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OVERVIEW OF CAMBODIA IN 2002

Recent History

Cambodia is only now emerging from the massive social and material destruction of the Indochina war, Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea regime (DK, the Khmer Rouge), and the 10 years of civil war and international embargo which followed the toppling of the DK government by the Vietnamese invasion of 1979.  The Paris peace accords of 1992, the UNTAC interim government and the 1993 elections, established a constitutional monarchy and a parliamentary government.  Real peace and the opportunity for economic and social development have come only since 1997, after the end of the civil war by the defection to the Government of the remaining Khmer Rouge fighters.  In the 1998 elections, the balance of power in the coalition government was clarified in favour of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s Cambodia People’s Party (CPP).  The “commune” (township) elections of February 2002 have confirmed the CPP’s dominant position, and the probability of political stability (a precondition for investment and economic growth) is high, at least until and very likely beyond the national elections scheduled for 2003.  The country is now well along the transition to a market economy and to normal membership in the international community, including ASEAN, the WTO, and accession to many international conventions.

Development Indicators

The 1998 census estimated there were 11.4 million people (51.8 per cent female) living in 2.2 million households in Cambodia.  Females head some 26 per cent of households.  The population is very young, with 42.9 per cent aged between 0-14 years of age.  Fertility rates are high, with an estimated annual population growth rate of 2.5 per cent.  Cambodia's Human Development Index
 in 1998 was 0.512, which placed the country in 136th position out of 174 developing countries.  Life expectancy was a low 53.5 years. Infant mortality was a high 89.4 per 1,000 live births. Under 5 mortality was 115 per 1,000 live births, with 49.3 percent of children below the age of five moderately or severely underweight. Maternal mortality was a high 473 per 100,000. Only 60.3% percent of urban households and 23.7% or rural households had access to a safe water supply, 15 percent of households had electricity; and 8.6 percent had toilet facilities within the home. 

In the 1998 census, about 36 percent of the Cambodian population, or about 4 million people, were classified as poor using a consumption-based poverty line defined as adequate income to buy a daily 2,100-calorie food basket, plus an allowance for nonfood expenditure.  However a large proportion of the population is clustered around the poverty line, indicating a potential for significant changes in the incidence of poverty, up or down, in response to economic growth or to the vagaries of weather and natural disasters (floods and drought).  Distribution of incomes is highly skewed in favour of a small urban elite (Gini coefficient of 0.42).  A professional, technical and managerial middle class has begun to re-appear over the past two decades, after having been almost entirely murdered or dispersed by the “year zero” social experiment of the Khmer Rouge, an attempt to destroy the “old bourgeois order”, and to forge a pure agrarian socialism on Maoist and Stalinist lines.  

Geography & Biodiversity 

The climate of Cambodia is monsoonal, with rains variably from May/June until October, a cool dry season from November to January, and a hot dry season from February to May.  The population is concentrated in the flood plain of the Mekong River and the Tonle Sap (the Great Lake), where rain-fed rice production and home gardens are the dominant land use.  Cambodia’s rapidly diminishing forest reserves are concentrated in the upland areas to the northeast (Ratanakiri, Mondulkiri provinces) and to the southwest especially the Cardamon Mountains in Pursat and Koh Kong provinces.  The Cardamons especially are the last great reserve of Indochinese montane forest, with a rich and largely un-studied flora and fauna, much of which is endangered elsewhere
.  Logging of Cambodia’s forests continues to be rapid and very poorly regulated
.  The coastal zone on the Gulf of Thailand contains some of the best remnant mangrove forests and coral reefs in the gulf, but these also are under heavy pressure from unregulated development.  Similarly, the freshwater fisheries of the Tonle Sap and other areas are under very heavy pressure from over-harvesting and habitat destruction, without effective regulation or conservation measures
.

