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ABSTRACT 

 

ñThe Politics of Age: An Examination of the Cambodia National Ageing1 Policy 2017-2030,ò 

examines ageing population issues in Cambodia and the Cambodian government's approach to 

addressing the issues by adopting a thirteen-year national ageing policy plan. The study outlines 

the history of political development in Cambodia in the post-French colonial period and onwards 

(1953-Present) ï and examines how the colonial legacy contributes to shaping today's politics and 

policymaking process. The tracing of the country's early political development provides an avenue 

to conduct critical analysis on the Cambodian government's policy choice on the ageing 

population. By critically assessing and comparing the civil society efforts with government 

officialsô performance throughout the policy implementation process as well as investigating how 

the National Ageing Policy 2017-2030 affects the ageing population, this dissertation uncovers the 

differences between how the policy serves and benefit the Cambodian government and the ageing 

population.  

 

While the enactment of ageing policy in Cambodia can be viewed as a positive action of the 

government in conforming with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN-SDGs) 

and the International Human Rights Law, this policy action is, arguably, an apparatus to reaffirm 

regime legitimacy or in other words, proving the capacity of an authoritarian regime to care for 

the population. Using empirical evidence collected from my field study through participating in 

the National Ageing Policy 2017-2030 first phase action planôs review process with the 

government officials and civil society organization as well as interviews with Cambodian elderly 

attest to my argument on how the Cambodian government incorporate ageing policy as an 

instrument to strengthen its ruling power.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
1I adopted the spelling of ñageingò instead of ñagingò in order to keep it consistent with the official policy paper 

examined and all other official documents cited in this dissertation.  
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PRELUDE 

 

In my grandparentsô generation, girls in Cambodia were not encouraged by their families and 

society to pursue formal education. Only boys were encouraged to have formal education based 

on an outdated perception that at the end of the day, married women still rely on their husbandôs 

financial support. Cultural norms in Cambodia confine women to a life of domestic duty or in a 

so-called well-known phrase in Khmer ñǄǟƄȳƜĿǍȭǇ ɐŎɉĿǃĪƗģƄƴȭƗŎȿɗ2ò (translate as: a womanôs 

primary responsibility should only revolve around kitchen and household duties) ï such as 

household chores, cooking, and caring for children and family members. This reflects upon both 

of my grandmothersô illiteracy. They never went to school and were encouraged to get married 

when they were young teenagers and raised their children with traditional farming. My 

grandfathers also, had never received formal education nor formal employments, their livelihood 

and savings depended entirely on livestock and farming crops such as rice, corn, and sugarcane. 

When the Khmer Rouge conflict broke out in 1975, all their property and assets were taken away 

by the Khmer Rouge government who attempted to abolish private ownership and successfully did 

so from 1975-1979. During this period, Cambodia had no monetary transactions.  

 

Following the collapse of the Khmer Rouge regime in 1979 and a prolonged period of civil unrest 

from 1980-1990, my maternal grandparents lost not only their economic opportunities and assets 

but also one of their children, my uncle, and several other relatives died at the hands of the Khmer 

Rouge. Meanwhile, they managed to send their surviving children, my mother and my uncle to 

school in the aftermath of the Khmer Rouge regime. My grandparents realized that education 

would be the only way to help lift the family out of poverty which would allow my mother and my 

uncle to have a stable family and also acquire resources to take care of them in later li fe. Despite 

the contemporary nuclearization of the Cambodian family support network, the Cambodian 

government continued to define caring for the elderly as an individual familyôs responsibility. 

However, the Cambodian governmentôs recent adoption of the National Ageing Policy 2017-2030 

raises skepticisms on its feasibility as the publicôs deep-rooted cultural understanding of traditional 

family support structures and the setbacks of democracy and human rights improvement in the 

 
2 «ƸǓŸȧƐĳǁȡƻ ɄłȽĳƷĞƋŸƨȡƋłȳɋ» is the oldest, but outdated, known Khmer phrase often used in the old Khmer literature text.  
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country since the disputed election in 2013 which later resulted in the dissolution of the opposition 

party, Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) in 2017.  

 

The study of ageing policy seeks to redefine the roles and power structures in regard to taking care 

of the elderly in Cambodia. On the first level, it seeks to redefine the role of children in taking care 

of their ageing parents in Cambodian society today. Secondly, it sets the government as the body 

who gets to redefine the relationships of elderly care. And lastly, it solidifies those relationships in 

a neocolonial framework as Western based NGOs become the arbiters and financiers of these 

policies.  

 

Figure 0.1: An elderly woman reading a childrenôs book. Picture courtesy of March Im. 
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Figure 0.2: Population map of Cambodia by Province (2019 census). Map courtesy of Cambodia National Institute 

of Statistics.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Four provinces in Black Dot ï Battambang, Siem Reap, (Northwestern Region) and Takeo and Kampot 

(Southern Region) are the chosen sites for this dissertation study. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

 

On a scorching day of April 22, 2019, I took my best friend to visit the famous Angkor Wat temple 

as it was his first trip to Cambodia. It is a world heritage landmark where many people dream to 

come visit because it is listed as one of the seven wonders of the ancient world and recognized as 

the largest religious monument in the world. Soon as we arrived at Siem Reap International 

Airport, eager to see the temple, we decided to take an auto rickshaw3 locally known as Tuk Tuk, 

from the airport to the temple. Outside the airport arrival gate, we saw an older man in his late 

sixties or early seventies waiting to catch the crowd of tourists. He waved at us and politely asked 

if we needed transportation to the temple or to the hotel. Without hesitation, we hopped on his Tuk 

Tuk to drop off our suitcases at the hotel and went straight to the temple. Along the ride, the Tuk 

Tuk driver was very friendly and accommodating. During our conversation, I asked him ñhow 

long have you been driving the Tuk Tuk, uncle?ò He replied: ñalmost twenty years since my 

retirement from the military in the late nineties.ò He paused for a short while then he added, ñIôm 

in my 70s now, but I donôt have any other source of income to make a living if I donôt drive a Tuk 

Tuk. My military retirement pension is too little to pay for our basic needs.4 My household depends 

on me.ò I responded to the Tuk Tuk uncle, ñIf you donôt mind, may I ask how much you make a 

day on average?ò He said, ñOn average US$10 a day, on a lucky day I make US$15 before other 

expenses such as petrol and maintenance. Some days hardly US$5. I have to support my sick wife 

and grandchildren since their parents migrated to Thailand to find jobs.ò As I óexasperatedô hearing 

our Tuk Tuk driverôs daily life story, we arrived at the temple gate. While uncle pulled to the side 

of the road to let us get off the Tuk Tuk, I said to him, ñPlease wait for us here. We will hire you 

for the whole three days we are in Siem Reap.ò Uncle delightfully smiled while saying, ñthank 

youò to us. 

 

 

 
3 The auto rickshaw is a common form of urban transport, both as a vehicle for hire and for private use, in many 

countries around the world, especially those with tropical or subtropical climates, including Southeast Asia and 

South Asia.   
4 As of December 2010, the average pension amount disbursed to war veterans in Cambodia amounted to about 

US$35 per month, whereas retired police and army received on average US$46.30 per month (ILO, 2012: 13).  
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Figure 1.1: An Tuk Tuk driver in Siem Reap on his daily routine. Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next day, April 23, 2019, uncle picked us up from the hotel as soon as the sun fully rose. He 

parked his Tuk Tuk and waited for us before we even had our coffee. He drove us around the 

Angkor Wat temple compound touring and recommending us places to stop by. We stopped at Ta 

Prohm temple, because it is famous for the humongous trees growing on top of the temple roof 

and movie filming spot.5 As we walked into the temple amidst the crowd of tourists and the sweats, 

we noticed an old and frail woman sitting in the dark corner of the temple next to a partly damaged 

Buddha statue (see Figure 1.2). We couldnôt ignore her and the Buddha statue, we paused and did 

the ritual prayers to Buddha for blessings. The frail grandma then tied the blessings threads on our 

wrists while blessing us a prosperous life. We asked her, ñWhy are you here alone grandma?ò She 

replied, ñI donôt have any children and family, I stay at a pagoda6 nearby. I am here to help clean 

the temple in exchange for food till I die.ò Next to the Buddha statue, there was a ódonation boxô, 

which we could only assume that it is to help support the pagoda to provide food to the monks and 

the vulnerable persons like grandma. We put some cash in the donation box and gave some extra 

to grandma. We left Ta Prohm temple and continued our day trip with the Tuk Tuk uncle while 

pondering about older people like them, we encountered during the trip. 

