agreements cannot
be reached and “scale back if commitment to reform flags” (World Bank,
2002).

SOCIAL STABILITY

Without fundamental institutional reforms, a continuation of present
trends in natural resources exploitation may lead to the concomitant col-
lapse of several primary ecosystems in Cambodia. With the exception of
mountainous regions, the country has lost most of its frontier forests.
The depletion of marine and freshwater fisheries would deprive up to 5
million subsistence fishermen of their livelihood. Large landholders
may be tempted to venture into rubber, palm oil, cash crops, or drug
plantations or to turn their estates into landfills for toxic wastes from
industrialized Asian countries (Human Rights Watch, 1999).

Successive governments have failed to inject a sizable share of the rev-
enues of forestry and fishery into productive investments and public
infrastructure. Large segments of the population do not have access to
the most basic social services. After more than 20 years of conflict, the
cleavages within Cambodian society have barely healed. The concentra-
tion of wealth from natural resources in the hands of the military junta,
prominent business figures, and political leaders connected to the ruling
party may exacerbate divisions between the ruling elite and the general
population. Cases abound in which dispute over land, fishery, and for-
estry resources have pitted the armed forces against local communities,
timber concessionaires against indigenous people, or government staff
against fishing tycoons.

A growing  body  of  the  environment  and  security  literature  has
reported empirical evidence that environmental scarcities are contribut-
ing to violent conflicts in many parts of the developing world (Barber,
1998; Homer-Dixon, 1994, 1999). Environmental scarcity of renewable
resources may arise from depletion or degradation of the resource, from
increased demand, and from unequal distribution. The existence of
causal links between environmental degradation and social conflicts is a
matter of controversy. Analysis of causation is difficult as a host of physi-
cal and social variables may be the sources of conflicts (Deudney, 1991).
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In a model suggested by Thomas Homer-Dixon (1999), resource capture
by powerful groups and associated ecological marginalization contrib-
ute to constrained agricultural and economic productivity, migration of
affected people, segmentation of society, and disruption of institutions.
These social effects may in turn generate violent conflicts such as insur-
gencies and group-identity conflicts.

Whether this causal pattern can materialize in Cambodia warrants
further investigation. There is, however, evidence of localized disputes
arising directly from environmental degradation. Desperate local peo-
ple may once more take up arms and resort to violence to survive. The
poor and excluded provided the backbone of the Khmer Rouge rise. The
World Bank (2000) estimated the poverty line at 36% of the national pop-
ulation and at more than 40% in rural areas. More ominous is the fact that
inequality of distribution of income is higher than in most other Asian
countries at a similar level of economic development. Cambodia’s popu-
lation remains almost entirely rural and thus is highly dependent on
access to natural resources for its subsistence. These are opportunistic
times for exploiting popular discontent, which emerging local or
regional strongmen may choose to take advantage of. The central gov-
ernment retains control over the central plains because of their accessi-
bility and proximity to the capital city. Border provinces, such as those
administered by the former Khmer Rouge, however, remain under tenu-
ous or symbolic state administration.

As well, the government may be tempted to resort to force against
popular discontent. As one senior military commander optimistically
confided to the author, “This country is sparsely populated, a few tanks
can easily quell any rebellion” (anonymous, personal communication,
May 2000, Phnom Penh). The regime may be able to contain localized
conflicts over natural resources between rural communities and state-
endorsed extractive activities. Popular discontentment may not have the
dire consequences of the Khmer Rouge rule, but it is likely to maintain
Cambodia in a chronic stage of political instability and associated
underdevelopment.

REFORM QUANDARY

Reforms in the environmental sector would imperil the current distri-
bution of wealth skewed toward the elite. Although in the long term,
reforms would benefit Cambodia’s society and economy, in the short
run they challenge the prevailing political economy of natural resource
exploitation. Long-term benefits do not provide sufficient incentives for
the current elites to move toward sustainable development.