The Economy

Rain fed rice production (averaging a low 1.6 tons/hectare/year), freshwater fisheries, and collection of wild products from the shrinking forest resources are the main livelihoods for the country’s 90% rural population.  Agriculture (crop and livestock production, fishing, hunting and forestry activities for subsistence and/or trade, mostly as part of household production units) represents 43 percent of GDP and employs 77.5 percent of the labor force.  In contrast, manufacturing and services contribute 57 percent of GDP, while employing only 22.5 percent of the labor force.  The export sector (mostly garment manufacturing), generates close to 25 percent of GNP, but employs no more than 7 percent of the labor force.  Manufacturing, services, and exports are overwhelmingly urban sectors, concentrated in the capital Phnom Penh, and in the two major tourist destinations of Siem Riep (site of the temples of Angkor) and the coastal seaport and resort town of Sihanoukville.  The economy is heavily dollarized, and the national currency (Riel) has been fairly stable in recent years in spite of the 1997 Asian economic crisis.  The banking system and the service and regulatory components of a modern economy are being re-developed, with considerable support from the international community.  Cambodia will likely be admitted to the World Trade Organization within two years.  While much remains to be done, the climate for investment in Cambodia is actually quite favourable, not withstanding the ongoing bad press which the country receives from some western observers.  See www.cambodia.net for an introduction to business in Cambodia.

Poverty Reduction Policy

The government’s development strategy focuses on reducing poverty, from an estimated 36 per cent of the population in 1999, to 31 per cent in 2005. This is a formidable challenge in a country with an annual population growth rate of 2.5 per cent, and the workforce increasing by 3.2 per cent per year (Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) 2001).  The government aims to reduce poverty through: i) broad based, sustainable and equitable economic growth of 6-7 per cent per year; ii) social and cultural develop​ment; iii) sustainable management and use of natural resources and the environment; and iv) improved governance. The strategy also recognizes the potential benefits from developing regional and international trade and investment links.  With 90% of the poor living in rural areas, and with rice production increasingly mechanized (walking tractors, diesel threshers), employment creation in the countryside and district towns is a significant priority.  Garment and electronics manufacturing are unlikely to move into the countryside (actually moving to export processing zones on the Thailand and Vietnam borders, or to lower labour-cost countries in sub-Saharan Africa) and value-added processing of agricultural products, along with handicrafts and tourism, are the obvious first lines of strategy for economic growth.

Pro-Poor Trade Development Policy and the Integrated Framework Study

Recognizing the potentially positive linkages between the Government’s poverty reduction objectives and an export trade orientation, the Ministry of Commerce prepared a Pro-poor Trade Development Strategy in early 2001, with technical assistance from the International Trade Centre (ITC).   Following presentation of the strategy at the July 2001 donor meeting in Tokyo, and its formal endorsement by the Council of Ministers, the Ministry initiated a Diagnostic Study of Cambodia’s integration into the international trading system, with support from the Integrated Framework for Trade-Related Technical Assistance (World Bank, UNDP, UNCTAD, WTO, IMF, and the ITC).  The study identifies obstacles and institutional development needs for increased engagement in the international economy.  It outlines a program of technical assistance to address identified constraints, and to strengthen the capacity of government agencies and private sector participants alike.  Priority programming now under development includes the strengthening of the legal regime to support international trade, and specific project assistance in three selected priority sectors: diversified agriculture and agro-processing, handicrafts, and fisheries.

AGRICULTURAL SECTOR

Overview

The agriculture sector is oriented largely toward subsistence and/or local trade, mostly as part of household production units.  Farm gate prices are squeezed by high transport costs due to poorly developed infrastructure, weaknesses in transport services, informal tax collections along roads and other transaction points, and high shipping costs.  Farmer access to market information and working capital is poor.

Government priorities for agriculture development include
: i) improve food security through the expansion of rice production and other food crops; ii) add value to crop and livestock production by developing agro-processing industries; iii) increase income opportunities for farm households, particularly those headed by women, by diversifying crop production; iv) strengthen participatory processes in rural communities; v) ensure sustainable agriculture production through improved manage​ment of natural resources; and vi) increase the availability of rural financial services.