 
5 Ta Prohm temple made appearances in a number of popular media, such as in the movie called Tomb Raider, in 

which Angelina Jolie portrayed the adventurer and archeologist Lara Croft. 
6 Pagoda: commonly refer to a Hindu or Buddhist temple. 
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Figure 1.2: An elderly woman selling joss sticks and blessing threads inside Ta Prohm Temple, part of the Angkor 

Wat complex. Picture courtesy of Janine Orlin Gelley.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both of these encounters serve as examples of the vulnerability of many older people in Cambodia 

in the aftermath of war and conflicts that took place between 1975-1990. In 2003, the Cambodian 

government took actions to establish an elderly policy, however, the policy made no positive 

impact on improving the well-being of elderly. Many old age Cambodians such as the Tuk Tuk 

uncle who is a war veteran has very minimal retirement pension, while grandma at the Ta Prohm 

temple has no family members to count on. Old age poverty is not the only issue for older people 

themselves, but it is an issue that affects everyone in the society, especially in a place where norms 

and culture obliged the young person to provide both financial and physical care for their elders. 

At the same time, the wave of globalization has triggered the traditional family safety net in 

Cambodia or a so-called multigenerational household to break apart. Industrial development in 

urban areas and access to quality education and skills training available only in the city have forced 

many young Cambodians to migrate out of their village in the rural provinces to the city to seek 

for better economic opportunities since there is still a big development gap between urban and 

rural Cambodia. While others migrate to foreign countries due to the shortage of employment 

opportunities available domestically and the significant wage differentials of employment 
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overseas. As of June 2019, at least 1.2 million out of the 8.8 million (15.8 million total population) 

workforce population in Cambodia migrated overseas including Japan, Malaysia, South Korea, 

and Thailand for employment (Tunon & Rim, 2013; ILO, 2019). Similarly, 847,419 young 

workers left their village and family to work in the garment factories in the urban areas (Cheng, 

2018). This steep increase of young people leaving their hometown for employment, business 

opportunity, or education purposes eventually shifts away from the cultural obligation of caring 

for elderly family members. The shortfall of the 2003 Elderly Policy and drastic out-migration of 

young people resulted in additional hardships for older people. In frequent cases, young adults 

who left their hometown to seek job opportunities in the city tended to leave their young children 

for their ageing parents or grandparents to assume caring responsibility (see Figure 1.3) while only 

sending remittances to their ageing parents occasionally. Life becomes harder for older people in 

Cambodia when they have to provide care for their grandchildren in addition to struggling with 

their own income insecurity and health issues.  

 

Figure 1.3: An elderly grandpa babysits his grandkids while their parents went to work outside.  

Picture courtesy of Savin Tim. 
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While examining contemporary issues facing older people, itôs also important to consider the 

Khmer Rouge history that affects many old ages in Cambodia today, especially those who aged 60 

and older ï that deserves adequate attention and assistance from the government. The Khmer 

Rouge genocide conflict occurred from 1975-1979 did not only kill nearly one-third (ӎ) of 

Cambodianôs total population of 7 million during that time ï but also displaced, injured, and 

traumatized those who survived. Many of the Khmer Rouge conflict survivors, especially the older 

adults are now ageing in poverty and vulnerability.  

 

Although Cambodians now have extensive access to social media platforms, ageing population 

issues have only seemed to garner little attention from the public. Today, many Cambodians still 

surmise that caring for elderly is entirely the obligation of their adult children and family members, 

if any. Culturally and traditionally, as a strong Buddhist country - ñtaking care of your elders is a 

form of gratitude that is a reciprocal deedò asserted in Buddhist teachings. Indeed, there is nothing 

bad about this moral teaching of doing good deeds to your ageing parents, family members, or 

people in your community. However, Cambodia is now seeing society transforming into a situation 

where young people cannot afford to spend much time taking care of their ageing parents or 

grandparents anymore. This societal shift urged the Cambodian government to explore solutions 

to help address the challenges faced by both the ageing and the younger population. Exploring 

solutions in this sense means not just endorsing a long-term policy plan but taking action 

institutionally and legally to address both groups, the ageing and the younger populations.   

 

In response to this context, my dissertation addresses the following overarching research questions: 

Why did the Cambodian government launch the National Ageing Policy 2017-2030? What are the 

factors that influenced this policy decision? These research questions are the central framework 

for this dissertation to develop an insightful understanding of the Cambodian governmentôs 

rationale for this policy choice and the complexity of ageing policy in connection to the human 

rights of older persons. The investigation of ageing policy in Cambodia is crucial in re-examining 

the politics of welfare policy in developing countries.  

 

Why Ageing Population in Cambodia?  
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I gained an interest in researching ageing population when I returned to Cambodia in early 2016 

after completing my masterôs program in the United Kingdom. During that visit, while traveling 

around the country, I noticed many older persons in Cambodia living in extreme poverty. I saw 

many were begging on the street or overworking themselves at a later age such as pushing bicycle 

rickshaws, in Cambodia known as ñcycloò to provide transport service or working as street vendors 

in exchange for small cash since the existing social pension programs are not universal in 

Cambodia (see Figure 1.4). This issue faced by old age Cambodian is also personal to me, both 

sides of my grandparents are dependents of their adult children, both financially and physically. 

Without adequate support from their adult children, I can only imagine my grandparents to be in 

the same situation as the two elderly we encountered in Siem Reap.  

 

Figure 1.4: Left ï the face of poverty in Cambodia: an elderly man pushing a bicycle rickshaw in Phnom Penh 

(picture courtesy of Heng Soy). Right ï an elderly woman selling fruit snacks on the street with her grandchildren in 

Battambang province (picture by author). 
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Today, the only functioning stateôs social service programs in Cambodia that includes a limited 

number of elderly populations are: ñthe National Social Security Fund for Civil Servants (NSSF-

CS)7,ò ñthe National Fund for Veterans (NFV)8,ò and ñthe Identification of Poor Households 

Program (IDPoor Program)9.ò These social security and social assistance programs are only for 

the seniors who had been formally employed and for seniors who live in extremely poor 

households qualified for the IDPoor cash transfer program (see Figure 1.5). This resulted in a 

majority of elderly Cambodians, aged 6010 and older such as the elderly woman at the temple, the 

elderly cyclo man, and the elderly woman who is a street vendor remained outside of the 

governmentôs support programs.  

 

Despite these identified gaps of the countryôs social protection programs, Prime Minister Hun Sen 

claimed that his government has been taking great care of Cambodian senior citizens (Voun, 2019). 

The Prime Minister did not clarify how, or through which program the government was providing 

great care to the elderly. It is assumed that he was referring to the newly established ñNational 

Ageing Policy (NAP) 2017-2030ò that is yet to produce any impact on the ageing population and 

the above-mentioned targeted pension programs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 Sub-decree on the establishment of the National Social Security Fund (NSSF) set forth in 2007 in conformity with 

the National Law on Social Security and the Provisions of Social Security in pursuance of Sub-Decree. NSSF was 

implemented in late 2008. Retrieved 12 February 2020 from http://www.nssf.gov.kh/default/about-us-2/history/  
8 National Fund for Veterans (NFV) has been established by Sub-Degree No.79 ANKr.BK on 23 July 2010 which is 

a public institution of administration. It has covered 9 benefits such as retirement pension, invalid pension, 

maternity, first wedding, illness, sacrifice, death, disability, and their dependents. NFV was supported by the Royal 

Government budget. Retrieved 12 February 2020 from http://www.nfv.gov.kh/index.php/en/about-nfv 
9 The ID Poor Program, established in 2006 within the Ministry of Planning, is part of the Royal Government of 

Cambodiaôs ongoing efforts to reduce poverty and support socioeconomic development throughout the country. the 

Government promulgated Sub-Decree 291 on Identification of Poor Households in December 2011. This Sub-

Decree regulates the management and implementation of identification of poor households, and the utilization of 

poor household data, in Cambodia. Retrieved 12 February 2020 from https://mop.idpoor.gov.kh/about/process  
10 Cambodia adopted the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA) 2002ôs definition of the elderly 

based on chronological age, which defined those aged 60 years and over.  

http://www.nssf.gov.kh/default/about-us-2/history/
http://www.nfv.gov.kh/index.php/en/about-nfv
https://mop.idpoor.gov.kh/about/process
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Figure 1.5: IDPoor card evaluation criteria. Diagram courtesy of the Ministry of Planning and Ministry of Economy  

& Finance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The rapid increase of ageing population has become an emerging and on-going issue to address in 

many countries across Asia including Cambodia. In 2017, an estimate of 1.2 million old age 

Cambodians ï or approximately 7% of the total population of 16 million aged 60 and older (Yon, 

2018). As life expectancy increased (Male 68.1, Female 71.9 in 2018)11 ï ageing population in 

Cambodia is projected to reach 5 million (approx. 22%) by 2050, according to the Cambodia 

National Institute of Statisticsô projection. This ageing population projection could seemingly be 

a reason that motivates the Cambodian government to take preemptive action and establish a policy 

such as the NAP 2017-2030 to address the expected challenge in the near future. Nonetheless, this 

preemptive ageing policy action is somewhat out of place, while there are other urgent issues that 

the Cambodian government should focus on addressing ï for example, strengthening child rights 

protection mechanisms for the 1.5 million orphans and vulnerable children (UNICEF, n.d.). 