As environmental degradation accelerates and ecosystems collapse,
increasing popular resentment, combined with international pressure,
may eventually compel the government to adopt wide-ranging and
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meaningful reforms. The shock of ecosystem failures on human activi-
ties and social stability must be felt on a massive scale to induce the gov-
ernment to act. Essentially, before policy makers take note of environ-
mental degradation, large sections of the populace must be directly
affected and impoverished and must express their dissatisfaction.
Unfortunately, ecosystem resilience would have already been seriously
compromised at this stage. Their response to late changes in manage-
ment is unlikely to have meaningful consequences for human activities.
The implementation of sustainable yield principles would not result in
any immediate tangible benefits once the national stocks of fish and tim-
ber have all but been depleted.

The dilemma confronting Cambodia’s leaders and the international
community is that environmental reform may result in increased politi-
cal instability. The government has its hands tied and may not be able to
open the regime to the detriment of its own political survival. The lead-
ership juggles between trying to attract much-needed foreign direct
investment and international aid disbursement and satisfying the clien-
tele of strongmen and national elites for its political support. As environ-
mental degradation accelerates and natural capital is depleted, its strate-
gic options are narrowing. Reform programs articulated by the World
Bank and the Asian Development Bank, along the lines of good gover-
nance, transparency, participation, and accountability, might seriously
jeopardize the very foundations of the regime and the foundations of
governmental support from dominant vested interests. The opposition
of powerful military, political, and business figures to any change in the
distribution of the natural wealth of the country might prove an insur-
mountable hurdle. The political cost associated with the successful
implementation of wide-ranging reforms may accelerate the regime’s
demise and undermine its control over society. It is not clear whether
Cambodia has the political capacity to undertake pragmatic governance
reforms without political fallouts and fundamental threats to regime
survival.

CONCERN FOR THE POOR

In a separate work, the author has argued for, and presented in greater
detail, the use of a stakeholder management framework in controlling
deforestation in Cambodia (De Lopez, 2001b). Stakeholder manage-
ment, which finds its original roots in the management literature, con-
sists of understanding the behavior, actions, and interests of stake-
holders and devising strategies to effectively deal with them (Freeman,
1984). Stakeholder management recognizes the conflicting nature of the
demands placed on the natural resources of Cambodia by different inter-
ests groups and organizations. The present pattern of natural resources
exploitation cannot be straightforwardly attributed to ignorance and
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lack of technical capacity but is to a large extent motivated by the inter-
ests of the more powerful stakeholder groups, that is, the Cambodian
political, military, and economic elites. Present trends in deforestation,
fishing, and appropriation of land benefit these elites.

The objective of stakeholder management, performed from the per-
spective of the international donor community, is to bring about institu-
tional changes that would allow for the sustainable and equitable exploi-
tation of Cambodia’s natural capital. However, donors cannot meet the
rightful needs of the Cambodian population while simultaneously satis-
fying the demands of the country’s elite. Much of this article has under-
lined the trade-off inherent in the distribution of the country’s natural
resources among stakeholders. Cambodia’s environmental pie can
hardly be expanded; donors may, however, attempt to promote a more
just distribution of this pie.

The existing coalition of interests among the country’s political, mili-
tary, and economic elites represents a major obstacle to any dramatic
changes in the appropriation of the natural rent. In these conditions, a
possible course of action is to gradually curtail the activities of the elites
while granting local people greater use of natural resources. Although
the Tonle Sap fishing lots and the national system of forest concessions
must ultimately be reformed, opposition from the elites has impeded
donors’ efforts to promote sustainable yield principles over the past
decade. Donor intervention ought to focus on access to arable land,
while funding of protected areas can provide a supplement of forest and
aquatic products to rural populations. As timber companies move from
areas where resource extraction is no longer profitable, there may exist
an opportunity for the rehabilitation of degraded ecosystems and the
promotion of community-based stewardship.

The agricultural fields of Cambodia that are contaminated by unex-
ploded ordinance and mines constitute an untapped source of arable
land. Demining should not proceed before land titles can be issued to
local people, lest cleared land be appropriated by the elites. This requires
a tremendous strengthening of the existing land-ownership registration
system, including the constitution of reliable cadastral records. Land
registration must be streamlined and ought to be performed directly by
the Ministry of Land Management under international supervision. The
poor would thus be able to circumvent the patronage of local strongmen
and other elites for land titling. The involvement of United Nations
agencies and nongovernmental organizations, for example, Oxfam, will
remain necessary to ensure transparency of the process.