Production of agricultural crops accounted for 50 per cent of agriculture sector value added in 2000.  Rice is planted on 90 per cent of the area currently cultivated with annual crops.  Rice yields per hectare remain amongst the lowest in the region, averaging 1.6 T/ha/yr.  There have been gradual improvements in productivity and increases in cultivated areas over the last decade, and Cambodia has moved from a net rice importer to a net rice exporter.  Most exports are unofficial, through the very porous borders with Thailand and Vietnam.  Despite the net export status, food shortages persist in many areas because of weaknesses in infrastructure, trading arrange​ments, rural finance, information and low incomes.

The government aims to increase the production of annual crops (vegetables, soybeans, mung beans, cassava, sweet potato, tobacco and cotton) by utilizing some of the 1.2 million hectares of agriculture land that is currently unused.  It also envisages a major expansion of rubber plantations, and other industrial crops such as coffee, cashews, palm oil, coconuts, sugar cane, and horticultural crops. 

Cambodian farms show a wide diversity of crops that are grown for subsistence or local markets in ‘kitchen gardens’ or which are protected and utilized in common areas like roadsides and forest margins.  One finds an astonishing variety of vegetables, including leafy greens, especially, but not only brassicas, roots and tubers like taro, ginger, sweet potato and Irish potato, annual fruits like chili, melons, ladyfinger, cucumber and other cucurbits, tree-fruits in profusion (more than 10 local types), aromatic herbs and spices, traditional medicinal plants, and a number of small animals especially in the aquatic environment of the rice fields.  These crops and gathered items are fundamental to the food security of Cambodian rural households given the uncertainties and low yields of rice production.  Garden systems are usually designed to ensure at least some productivity in the face of unpredictable weather and other sources of crop loss.

Rice in Cambodia is largely a lowland crop.  Large areas of Kampong Cham, Kampong Thom (high population provinces) and parts of the north-western provinces are poorly suited to rice production but will support so-called upland crops.  These systems present significant opportunities for increasing and diversifying Cambodia’s agricultural and agro-industrial sector, a process, which has already begun.  The kinds of products which can be derived from them are in growing demand as ‘specialty foods’ among both ‘northern’ and ‘southern’ partners in the global economy, particularly but not exclusively among more affluent consumers, who have effective demand for increased variety, year-round availability and quality in their diets.  Moreover, the improvements in transportation infrastructure currently planned or actually under construc​tion will link these areas to major urban markets in Thailand and Vietnam.  The challenge for Cambodia is to capitalize on these opportunities, to ensure the biological and economic sustainability of the enterprises, and the equitable, indeed the affirmatively pro-poor distri​bution of the benefits.

Pesticides

Prior to the opening of Cambodia’s economy in the late 1980’s, there was very little pesticide use, as most farmers were too poor to afford purchased inputs, and insect pests were much less a problem for rice production than soil and water management and damage by rats.   The government’s efforts to achieve self-sufficiency in rice led to the promotion of chemical inputs, and bilateral donors in the 1990s included in their commodity aid packages pesticides produced by their own domestic manufacturers.  The opportunity for monetization of this assistance by the Ministry of Agriculture provided a strong motivation for officials to promote pesticides.  Their use is perceived among farmers as a “modern” method, as promoted by television and other advertising from abroad.  Farmers often believe pesticides will “magically” give increased yields quite beyond the pest-control aspect.  

The growth of the cash economy has enabled significant “informal” imports of pesticides from neighboring countries by small traders.  By the mid 1990s serious problems with pest rebound (brown plant-hopper and other insect outbreaks) were being observed in Cambodian rice-fields, and peri-urban vegetable producers were spraying high doses of pesticide cocktails at least weekly.  