Despite the significant progress the Cambodian government made on establishing legal and policy 

framework to create a protective environment for children, there are gaps in law enforcement, 

inconsistent policy implementation, and limited accountability of local mechanisms remain and 

 
11 National Strategic Development Plan (2014-2018), ñAverage Life Expectancy of Cambodian People.ò 
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put children at risk (World Vision, 2017). While there are a lot of works on other issues like child 

rights protection remained to be fully addressed and amidst the economic fluctuations and 

contentions politics that are all caused by corruptions12 ï the Cambodian governmentôs 

commitment to provide long-term social assistance to senior citizens stated in the NAP 2017-2030 

seems far-fetched and questionable. Speaking at the launching ceremony at the Peace Palace, PM 

Hun Sen said the policy was to further enhance and improve the life quality of elderly persons in 

Cambodia with emphasis on ensuring them equal rights and opportunities (Xinhua, 2018). Minister 

of Social Affairs, Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation (MoSVY) Vong Soth also added, the policy 

focused on a number of priority issues for the elderly such as financial security, health and well-

being, living arrangements, older personsô association, and prevention of violence and abuse 

(Ibid).  

 

This dissertation, thus, seeks to uncover the rationale behind the Cambodian governmentôs 

commitment to care for the ageing population with the NAP 2017-2030. To uncover this rationale, 

I argue that the ageing population has been seen by the Cambodian government as an efficacious 

subject to maintain stability and social order for the CPPôs long-ruling regime of 35 years. 

Resorting to social policies to maintain hegemony over the population is not a new phenomenon 

for authoritarian states in Asia, particularly in countries closely allied with China such as 

Cambodia. There is a growing list of literatures that examined how other authoritarian states such 

as China, Russia, and Singapore employ social policy and welfare program to reinforce social 

order, stability, and regime power (Pan, 2020; Eibl, 2020; Logvinenko, 2020; Yang, 2017; Hurst, 

2011; Walker & Wong, 2005). As such, I have identified three possible contributions of my 

research to these expanding scholarships on authoritarian welfare.  

 

First, I position ageing as a construct in the international human rights framework. Drawing on 

Sally Merryôs work (2006), my use of international human rights instruments to justify ageing 

rights refers to how local human rights activists and civil society use the international human rights 

framework to shape the policy outcome and to navigate their agenda within the stateôs political 

 
12 Today, Cambodia remained one of the poorest and most corrupt countries in the world, ranking 162/180 countries 

according to the Transparency International 2018 Report. Retrieved February 14, 2019, from 

https://www.transparency.org/country/KHM  

https://www.transparency.org/country/KHM
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project. As human rights forums became more open to representatives beyond state officials, 

activists from many countries enthusiastically adopted this language and translated it for grassroots 

people. Civil  societyôs involvement in translating human rights language through their direct 

engagement with the population has created a reliable working relationship between the state and 

the civil society to deliver the policy actions. In other words, the state creates and navigates the 

policy agenda direction, but the civil society executes the policy agenda for the state to gain the 

credibility from enacting the policy.  

 

Second, I investigate the political will, economic condition, and the institutional arrangement in 

Cambodia as the key internal dynamics that shaped the passage of the NAP 2017-2030. Stable 

political climate and economic prosperity are the pitch to success of ageing policy main goals, 

particularly income security and economic opportunities for old people. In turn, international 

organizations such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) recognized that income security 

for people during their old age is a crucial objective among the welfare goals that modern societies 

seek to realize. To meet this objective, which is closely linked to the human rights to social 

security, reliable mechanisms that ensure systematic protection against risk of vulnerability of 

older persons are required (ILO, 2017).  

 

Third, I position the NAP 2017-2030 within Cambodiaôs on-going political trajectory towards 

democratization and human rights discourse. I argue that NAP 2017-2030 can be used as an 

instrument to depoliticize other human rights issues, for instance, civil rights and social economic 

rights ï given the countryôs contentious political climate. The adoption of this ageing policy in 

2017 and other social protection policy in 2016, on the other side of the spectrum, is arguably an 

apparatus to reinforce the current regimeôs politics. By way of explanation, an anti-political 

machine to prove the quality of governance by an authoritarian neoliberal government ï in 

retrospect to a huge-declined vote for the ruling Cambodian Peopleôs Party (CPP) in the 2013 

election and the dissolution of the main opposition party, the Cambodia National Rescue Party 

(CNRP) in November 2017. According to Kheang Un (2019), the ruling CPP realized that as the 

economy expanded and voters became more informed, they were increasing their demands for 

improved social services. To respond to these demands, the government needed to further improve 

its revenue and figure out social service programs to regain back their popularity in the following 
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election in 2018 (Un, 2019). In this dissertation, I explore how the Cambodian government 

organized and executed the NAP 2017-2030 goals to address ageing poverty while also accounting 

for how the Cambodian government employs the NAP 2017-2030 to address some aspects of 

international human rights law that the country has ratified and endorsed such as the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 1966 and the Madrid International 

Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA) 2002. 

 

The stated contributions from this research provide a solid assessment on how the NAP 2017-2030 

could benefit Cambodia domestically and internationally if the policy is implemented effectively 

and efficiently. The policy would not only improve socioeconomic status for the Cambodian 

people but also make Cambodia become a role model to other developing countries ï despite its 

hidden political agenda. In the following section, I will provide an overview of ageing 

demographics in Cambodia from the post-war period to the present day.   

 

Overview of Ageing Demographics in Cambodia 

The brutal Khmer Rouge regime (1975-1979) and the subsequent civil war and international 

embargo of the Vietnam-backed Peopleôs Republic of Kampuchea known as the PRK (1979-1989) 

traumatized an entire generation of Cambodian people. The people who survived the war, 

particularly those who were born between 1930s to 1960s ï they are now moving into their senior 

years and are the fastest growing segment of Cambodiaôs population, according to estimations by 

the United Nations Medium Variant (Zimmer, 2013). The massive postwar period cohort moves 

into older age ranges by 2030. Based on the Ageing and Migration Report 2013, taking the period 

2030 to 2070, the proportion of the population 60 and older will increase from 13% to 30% and at 

that time Cambodia will resemble other countries such as Italy and Japan (Zimmer, 2013). Since 

population ageing refers to the dynamic process of growing proportions that are old, it can be 

projected that the period 2030 to 2070 will be defined as Cambodiaôs rapid population ageing 

period (see Figure 1.6 and Figure 1.7). For this reason, Cambodia has the luxury of time to consider 

the consequences of ageing and move early to establish effective strategies for its older population 

(Zimmer, 2013: 7). 
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Figure 1.6: Percentage of the population aged 60+, Cambodia, all of Southeast Asia and the World, 1970 to 2070.  

Graphic courtesy of Cambodia Ministry of Planning. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.7: Population of Cambodia by Age and Rural/Urban Residence, 2013/2030 from Ageing and Migration in 

Cambodia. Statistics courtesy of CRUMP Series Report 2013. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theoretical Framework 

I analyze ageing policy in Cambodia using Michel Foucaultôs concept of biopolitics of the 

population (Foucault, 1978: 139) as an approach to demonstrate how elderly bodies become a 
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useful subject for the Cambodian government to exert and effectively maintain its hegemony. 

Biopolitics became a discourse in social science study in the 1970s when Foucault examined how 

political power takes biological life as its privileged object of management and control (Foucault 

et al., 2008). While many scholars adopted biopolitics to expand their research, this approach 

commonly examines the intersection between human body and politics. It is a discourse coined to 

explain the administration of life and a localityôs population as its subject (Foucault et al., 2007). 

Since the 1970s, many social theorists have noted that there are changes in the way that 

government has been organized, power exercised, and the public arena managed (Carter, 

Weinstein, & Bencze, 2017). Social and political scholars credit Foucault for introducing the idea 

of biopolitics in The History of Sexuality (1978) on which he argued, the economic and political 

regulation of the population in addition to disciplining the body, is crucial to power relations within 

the modern nation state. Hinged on to this argument, Foucault in his later book, The Birth of 

Biopolitics (2008) turned his focus to the emergence of liberal and neoliberal forms of 

governmentality. He presciently saw biopolitics as the political economization of human life that 

would ultimately culminate in the neoliberal hegemony under which we all labor today. Foucault 

(2008)ôs assertion on political economization of human life was further emphasized and connected 

into contemporary academic scholarship by Alexander Carnera (2012), ñfor scholars who employ 

biopolitics as an approach to their work often portray human populations as the subject of their 

complex and vehemently terrain; use mixed methods that combine qualitative and quantitative 

ethnographic research or document analysis; and embrace normative goals of two major 

identifiable streams of research: first, promote more abstract philosophical discussions around 

problems of politics, social values and aesthetic practices; second, tackles studies of science and 

technology, bioeconomy, medical research, health-care and the likeò (p. 69-70). 