Protected areas, which cover 18.2% of Cambodia, are essential to the
preservation of the country’s tropical evergreen forests and aquatic eco-
systems. Most parks currently suffer from poor institutional support
and a lack of financial and human resources (De Lopez, 2001a). A report
by Global Witness (2002) has documented large-scale logging opera-
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tions in seven national parks and wildlife sanctuaries, while illegal log-
ging is reported in almost all existing protected areas. If efficiently man-
aged, Cambodia’s parks could provide the rural population with a host
of environmental services and products derived from coastal ecosys-
tems, tropical forests, and lakes. All Cambodian protected areas allow
for subsistence activities in defined community development zones.
Local people may fish and gather forest products as long as their activi-
ties use traditional gear and remain noncommercial. International assis-
tance for conservation would enable the Ministry of Environment to
enforce more strictly park protection measures against commercial
entrepreneurs while maintaining access to parks for local people.

Despite the concern of many people in government, international
agencies, and nongovernmental organizations, the degradation of Cam-
bodia’s environment has proceeded unabated. There is little hope of sus-
tainable management of the country’s forests and fisheries on a large
scale. Frontier forests in much of the Asia Pacific have already suc-
cumbed to similar patterns of corruption of political elites and aggres-
sive resource extraction by multinational firms (Dauvergne, 2001; Ross,
2001). As supplies of timber and fish become exhausted, entrepreneurs
will move to other areas, leaving a trail of degraded ecosystems to an
impoverished population. There is evidence that if overlogged tropical
forests are set aside, they may regenerate to recover their protective
functions (Whitmore, 1975). However, these forests usually must remain
unsuitable for commercial use for periods extending more than 70 years.
Experience of rehabilitation of forests in Asia shows that enrichment
planting and reforestation are technically complex and costly operations
(Banerjee, 1995). Depending on the intensity of logging operations and
their impact on timber stand and soil, a secondary forest may naturally
regenerate to provide local people with firewood, small poles, fruits,
resin, and other nontimber forest products. In such cases, management
by local residents under participatory forestry may contribute to rehabil-
itation. However, the low productivity of these ecosystems would con-
stitute a major obstacle to successful management under the common
property regime.

Conclusions

As argued by Amartya Sen (1999), development is a process of
expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy. The exploitation of Cam-
bodia’s resources, under the general guise of economic progress, has led
to the creation of environmental unfreedom for rural people and has
undermined their basic ability to lead the lives they choose. A discon-
certing pattern of exclusion of the poor and appropriation of natural
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assets by the elites emerges from a broad analysis of Cambodia’s fisher-
ies, forests, and agricultural land. Trends in fishing and logging do not
bode well for the future of the country’s environment and people.

Cambodia’s political and social stability and the development of its
people are dependent on its ability to exploit its natural heritage in a sus-
tainable and equitable way. The gradual shrinking of Cambodia’s pie of
natural resources leaves the regime less to exploit for its clientele and
simultaneously undermines the livelihoods of rural populations.
Growing environmental degradation may eventually threaten the cohe-
sion of the coalition of military, business, and political interests.

Environmental reforms will come at a political and economic cost for
the elites, which makes them unpalatable for the present leadership. The
present dynamics of the exploitation and distribution of the natural
resources of the kingdom do not favor a peaceful transition toward sus-
tainable development. Environmental reformers ought to expect strong
resistance from stakeholders with vested interests in the current pattern
of appropriation and exclusion. A complex nexus of institutional
arrangements, including market forces, property rights, and resource
management regimes, shapes stakeholder behavior and interactions.
This does not allow for simple policy recommendations and straightfor-
ward choices. The clearing of arable areas contaminated by landmines,
the strengthening of protected areas, and the transfer of ecosystems
stewardship to local people need to be further explored and publicly dis-
cussed as these measures may provide some degree of relief to rural
poverty.
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