The present situation of pesticide use in Cambodia has recently been very ably reviewed by the UK-based Environmental Justice Foundation
.  Up to 50% of wet-season rice farmers, and in some areas 100% of dry season (irrigated) producers, now use pesticides.  FAO data show Cambodian pesticide imports via formal channels to have been nearly US$800,000 in 1999, with the actual figure probably much higher.  Up to 33% of the 76 compounds in 241 different products imported in 2000 were WHO class I (highly or extremely hazardous to human health).  The most commonly used pesticide in Cambodia is methyl parathion, under the trade name Folidol, produced in Thailand by Bayer.  DDT and chlordane are also available.  Many pesticides imported into Cambodia are banned in their country of origin.  Imported pesticides are usually labeled in the language of the source country, indecipherable to Cambodian farmers, and neither basic safety equipment nor knowledge of the hazards are available to them.  Epidermal, oral, and inhalation exposure, with resulting poisoning is common.  Pesticides are also sometimes used as means to harvest fish and other aquatic organisms, or sometimes even applied to the skin as an insect repellant, with rather immediate toxic consequences.  Pesticides have been reported to be added to distilled rice wine by unscrupulous (or just uninformed) vendors, to give the user that little extra buzz.

The Cambodian Environment law and various sub decrees regulate pesticide sales and use, especially of Class I compounds.  Cambodia is a signatory to the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, and is participating in the interim procedure of the Rotterdam Convention on Prior Informed Consent for Certain hazardous Chemicals in International Trade.  Unfortunately Cambodia largely lacks the institutional capacity to integrate these agreements effectively into inter-ministerial policy, programming, and service delivery.  It completely lacks the enforcement or judicial capacity to implement the current laws.

The Cambodian National Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Program

The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries established the IPM program in 1993, with support from the IDRC, FAO and IRRI, and more recently from the World Bank, Danida, and the NGO World Education.  The National IPM Director and the IPM Coordinator are based at the Department of Agronomy and Land Improvement of MAFF.  The IPM Steering Committee has representation from other departments of the government, the NGOs and the international donor community.  

The Cambodian IPM program was reviewed by the National Coordinator in January 2002
.  The program is founded on the “farmer field school” (FFS) methodology, in which farmers are educated, through non-formal adult education methods, to analyze their own farm systems in a scientific way (observation, analysis, testing), and to make informed decisions about management including the use of off-farm inputs such as pesticides and fertilizers.  Self-sustaining networks of IPM-skilled farmers, trainers, and government extension workers are an important product, promoted by farmer-to farmer and international exchanges.  Since 1993 the program has trained 347 district Trainers, of whom 135 are women.  As the program devolves down to the farm level, now 717 farmers (265 women) have been trained as “farmer trainers”, able to run farmer field schools with only minimal support from district trainers.  Some 42,000 farmers have been trained.  Wet season rice yields for IPM graduates have been shown to be up to 14% higher than those of their un-schooled colleagues, with input costs reduced by a highly significant US$3 per hectare (net farm incomes average US$250 per family per year).  

For the future of “organic” or sustainable agriculture however defined, two key outcomes of the IPM program are noteworthy:

Farmer Trainers represent a new network of civil society actors who are essential for the independent implementation of IPM.  In recognition that production is not constrained primarily by lack of technology, but by poverty and lack of access to information and resources, IPM Farmer Trainers are conducting ‘Farmer Life Schools’.  Farmers themselves are analyzing their social systems based on their understanding of ecology and their place in the ecosystem, including issues of education, health, environment, economy, culture, and society.  farmers are empowered by this experience to work in their communities to identify root causes and find solutions to problems.  

Secondly, FFS graduates and trainers at all levels have been schooled in techniques of monitoring and evaluation, and assessment of impacts of the overall program.  These skilled personnel will be very valuable as local agents for certification assessment.