 

Scholarship informed by biopolitics approach takes up a broad range of issues as to what Carnera 

(2012) suggested; the politicization of medicine, human life, and biotechnology (Rose, 2006); 

tracing disabilityôs interaction with debility and capacity (Puar, 2017); and the biopolitics of life 

course (Gilleard & Higgs, 2013). Roberto Esposito (2008) also argued that ñlife becomes 

encamped in the center of every political procedure; no other politics is conceivable other than the 

politics of life, in the objective and subjective sense of the termò (p. 15). My application of a 

biopolitics approach to this study draws on Cambodiaôs second substantial ageing policy in 2017 
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ï following its first launched in 2003. Administrative decentralization began to take shape in 

Cambodia in the early 2000s, and during the same decade Cambodia launched a statewide program 

targeting the health promotion of its citizens within a governance framework known as the 

óRectangular Strategy.ô The cumulative effect of all these measures is what Hayami (2019) called 

the conjoining of biopolitics with decentralized administration toward nationwide health 

promotion as well as the implementation of ageing policy (p. 387). The Cambodian NAP 2017-

2030 is designed in quite a structural way. First, the elderly must strive to help themselves; second, 

the family and community must provide support; and third, if these two measures fail, the state 

will provide support. Does this suggest a neoliberal turn in policy or simply a turn back towards 

traditional means ï by allowing ónormalizing interventionsô from the state? Biopolitics in the 

context of this policy is about óconceiving power as not merely top down but as diffuse,ô such as 

when individuals become subject to norms of behavior and may internalize those norms yet also 

modify them as they do so (Krause & De Zordo, 2012: 139). I deploy biopolitics in this study as a 

theoretical framework for my ethnographic research.  

 

Along with biopolitics, I apply neoliberal governmentality as a framework of analysis by 

examining the Cambodian governmentôs strategies to expand its ability to regulate a large 

population. In the face of global ageing, the state, market, and family have all been found to be 

inadequate, and the community or civil society has been regarding as the possible solution, the 

óthird way,ô which seeks to reconstruct citizens as moral subjects as responsible communities 

within neoliberal policies (Rose, 2000; Herbet, 2005; Ueno, 2011; Hayami, 2019). The state 

devolves its role by divulging it to the community with its benighted status as the locus of local 

agency, while demanding self-sacrifice from members of the community (Hayami, 2019: 388-89). 

The state forges control over the body through civil society and community organizations to not 

only minimize the number of resources used but also to promote its legitimacy because the ageing 

policy portrays the government as caring for its population. Sophal Ear (2013) and Kheang Un et 

al. (2011) describes the neopatrimonial system in authoritarian elections in Cambodia forces the 

ruling government to seek alternative forms of legitimacy. With the CPP maintaining power over 

Cambodia since 1985 until today, a true democracy and good governance is far-fetched from 

realizing. The CPPôs 35 years ruling made comparatively little progress in political development 

in terms of violence, impunity, corruption, separation of powers, human rights, political 
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participation of the opposition groups, accountability and transparency (Downie & Kingsbury, 

2001). As this patronage system is embedded in the autonomy of one-party dominant government, 

it is highly relevant to understand the governmentôs recent social policy reforms such as: The NAP 

2017-2030 and the National Social Protection Policy Framework (NSPPF) 2016-2025. In this 

context, the NAP and NSPPF raised the following question: has this kind of social policy adoption 

decision become a new tool for a dominant party to reinforce its power? The central explanation 

to this question is to examine the relationship between economic growth and political institutions, 

which Stephen Haggard (1990) sought to explain how international pressure through mechanisms 

such as imposing economic sanctions or preferential trade conditions can weigh heavily on a poor 

developing country like Cambodia. And the ability of a country like Cambodia to formulate 

coherent responses is contingent on institutional arrangements and capabilities, among them the 

nature of economic decision-making structures and the policy instruments available to political 

elites (Haggard, 1990: 254). This theoretical explanation depicts Cambodiaôs recent development 

that led to these policy choices ï from an impoverished war-torn state plagued by the continuing 

shadow of instability to a rapidly growing economy increasingly tightly integrated into regional 

and global markets and now onto endorsing national social welfare policy. 

 

Further, I use the term human rights to draw out the variable connections on the discourse of life 

itself regardless of age or physical ability to the international human rights jurisprudence. An issue 

like ageing is complex because it involves the question of life, however which life is more valuable, 

and which is less? Why is the last five or ten years of life less important than the beginning five or 

ten years? Or why some life appears more vulnerable than the others? The human life span which 

value is not only the policy issue, but also an ontological issue, what constitutes what life is all 

about and how we valued life? In discussing the issues of ageing, the first thing that comes to our 

mind is the physical performance, the demand activity for oneôs to sustain the continuity of life. 

However, how can we determine at what stage in life one becomes a more passive recipient or less 

functional, can no longer support oneself and requires assistance or care from others? Struck by 

these questions, I draw the study of ageing in Cambodia on the 1948 United Nations (UN) 

Universal Declarations on Human Rights and other UN Human Rights frameworks which 

Cambodia has ratified such as the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 

ratified in 2012, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
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(CEDAW) ratified in 1992, and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR) ratified in 1992 (UN-OHCHR, n.d.). While there are a number of human rights 

frameworks adopted to protect different vulnerable population groups such as children, women, 

and people with disabilities ï a human rights framework for the old age population remained in 

contingencies. Despite the collateral idea behind the movement towards international recognition 

and expanding the thoughts of human rights, ageing has been an ñabsent presenceò in disability 

activism and disability theory (Gilleard & Higgs, 2013). In their study, Gilleard and Higgs (2013) 

found the reason for this absence that ageing has been sidestepped by the disability movement 

because by promoting ageing in the agenda of disability it would re-introduce the idea of 

ólimitationô or óless functional.ô As such it would distract the aim of the movement for people with 

disabilities to equalize access in the society. Peter Townsend (1981), a sociologist, suggests that 

the relationship between disability and ageing need to be repositioned. In doing so, the appropriate 

approach is to integrate ageing and disability studies and contextualized in the life course ï 

meaning to include the process of becoming óoldô to becoming ódisabledô ï and becoming 

ódisabledô to becoming óoldô (Townsend, 1981: 81). Townsendôs assertion on the disability relation 

with ageing was similarly emphasized by Michelle Putnam. Putnam (2002) found that most social 

theories of ageing have neglected the physical impairment of the cumulative experience of 

disability over the life course. These findings are applicable to the case of Cambodia as there are 

a long list of disability-related NGOs exist in the country ï yet fewer NGOs work on the issues of 

ageing (JICA, n.d.). Moreover, the Cambodian government has enacted a number of disability 

laws and strategic plans in the following years responding to the global agenda on people with 

disabilities. In 2014, Cambodia became one of the first to develop a comprehensive national 

strategy on disability known as óthe National Strategic Disability Plan (NSDP)ô recognizing the 

equal rights of people with disabilities (CDAC, 2017).  

 

Reflecting on Cambodiaôs experience, I agree with Townsend and Putnam to the fact that both 

disability theory and ageing social theory, have failed to look at the process and the connection of 

human physical development throughout the life course. To make this intertwine connection 

comprehensible, Putnam (2002) distinguished this discourse into two different categories: 1) 

persons ageing with physical impairment ï meaning individuals who acquire physical impairment 

at younger age and grow old; 2) persons who grow old and developed physical impairment in old 
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age (p. 799). Such distinction affects the program aim and service model of both disability and 

ageing. For example, disability services programs tend to focus on promoting the philosophies of 

self-determination and independent living; whereas ageing services programs generally follow the 

medical model more closely and use a care management approach to service delivery. It is with 

this open gap that policy experts predicted that disability rights issues will surface within an ageing 

policy context as larger numbers of people ageing with physical impairment begin to use old age 

programs and services (Putnam, 2002: 799). This contextual relationship of ageing and disability 

eventually applies to the case of Cambodia with the fact that ñdisability rights initiativeò had 

started before the ñageing policy.ò Cambodiaôs Disability Rights Initiative (DRI) was adopted in 

2013 with support mainly from UNICEF, UNDP, and WHO (UNDP-Cambodia, n.d.) following 

the official ratification of the CRPD on December 20, 2012 ï whereas the national ageing policy 

was only officially launched in 2017. The efforts to promote disability rights was prioritized by 

the Cambodian government and other major organizations because Cambodiaôs post-conflict 

history resulted in a high number of persons with disabilities of ages and conditions, estimated by 

the World Bank and WHO to about 2 million people (Ibid). Meanwhile, the DRI seems to have 

focused heavily on the younger disabled Cambodians. Also, this initiative mentioned a broad aim 

of ódisability inclusive actions.ô Hence, I suspect that the disability service program in Cambodia 

is still at large exclusive of the ageing population. The NAP 2017-2030, on the other hand, does 

include that disability rises with age amongst both males and females, and that the Cambodian 

government must provide old age with specific prevention, treatment, rehabilitation and palliative 

care services to safeguard the intrinsic capacity and functional ability of the elderly (UNFPA, 

2017). Provided the above background, it seems the Cambodian governmentôs policy actions for 

the disability and elderly populations do not correspond each other, thus, opening the gap for 

further research.   

 

The third aspect of Cambodian ageing policy that I examine is how civil society plays an important 

role in advocating and penetrating international human rights law to influence change in domestic 

policy discourse as international laws often do not automatically transfer as domestic laws. Merry 

(2006)ôs work on localizing human rights law explained how non-governmental entities, for 

example the HelpAge organization, appropriate human rights framework into their agenda. As she 

further examines how human rights ideas are embedded in cultural assumptions about the nature 
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of a person, the community, and the state, and do not translate easily from one setting to another. 

If human rights protocols are to have an impact, they need to become a part of the consciousness 

of ordinary people around the world. Intermediaries such as non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) and activists play a critical role in interpreting the cultural world of transnational 

modernity for local claimants (Merry, 2006: 3). They appropriate, translate, and remake 

transnational discourses into the local vernacular. They, too, take the time to learn the local stories 

and frame them in national and international human rights language. NGOs often participate in 

two cultural spheres at the same time, translating between them with a kind of double 

consciousness (Merry, 2006). As the human rights policy education and services such as this 

ageing policy continue to rely on the NGOs or foreign government agencies to formulate and fund 

policy, it raises a challenging question on the longevity of the policy in the event that these external 

assistances are no longer present in the country. How will the Cambodian government deliver these 

policy services to their population without aid and assistance from international funders? This 

question imposes many uncertain prospects as there is a lot to be done to execute a national ageing 

policy, from national budget allocation, institutional arrangement, capacity building amongst local 

committees, to policy education and much more. 

 

Lastly, I explore the macro-level socio-economic conditions that contribute to the need to have a 

national ageing policy for elderly Cambodians. In pursuing these approaches, I draw on two 

important studies: (1) forced-labor migration and impact for the left-behind family members, and 

(2) the changing of traditional family structure due to globalization of the workforce. The lesser 

economic opportunities in the countryside have forced many working age adults in Cambodia to 

leave behind their elderly parents in the rural area and migrate to urban areas or cross borders to 

search for employment or business opportunities. The Cambodian Ministry of Planning reported 

that the working age adults who left their hometown to find employment elsewhere also leave their 

young children for their elderly parents to care for (Zimmer & Natta, 2015). This economic 

circumstance contributed to the shift of the traditional family support system, which is a common 

case in many countries in Asia.  

 

In Cambodia, families and religious temples are the main institutions on which elderly people 

depend on for care and social support. Social support services such as counseling remains largely 
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inadequate in Cambodia. Religious temples, particularly pagodas, are the only place for 

Cambodian people to seek social support service. Although this form of traditional safety nets still 

exists, current social changes triggered by industrialization and urbanization, both internal and 

external to the region, create a new trend requiring elderly people to live by themselves. This 

situation puts elderly people at a higher risk of falling into poverty especially in a situation where 

healthcare and pension systems are still under-developed (Cambodia-MEF: NSPPF, 2017). These 

complex issues are examine based on a series of reports, from 2015 to 2019 as revealed by 

Cambodian government including the Cambodia Rural-Urban Migration Project (CRUMP) report 

by the Ministry of Planning (MoP), IDPoor Program data by the Ministry of Economy and Finance 

(MEF), and the Cambodia Socio-Economic Surveys (CSES) by the National Institute of Statistics 

(NIS). The CRUMP reports provide data on socio-economic situations of households, including 

size, age, health, education and economic condition, left behind by migrant workers. Based on a 

CRUMP report (2016), 31% of migrant households contain an older person 60 and older, and 20% 

contain older persons with their grandchildren. Whereas the ñIDPoor Programò provides up-to-

date situations of elderly people who are living in poverty and rely on traditional family support 

networks. The CSES is a nationally representative survey of households, with information on 

household income, expenditures, indebtedness and consumption for the population of all age 

groups including older people aged 60 years and above. The CSES survey is conducted annually 

with at least a sample of 3,600 households that measures out-of-pocket expenditures on health 

services and medications. The CSES data includes a detailed consumption module, including out-

of-pocket expenditures on health services and medications. In addition, the healthcare module 

collects information about the health status of all household members in the 30 days prior to the 

survey, including questions on the incidence of illness, care-seeking behavior, and disability status 

(Jacobs et al., 2016).  

 

It was not until 2002 when the UN at the Second World Assembly on Ageing announced for the 

first time in history that the number of older people will surpass the younger people by 2050. This 

moment marks the beginning of a so-called global ageing century. As national governments, civil 

society, and communities continue to adapt policy and practice to challenges in the age structure, 

ageing policy has now moved into a new and expanding phase of investigation (Wister, 2015: 

BR99). A diverse set of researchers of developing and developed countries recently came together 



 23 

to identify major issues linked to the intersection of population ageing with health, social, 

economic and political dimensions (McDaniel & Zimmer, 2013). The process to identify those 

issues would assist the government and policymakers to make informed policy decisions. Along 

the same line, this dissertation helps to identify and extend the conversation on how ageing issues 

intersect with other aspects of political science such as welfare governance and the human rights 

approach to state protection.   

 

My approach in this study comes with certain limitations. One is that the central aim of this study 

is about exploring the rationale behind the policy choice rather than seeking initiatives to 

complement policy goals or solutions to prevent policy shortcomings. Citing the language of Nita 

Rudra (2007), my project looks at the óuniquenessô and ósystem divergenceô of social welfare 

policy in a developing country as a way to challenge the long-standing pre-conceptions in the 

studies of comparative political economy and international political economy which treat less 

developed and developing countries as not politico-economically capable of constructing a welfare 

system. Another limitation is that I emphasize the role of civil society in penetrating the language 

of human rights law to influence domestic policy change and bring out the best outcome for the 

population. My emphasis, however, drifts from discussing how the government chose to respond 

well with civil society only with certain human rights issues.  

 

Research Questions and Methods 

With the support of the American Association of University Women (AAUW) International 

Doctoral Fellowship and the Open Society Foundations (OSF) Civil Society Scholar Award, I 

carried out one year of ethnographic research ï from September 2019 to August 2020. The research 

was conducted in Battambang Province and Siem Reap Province ï a region in northwestern part 

of Cambodia with established Older Peopleôs Associations (OPAs), and in Takeo Province and 

Kampot Province ï a region in the southern part of Cambodia with higher ageing demographics. 

Half of the data collection was done remotely due to the disruption caused by the novel coronavirus 

(COVID-19) ï when the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 outbreak as a 

global pandemic on March 11, 2020 (Cocinotta & Vanelli, 2020).  
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I joined HelpAge Cambodia (HAC) organization in Battambang province as a volunteer working 

closely with HelpAge Executive Director, Vira Tum, communication officer, Bunret Von, as well 

as the HAC community development and advocacy team. I developed relationships with local 

governments such as the commune and village chiefs, who were involved in setting up the OPAs. 

Through HAC staff, I had the opportunity to visit a number of OPA meetings. Through my 

conversations with elderly people and support staff there, I learnt about the daily life and 

challenges that old age people in Cambodia were experiencing. Many people I met shared their 

time and insightful stories relevant to the ageing policy discussion. My dissertation benefits from 

being a timely topic yet to be discussed by scholars or experts. I recalled the time when I 

accompanied HAC staffs to a meeting with personnel from the Elderly Welfare Department at the 

Ministry of Social Affairs, Veterans, and Youth Rehabilitation (MoSVY), they were surprisingly 

very accepting and even asked me to help with setting up a ñtechnical working groupò to conduct 

a review for the NAP 2017-2030 actions plan. In addition, part of the work with HAC I was 

requested to assist with drafting a report summary of the Open-Ended Working Group on Ageing 

(OEWGA)ôs past sessions to be delivered to the Cambodian Human Rights Committee (CHRC). 

The OEWGA summary report is significant because itôs a new report that informed the Cambodian 

government about the international movements to address the rights of older persons. Not least, 

the report would influence the future directive of getting Cambodian government to involve and 

contribute to the drafting of the Convention on the Right of Older Persons (CROP) that is likely to 

be the next major human rights treaty adopted by the United Nations.  

 

Conducting field research in Cambodia can pose numerous challenges for political science and 

human rights scholars whose work attempts to critique or research issues that are considered 

sensitive to the ruling administration. My experience, however, was different from other scholars 

for two reasons. First, my project examines the politics of the NAP 2017-2030 and is not 

considered as a sensitive human rights issue like all others such as land ownership right, freedom 

of expression right, or political right. Instead, my project corroborates the government efforts to 

address the ageing rights issue. Secondly, recognizing my positionality as a native scholar and as 

someone who has grown up in Cambodia to the current democratization effort, neoliberal political 

economy integration, I am able to provide a critical lens about issues and policy response in the 
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country from within. Delving into my aforementioned overarching research question, I investigate 

two working questions:  

 

The first question ï How have external factors like international human rights law shaped legal 

and institutional reform in Cambodia? ï addresses how international human rights instruments 

such as the CRPD, ICESCR, CEDAW, and even international action plans like the MIPAA have 

influenced the Cambodian government decision to formulate a policy for the elderly. As I discuss 

in Chapter Three, Cambodia is party to eight of the nine core human rights treaties and ratified a 

number of optional protocols of these treaties. The ratifications of these treaties and optional 

protocols compelled Cambodian government to integrate into domestic laws and effectively 

implement those laws. To ensure those laws benefiting the population, Cambodian government 

has the duty to prepare periodic reports to submit to the treaty bodies. Although party states are 

obligated to respect and implement the principles stated in the convention once they are ratified, it 

is only binding upon them and there is no superior authority to enforce it. While I argue that the 

above-mentioned international human rights treaties influence domestic policy changes, I also 

recognize that some international human rights treaty principles such as the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) were not at all effectively implemented in Cambodia despite 

the ratification. There is enough evidence to prove the ineffectiveness of ICCPR implementation 

in Cambodia. This project will not focus on this aspect; however, it rather seeks to answer why 

Cambodian government only endorsed certain international human rights instruments; and the 

rationale behind the selected endorsements.  