ORGANIC AGRICULTURE PRODUCTION AND MARKETING, 

CURRENT INITIATIVES

A number of local and international NGOs and other agencies are presently working on sustainable agriculture initiatives in Cambodia.  Three are of particular note to illustrate the possibilities now available:

European Support

The European Commission has provided 2 years of funding to a consortium of  Cambodian, French, and Belgian agencies for a pilot project to work with farmers in the province of Kampong Speu, south of Phnom Penh, in an attempt to improve livelihood security through increased food production for local consumption and for the urban market in Kampong Speu Town and in the capital.  The project, entitled “Improving the Living Conditions of Poor Farmers on the Outskirts of Kampong Speu by Diversifying Agricultural Production” (KHM-2-03)is a collaboration between:

· the City of Gembloux, Aide au Développement Gembloux asbl (ADG), Gembloux Agricultural University (FUSAGx) – Belgium
· City of Epinal, Centre de coopération internationale en recherche agronomique pour le développement (CIRAD-Montpellier)

· Amarger-Arguel (Castelnau Le Lez) – France

· City of Kampong Speu, NGO Cambodian Women for Peace

· Development (CWPD), School of agriculture Prek Leap (SAPL), PRASAC – Cambodia
The specific objective is to increase the incomes of these populations as well as improving and diversifying the food supply of the inhabitants of the town. Increased revenue will be generated by the sale of good quality agricultural produce, such as fruits, flowers, vegetables, mushrooms, reared meat and fish products, to the large hotels and restaurants in Phnom Penh, and to the markets in Kampong Speu and Phnom Penh. The project will involve the founding of an agricultural co-operative in Kampong Speu and a proper distribution network to supply these markets. Training sessions will be organized at the co-operative and a store room and cold room will be made available to the selected families. The project is now successfully marketing “organic” fruits and vegetables to hotels, restaurants, and mostly expatriate consumers in Phnom Penh.  No formal certification is in place as yet.

The Khmer Fields Foundation “Srer Khmer”

Srer Khmer is an independent NGO founded in 2001 with assistance from FAO, to compliment the IPM program.  Srer Khmer supports farmer networks, farmer action research, farmer life schools, and farmers’ rights advocacy.   With Srer Khmer assistance, a number of farmer communities in Kien Svey district near Phnom Penh are producing “chemical free” vegetables and salad herbs.  Marketing is through the Srer Khmer office and directly to consumers both locally and in the capital.  Srer Khmer is linked to similar efforts across Asia, through the FAO Community IPM Program.

Centre d’Etude et de Developpement Agricole Cambodgien (CEDAC)

CEDAC is a Cambodian NGO working for the development of family agriculture, through research, training and rural extension.  Funding comes from the Australian aid program and other sources.  CEDEC works to improve the lives of small-scale commercial farmers through promoting ecological agriculture.  The training approach is similar to that of IPM, group training in farmer field schools, individual training and consultation, and farmer to farmer study tours.  The focus is on pesticide problems, organic matter management, and ecological intensification of rice, vegetables and mung beans.  Trials with the “System of Rice Intensification” (SRI) developed in Madagascar have shown yields increased up to 150% over the normal  (5 T/ha versus 2 T/ha).  The system is a “biodynamic” one, taking advantage of a subtle understanding of the biological factors  which influence rice tillering and final grain yield (soil tilth, water management, transplanting practices, early weeding, and seed selection).  CEDAC’s farmers also are marketing “organic” produce locally and in the urban centres.  Local village consumers prefer and even appear willing to pay a small premium, for pesticide free products, as many are well aware of the dangers of pesticide exposure.

POSSIBLE NEW INITIATIVES

Pilot Organic Certification Project

Initial project support for development of export-oriented organic agriculture in Cambodia has been offered by the UNEP-UNCTAD Task Force on Capacity Building on Trade, Environment, and Development  (CBTF).  A Cambodian proposal was submitted in April 2001 focusing on environmental impact assessment in industrial scale production of the oil crop Castor seed (Ricinus communis).  Developments since then suggest that these initial resources would be better used in an attempt to determine how Cambodia might institute an appropriate organic certification program, (beginning with ICS approaches) as part of the ongoing effort to develop organic agriculture for domestic and export markets.  How can the partly grass-roots and partly government supported activities described above be strengthened?  What would be the division of responsibility between private and public sectors in the present and emerging institutional context in Cambodia?  How can capacity be strengthened for this task?  What markets should be targeted, and what products and standards would be best for those markets? A pilot project would build on the existing work, drawing in support from the Ministries of Commerce, Agriculture, and Environment, as well as partners from the global Organic Movement.  