 

The second working question is ï What are the internal factors that encouraged Cambodian 

government to adopt a long-term ageing policy plan? ï investigates the background issues faced 

by elderly Cambodians. In an attempt to answer this question, I examine Cambodiaôs conflict 

history, post-conflict development and institutional-building, socio-cultural and economic 

conditions.  

  

For socio-economic conditions of Cambodian ageing population, I use my ethnographic study to 

trace the lived experiences of elderly people in Cambodia today. For all living Cambodians who 

aged 60 and over today ï they are the ones who lived through the genocide perpetrated by the 
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Khmer Rouge or so-called Pol Pot regime (1975-1979). Itôs important to examine these elderly 

life experiences in the past because the conflict has affected them even in the aftermathï from 

physical well-being to economic security. Due to the long period of conflict, many young adult 

Cambodians who lived through and survived that conflict lost the opportunity to receive education 

or skill training that would have contributed to the betterment of their economic security at later 

age. The National Institute of Statistics (NIS) and Ministry of Planning (MoP) (2012) released a 

Demographics of Population Ageing 2012 report that confirmed, while the number of older 

persons in general is increasing in Cambodia, the increase amongst the oldest of 80 years and 

above, will require support. Furthermore, women constitute a major portion of the total ageing 

population because they live longer than men, particularly after 64 years of age. While this is true, 

I would add that many of these elderly widow women lost their spouses or children during the 

Khmer Rouge conflict. The loss of family members impacted their economic status as well as their 

physical health, for example post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). To study this impact, I 

conducted interviews with 50 elderly in Takeo Province and Kampot Province including those 

who lost their spouse or children during the Khmer Rouge conflict. I interviewed them about their 

life stories, physical health, and family economic conditions. Through these assessments, I 

analyzed how the old age population needs for support beyond what the family can provide 

prompted the government actions.  

 

For post-conflict development and institutional building, I drew on archival documents to trace the 

welfare system in Cambodia. Through ILO and the Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training 

(MoLVT) ï I retrieved documents that talk about the history of the social security system in 

Cambodia. The Social Security system by way of statutory entitlements was first introduced in 

Cambodia in 1955 through the adoption of Royal Decrees No. 55 and 306 (ILO, 2012). These 

provisions were abolished by the Khmer Rouge government in 1975, when most public institutions 

were abolished and replaced by a revolutionary and radical Khmer Communism. Long after the 

collapse of Khmer Rouge in 1979, the Department of Social Security was established in 1993 

under MoSVY and mandated with policy formulation regarding statutory social security 

provisions (ILO, 2012: 4). This establishment followed the adoption of the Law in 1994 that 

redefined the status of civil servants and introduced comprehensive social security provisions as 

part of their conditions of service. Meanwhile, it was not until September 2002 when the first social 
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security law was passed by the Parliament of Cambodia. In 2007, the National Social Security 

Fund (NSSF) was finally established following the adoption of the relevant sub-decree necessary 

for the implementation of the law in which the operations began in 2008. The new legislation was 

also passed in relation to the administration of social security benefits for public-sector workers; 

this through the adoption of two royal decrees in 2008 and 2010, which resulted in the 

establishment of the National Social Security Fund for Civil Servants (NSSFC), and the National 

Fund for Veterans (NFV) respectively (Ibid). The NSSFC and NFV established pensions to old 

age people who had formal employment, in both the public and private sectors. To gain insights 

of how this national social security system works for the formal employment sector and learn about 

the statistics of older people who have access to NSSFC, I visited the NSSFC provincial office in 

Takeo province and spoke to the officials. Drawing on these government documents and field 

study, it is appropriate to say that the social welfare system is not new to Cambodia. It was 

introduced into the country in the mid-twentieth century and re-introduced again in the early 1990s. 

Even more, the Cambodian government has already launched a somewhat successful social 

security system for elderly who had formal employment. But because not all elderly Cambodians 

had been in the formal economy sector and a majority live in poverty, it has prompted the demand 

for the government to extend the pension coverage that is inclusive for all old age. A national 

ageing policy is therefore a crucial starting point for Cambodian government to begin its course of 

actions towards providing a universal social security service to all senior citizens.   

 

This dissertation investigates the connections between the national legal framework, institutional 

capacity, political implications, and the everyday demand of ageing population. The NAP 2017-

2030 is a thirteen-year policy plan, however, four years have passed without concrete actions to 

bring visible impact on ageing population. This can be attested through my own observations when 

I attended a meeting with the director of Elderly Welfare Department at MoSVY in late January 

2020 ï an agency that was tasked by the royal government to implement the NAP actions plan. 

The director of Elderly Welfare Department at MoSVY hinted at the reason for the delayed 

implementation due to no budget approval from the Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF). He 

also said that there is a conflict of interest that occurred from the overlapping policy actions 

between the NAP 2017-2030 and the on-going NSPPF 2016-2025 that is in charge by the MEF in 

collaboration with the Secretary-General for the National Social Protection Council (SG-NSPC). 
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Given this scenario, I hypothesize that resolving political implications within the government 

institutions would be key to addressing the issue of delaying the process of implementing the NAP 

2017-2030.  

 

Dissertation Overview 

Following this introduction, Chapter Two is a review of literature on Cambodia state reformation 

after gaining independence from France. I develop an approach to understand how óage became a 

political subjectô in Cambodia today by tracing the history of statecraft in chronicle order from the 

mid twentieth century onwards (1953 ï Present). This chosen timeline is significant because it was 

the time when the concept of the welfare state was first introduced to Cambodia by King Norodom 

Sihanouk, the first Prime Minister of Cambodia, as part of his Peopleôs Socialist Party (in Khmer 

known as Sangkum Reastr Niyum13) policy plan. Then, I analyze how biopolitics governmentality 

in Cambodia evolved through multiple regime revolutions and concluded the chapter by providing 

an overview of the current governmentôs political motivation to enact a social policy such as the 

NAP 2017-2030.  

 

Chapter Three examines the legal and institutional reform in Cambodia since the 1990s. It explores 

the needs for the Cambodian government to ratify and adopt the international human rights law 

and other optional protocols into its domestic laws (UN-OHCHR-Cambodia, n.d.-a). The 

application of these treaties in Cambodia is guaranteed under the article 31 of the Cambodian 

constitution. In 2007, after a petition from child rights NGOs supported by the Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), the Cambodian Constitutional Council issued a 

ruling clarifying that the human rights ratified by Cambodia are part of domestic Cambodian law 

and should be applied by judges in the courts (Ibid). While States party to a human rights treaty 

are obliged to submit regular reports to the UN on how the rights in the treaty are being 

implemented, the UN treaty body committee who reviews these reports can only provide 

constructive advice on ways in which countries can make better progress towards ensuring that 

everyone can enjoy the rights set out in treaty in the form of óconcluding observations,ô ï no 

criticisms can be made on government (UN-OHCHR-Cambodia, n.d.-b). The international law, 

 
13 ǓĳĦƨƹƸǓŸƋȡƭƨ 
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however, does not have the binding power to enforce on party states, compliance with international 

norms and procedures is rather self-enforce. The lack of enforcement power of the treaty law 

initiated a leeway for a party state like Cambodia to maneuver around the way it complies to the 

international human rights standard. Cambodian government is then selective with the human 

rights issues that they can control and enhance their reputation. This chapter seeks to analyze the 

connections between domestic political implications for adopting the NAP 2017-2030 and the 

obligations tied to international human rights treaties and the international actions plans on ageing 

(MIPPA). 

 

Chapter Four discusses the role of civil society organizations in Cambodia in keeping the 

government accountable to its binding-commitment on the human rights treaties they signed and 

ratified. I offer a case study on HelpAge Cambodia (HAC) organizationôs role in assisting the 

Cambodian government formulating a national ageing policy to address ageing rights issues. I 

analyze the success and challenges that HAC encountered while working with the Cambodian 

government to promote ageing rights in Cambodia through the NAP 2017-2030 policy agenda.  

 

Chapter Five investigates the socioeconomic status of ageing population in Cambodia using 

existing official data reports such as the Cambodia Socio-Economic Surveys (CSES) and 

Cambodia Demographic and Health Surveys (CDHS) by the National Institute of Statistics (NIS), 

Cambodia Urban-Migration Report (CRUMP) collected from the Ministry of Planning (MoP) and 

Provincial Department of Planning. After examining the governmentôs official reports, I focus on 

elderly in Takeo and Kampot provinces, the selected sites, to assess family situation, health status, 

income stream, food and housing, and access to information due to high concentration of elderly 

population and accessible local contacts. Findings from this empirical case study on the inefficacy 

of the NAP 2017-2030, at least in the first phase action plan, on ageing population in these two 

provinces provide evidence that help to contextualizes my main argument on how the execution 

of the NAP 2017-2030, has served the political purpose more than it has served the ageing 

population.  

 

Chapter Six examines the feasibility of the NAP 2017-2030 in addressing the Cambodian elderlyôs 

needs by analyzing its progress and way forward. Drawing on my work with HAC assisting 
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MoSVY planning the NAP 2017-2030 first action plan policy review workshop and taking part in 

meeting discussion on planning for second phase action plan, there is evidence that demonstrates 

the reasons for the slow implementing progress ranging from too many policies with overlapping 

goals to budget and resources limitation, and unforeseen economic crisis caused by COVID-19 

global pandemic and a disastrous flood in 2020. Based on my review of the current policy 

development, I conclude the chapter by making a prediction that the NAP 2017-2030 is unlikely 

to produce a significant impact on Cambodian ageing population livelihood within the thirteen-

year timeframe. 

 

Chapter Seven concludes this dissertation by discussing Cambodiaôs overall experience in 

launching an ambitious social welfare policy such as the NAP 2017-2030 despite its developing 

economy. As the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2017 report 

revealed, social protection in Cambodia is well established in legal and policy framework, but the 

actual coverage is low, and provision is highly fragmented (OECD, 2017). In this last chapter, I 

summarize the complicated connections between external influence, actual demand of the 

population, and the political motivation that shaped the NAP 2017-2030 policy actions. By 

evaluating the progress and impact of these policy actions, I conclude by arguing that the NAP 

2017-2030 exists not only to benefit the general population but also to reinforce regime politics. 

The study on Cambodiaôs experience in establishing welfare policy system amidst its democratic 

and human right setbacks and strong ties with China contributed to expanding the emerging study 

on authoritarian neoliberalism in the 21st century.  
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Chapter 2 

Statecraft and Biopolitics in Post-Independence Cambodia 

 

This critical review of Cambodia state reformation in the post-colonial period develops the 

theoretical framework for studying the social welfare system in contemporary Cambodia. In using 

biopolitics as an approach to develop the framework of this study, I draw attention to how 

Cambodiaôs statecraft project under its authoritarian rulers since the post-colonial time that 

revolved around regulating body in an obscure form such as through religion and social cultural 

norm has paved a way for the new ruler to use this familiar strategy but also adapt to the new 

global norm of neoliberalism. A social policy such as the NAP 2017-2030 in Cambodia context is 

thus a product of the neoliberalôs idea of state fixing and foreign development aid (FDA) for the 

post-conflict society that turned into an instrument of the neo-authoritarian14 ruler. I then turn to 

consider the Cambodian governmentôs ageing policy choice in connection with foreign 

development assistance especially from China that has been poured into Cambodia over the past 

two decades.  

 

Cambodia Statecraft in Post-Independence (1955 ï 1970) 

After a long battle for a full independence from France succeeded in 1953 and signing an 

agreement at the Geneva Conference in 1954 to restore a lasting peace in Indochina region, King 

Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodia abdicated his throne and entered politics in 1955 while assuming 

the title as Samdech (prince) (Ross, 1990). Abiding by the Geneva Conference agreement to hold 

general elections, Prince Sihanouk established his own political party in 1955 known as the 

Sangkum Reastr Niyum (Community of the Common People or Popular Socialist Community) 

commonly referred to as the Sangkum. Prince Sihanouk was an acute political figure; with 

Cambodia being a long-standing Buddhist denominational country since the thirteenth century 

(Marston & Guthrie, 2004: 40) ï he adopted a particularly conservative interpretation of Buddhism 

or so-called Theravada Buddhism as the Sangkumôs ideology. The appeal to religion won the 

 
14 ñNeo-authoritarianismò refers to an enlightened autocracy: a strong leader adopts undemocratic measures to 

enforce economic development. Law and order are maintained, according to the will of the ruler, as crucial 

conditions for modernization. The term was employed by Sebastian Strangio (2020) to describe Cambodiaôs 

development progress under the strongman, Hun Senôs rule.  
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allegiance of the countryôs many Buddhist priests, who were a particularly influential group in 

rural villages (Marston & Guthrie, 2004: 29). Buddhism in this context has turned into a state tactic 

of biopolitics to keep the population under the control of the ruler who is the prince, otherwise 

known as Samdach. Whether or not the prince understood his way of governing as a form of 

biopolitics, the way he instilled the moral principles of Buddhist doctrine amongst the population 

is writ large a character of one of the two crucial poles of biopolitics tactics in Foucauldian sense 

ï ódisciplines of the bodyô and óregulations of the populationô (Foucault, 1978: 139). Besides 

Buddhist indoctrination, terror was used as a weapon against candidates of other parties and their 

supporters, by those backing the Sangkum. The Sangkum agents systematically intimidated their 

opponents, disrupting rallies, assaulting vote canvassers, and ensuring that only Sangkum posters 

were left untouched (Osborne, 1994). Sihanoukôs message to the voters was ï ña vote for the 

Sangkum was a vote for his policiesò (Marston & Guthrie, 2004: 98). Osborne (1994) also noted 

that the overwhelming result suggests that allegations of ballot box stuffing and of voting papers 

disappearing before being counted were valid. The Sangkum party unified most right-wing groups 

under the princeôs auspices and won 83% of the vote and all of the seats in the National Assembly 

(Ross, 1990: 29; Osborne, 1994: 97). This type of political campaign and election tactic used by 

the Sangkum in the 1950s was repeatedly used by the ruling CPP in the late 1990s and early 2000s 

to other opposition parties and their supporters. The CPP leader, Hun Senôs attempt to rule 

Cambodia since the first general election in 1993 caused violence towards the opposition group in 

many different forms such as creating false accusations, arresting opposition party leaders and 

activists, disrupting people peaceful protest, establishing secret agents to track down peopleôs 

activities in the local community, and more. These kinds of state actions are the manifestation of 

the biopolitics in actions.  

 

After assuming power as the first elected premier of Cambodia and adopted ñBuddhist neutralityò 

as the governing principle ï in 1956 Prince Sihanouk went on official state visits to numerous 

countries to establish diplomatic ties and seek endorsements on his new government as well as to 

seek advice and inspiration in rebuilding his country. He visited the Philippines, China, India, 

France, Poland, Sweden, Spain, the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Austria. Of 

those state visits, Prince Sihanouk was impressed with Chinaôs social mobilization policy while 

he embraced Chinaôs promising economic aid of US$40 millions without conditions (Chandler, 
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1991: 86). Furthermore, he was intrigued by Yugoslaviaôs unique version of socialism as providing 

a guide to the kind of policies he might pursue in his own country (Osborne, 1994: 104). 

Yugoslaviaôs socialism is the prime exemplar of what has come to be called ñnational 

communismò because of Josip Broz Titoôs insistence on óindependent paths to socialismô so to 

diverge from the Soviet Union (Union of Soviet Socialist Republic ï USSR) national communism 

that suggests óbourgeois nationalismô ï despite being a small country with limited resources. What 

Yugoslavia really had and what Prince Sihanouk wanted was ñnational socialismò (Neal, 1958: 

157-58).  

 

The Princeôs attitude towards the left-wing groups (pro-western bloc, democratic) was rather 

paradoxical. His chronic suspicion of the United States intentions in the region, his perceptions of 

revolutionary China as Cambodiaôs most valuable ally, his respect for such prominent and capable 

leftists, and his vague notions of ñroyal socialismò all impelled him to experiment with socialist 

policies (Ross, 1990: 29). Upon returning from official state visits, Prince Sihanouk embarked on 

a program known as the ñKhmer Socialismò (Chandler, 1991: 87). Khmer socialism modulated 

into ñBuddhist socialismò based on idealistic reading of Cambodiaôs social relations at which he 

draws on the glory days of Khmer society during the Angkor empire. To make it work, Prince 

Sihanouk counted on the defense of ordinary people and the good will of more fortunate Khmers 

ï óthis involves the rich giving their money to the poorô (Chandler, 1991). The moralistic discourse 

of Buddhist socialism on the Khmer community was itself an effective instrument of governance 

for a government in a country that has just received independence. As Hayami (2019) suggested, 

community has been an effective instrument for governance ï precisely because it is envisioned 

as distinct from the state, being an autonomous entity with moral overtone (p. 390).  The 

pronounced dependence on the community in this sense is merely a proliferation of scientific 

discourse concerned with the administration of life.   