Vegetables & Spices

One outcome of the Integrated Framework Diagnostic Study is the intention to support an “enterprise incubator” project, in which small and medium enterprises in the food processing sector would be given the support of business development services, to enable them to bring their products up to export standard and access foreign markets.  At least one such enterprise in the project should target domestic and international organic markets, linked with the organic certification project.

Vegetable producers in the region provide high quality fresh, frozen and pickled vegetables to the Asian specialty food market worldwide.  Specialty products like baby corn, lady finger (okra), the Japanese bar-snack edomame (boiled young soy beans in pod, eaten with salt) and many others may represent significant opportunities for Cambodian enterprises.  

Cambodia produces black pepper, chilies, cardamom, betel, star anise, and other spices, plus a wide range of kitchen herbs including lemongrass, aloe vera, hibiscus, basil, and the many chi or salad herbs.  Dried chilies are a significant product for domestic and export markets.  Black pepper from Kampot Province was once a world-renowned Cambodian specialty and is currently undergoing a resurgence in planted area, both by smallholders and as an estate crop. 

Organic Cotton

A number of multinational garment companies are interested in organic textiles as a component of their product line, motivated by corporate citizenship as well as bottom-line considerations.  Before the war, Cambodia produced significant quantities of cotton for export, and it is still an important component of the swidden agriculture rotations practiced by indigenous peoples in the north-east.  In the past decade Cambodia has begun to increase cotton production, and there is an opportunity here to intervene to provide alternatives for the chemical intensive production systems which will probably be instigated.  Hand-weaving of silk and cotton is currently enjoying a renaissance, and some very fine textiles are already exported by several Cambodian  handicraft and cottage industry agencies.  Joint funding by the international private sector, multilateral and bilateral donor agencies, and Cambodian players is a distinct possibility.

CONCLUSION

As Cambodia attempts to re-join the world community, and to respond to the forces of globalization which that brings, the country is challenged by the destruction wrought in its recent history, in addition to all the other constraints faced by Southern producers.  Organic agricultural production and exports, while not a panacea or even easy, offer the related possibilities of access to certain Northern markets in the shorter term, and the setting of our agriculture onto a more sustainable and equitable course, a vital component of poverty reduction strategies.  

International assistance can come in the form of project funds for strategic initiatives, networking and collaboration with members of the organic and fair trade movements, and market access through corporate participation in specific business opportunities.  Cambodian farmers and development workers, and the Royal Government, are beginning to see, and to act upon, a vision of sustainable development consistent with the fundamental ecological, social and ethical principles of organic agriculture.  Some “off-farm” inputs are required to move it along.

� Paper presented to the Policy Dialogue on Promoting Production and trading Opportunities for Organic Agricultural Products, Brussels, 21-22 February, 2002; UNEP-UNCTAD Task Force on Capacity Building on Trade, Environment, and Development  (CBTF)


� The views expressed in this paper are those of the author, and do not necessarily represent those of the Royal Government of Cambodia or any of its agencies.


� Much of the general background material used here was first published by the Ministry of Commerce, in the Cambodia Diagnostic Study of the  Integrated Framework Project.  The present author was a co-author of that study.


� UNDP Human Development Report


� Cardamon report, and WWF reports


� Global Witness reports 


� Fishery Sector review, Environmental Justice Foundation � HYPERLINK "http://www.ejfoundation.org" ��www.ejfoundation.org� 


� Sustainable Economic Development Plan 2, the Second 5-year Plan, Ministry of Planning, 2001


� “Death in Small Doses, Cambodia’s pesticide problems and solutions”  - available as a .pdf download from � HYPERLINK "http://www.ejfoundation.org" ��www.ejfoundation.org� 


� Report on the Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Activities in Cambodia (1993-2001), Ngin Chhay, National IPM Coordinator, MAFF-DAALI, Phnom Penh, January 2002
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