 

The new brand of socialism that Sihanouk proclaimed in 1956 ñour socialism is nationalò underlie 

two ironies as suggested by David P. Chandler, a Khmer speaking historian, in The Tragedy of 

Cambodian History (1994). The first was that with its rejection of foreign models and its emphasis 

on past glories foreshadowed policies espoused by the Khmer Republic and Democratic 

Kampuchea (Chandler, 1991: 87). The second irony was that by making Khmer socialism 
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consonant with Angkorian social organizations, he agreed unwittingly with local Communists and 

Democrats such as Keng Vannsak that Cambodia had always been governed in the same way 

(Chandler, 1991: 88). Prince Sihanouk chose to interpret the past in terms of harmony between 

rulers and ruled that socialism was attempting to revive (Chandler, 1991: 88). Meanwhile, 

archaeologist Miriam Stark (2006) suggests that one of the reasons that led to the collapse of the 

Angkorian state lay in its lack of professional generals or a hereditary military. Instead, the state 

relied primarily on labor from its citizens and on alliance networks based on patron-client 

relationships between the centerôs ruler and provincial elites (Schwartz & Nichols, 2006: 162). 

Prince Sihanoukôs attempt to penetrate the Angkorian system of rule as the principal ideology to 

govern in the mid-twentieth century is only hinged to the forthcoming events that were somehow 

predictable.  

 

Prince Sihanouk was very confident in leading his country as a neutrality state in the midst of the 

Cold War albeit being a new sovereign state with limited resources ï a familiar case to Yugoslavia 

after splitting from the Soviet Union. At the Bandung Conference in Indonesia in 1955, Chinese 

Premier Zhou Enlai assured Prince Sihanouk that Chinaôs respected Cambodiaôs neutrality (Kahin, 

2003: 260-61), while Pham Van Dong of Northern Vietnam provide assurance of non-interference 

in Cambodiaôs affairs (Osborne, 1994: 96). With Cambodia leaning on the heavily communist 

states, China and Northern Vietnam, it was not acceptable for the United Statesô struggle to 

counterbalance communism spread in Indochina. This led to the United States escalation of war 

with Vietnam in 1964-1965 ï and neutrality became impossible for Cambodia to sustain 

(Widyono, 2008: 24). Prince Sihanouk was unable to stop North Vietnam from building 

sanctuaries in northeast Cambodia to allow its Viet Cong (Vi֓t C֥ng) troops to cross over to South 

Vietnam (the pro-democratic side) to engage the US army. This event increased the tension 

between Cambodia and the U.S. even further (Widyono, 2008: 24). The US President Nixonôs 

secret order for massive bombardment of Cambodia to destroy the Viet Cong sanctuaries have led 

the pro-American right-wing General Lon Nol to organize a coup to overthrow Sihanoukôs 

government in 1970 for allying with the communist states and failing to protect the countryôs 

sovereignty (Widyono, 2008: 25). Angered by the coup, Sihanouk accused the US of orchestrating 

it (Norodom & Burchett, 1973); and formed a front and a government in exile in Beijing. Prince 

Sihanouk embraced Pol Pot, leader of the Khmer Rouge and encouraged a revenge to the de facto 
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pro-American Lon Nol government in an attempt to take back his power. He called for Cambodians 

ñto struggle against the U.S. imperialists who have invaded Indochinaò ï and thousands of young 

Cambodian men and women joined the Khmer Rouge to overthrow Lon Nol government 

(Norodom & Burchett, 1973). Widyono (2008) further noted the ties between Pol Pot and Prince 

also mean there is a massive flow of weapons from China and North Vietnam went to the Khmer 

Rouge guerilla and as a result, about thirty thousand guerillas allied to him. It was a turning point 

in history as a full-scale civil war erupted in Cambodia from 1970-1975 between Lon Nolôs Khmer 

Republic and Sihanouk-Pol Potôs Khmer Rouge. In April 1975, the Khmer Rouge army triumphed 

and turned Cambodia into a land of totalitarian rural communes while placing Sihanouk under 

house arrest. Instead of returning the power back to Sihanouk, Pol Pot became the premier of the 

Democratic Kampuchea from 1975-1979. Details of the Khmer Rougeôs state organization during 

the 1970s of turning point will be discussed in the following section. 

 

Whether or not Prince Sihanouk realized his neutrality policy actions could lead to disaster, it was 

obvious that Prince Sihanoukôs way of governing was rather self-contradicting. He was too 

confident of his leadership and decision making and didnôt take into account of Cambodiaôs fragile 

capacity and structure. Although Prince Sihanouk failed to conduct foreign diplomacy, between 

1955 and 1963 with domestic policy actions, he delivered much of what he promised and an 

affectionate rapport existed between him and nearly all his subjects (Chandler, 1991: 88). Nearly 

everyone in Cambodia had enough to eat, farmers owned land, export goods were sufficient for 

Cambodiaôs need, roads and deep-water ports were constructed, schools and hospital service were 

accessible and free to everyone, and all civil servantsô salary were paid enough to make a 

comfortable living ï all thanks to government programs funded by the foreign aid from France, 

United States, and the Sino-Soviet bloc (Chandler, 1991: 89). Sihanouk wanted nothing but good 

for his people and to transform the surface of Cambodian society, however, he was unwilling to 

make structural changes or to alter his own behavior (Chandler, 1991; Osborne, 1994). As Milton 

Osborne (1994) argues, ñPrince Sihanouk wanted all Khmer children to be educated, but he did 

not want those children to use their education to question the way he governs the stateò (p. 137). 

In sum, the Sangkum administration was a rather paradoxical era of a new post-colonial state. The 

glory day of the Sangkum lasted only about ten years when a huge amount of foreign aid was 

poured into the country that enables the establishment of a planned economy (Whitaker, 1973: 2).  
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The post-colonial socialism state of Cambodia has in one way, or another contributed to shaping 

Cambodiaôs politics in the later decades in several ways. First and foremost, the prince glorifying 

the ancient authoritarian rule and agrarian economy of the Angkorian era allowed communism to 

cultivate its roots in Cambodia. As a result, the Khmer Rouge leader Pol Pot also embraced the 

agrarian economy to uphold its Marxist Maoist-communist regime. Second, Prince Sihanoukôs 

favoring China and its socialist communist ideology and his dubiousness towards the Western-

democratic countries created a long-lasting motivation for Hun Sen to play the same tactic to 

maintain his power. Third, relying on foreign aid to support the functioning of the government 

likewise instructed the current CPP government the same strategy with its increased borrowing of 

development loans from foreign governments mainly China to keep the economy striving, 

maintain social order, and strengthen its power.  

 

Two Coups and Two Regimes in One Decade (1970 ï 1979) 

Perhaps one of the most exemplary sites of applied bio-politics following the German Nazi State 

ï were the Khmer Republic of Lon Nol who adopted national conservativism and ethnonationalism 

and the Democratic Kampuchea of Pol Pot who adopted nationalist communism as the principle 

to govern. Foucault (2003) argues that there was no other state of the period in which ñthe 

biological was so tightly, so insistently regulatedò (p. 259). Some features in the Khmer Republic 

and Democratic Kampuchea were found similar to what was practice in Nazi Germany. The 

dormant desire to purify body politics was arguably most manifest in the experience of the Jewish 

population under National Socialism (Enoch, 2004: 54). Much like the Khmer Rouge (Democratic 

Kampuchea) governmentôs ideological set for ñpurification of the populaceò (Hannum, 1989: 88-

89) through social engineering led to the killing of nearly 2 million people in Cambodia between 

1975-1979. It is this paradox of bio-politics; that the care of life can become the administration of 

death, or what Foucault calls the transition from bio-politics to thanato-politics (Agamben, 1998: 

122) ï that I examine in this section.  

 

The turning point of Cambodia modern history started when General Lon Nol and Prince Sisowath 

Sirik Matak overthrew the royalist government of Prince Sihanouk, abolished the monarchy and 

redesigned Cambodia as the Khmer Republic all in 1970-1971. Lon Nol has not been written about 
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academically widely though his life provides important context to government affairs in Cambodia 

during the 1970s. Lon Nol was a son of an affluent civil servant family that was very well 

connected with Cambodian political elites back in the 1950s. Lon Nol joined the Cambodian 

military to fight against communist insurgents which he later got appointed by Prince Sihanouk as 

the chief of the Cambodian army (1955) and national defense minister (1960). Popular with 

Cambodiaôs wealthy elites and Western governments, Lon Nol was promoted as Prince Sihanoukôs 

deputy prime minister in 1963 and prime minister in 1966 (Britanica, 2020). At that time the Prince 

was fatigued with his unsuccessful attempt to remove the Vietnamese Viet Cong guerillas out of 

Cambodia while the US began to bombard the Viet Cong guerillas within Cambodian borders. Lon 

Nolôs working relationship with Prince Sihanouk was contentious; while the Prince wanted 

Cambodia to remain as neutral as possible in order to avoid declaring a Cold War allegiance, Lon 

Nol, however, was pro-Western and openly courted the support of Washington DC. As the tension 

between the two leaders gradually worsened, in March 1970 ï when the Prince went on a world 

tour for state visits, the General used his absence to depose him, claiming emergency powers and 

control of the government. In October 1970, General Lon Nol proclaimed himself as the President 

of the newly created Khmer (Cambodia) Republic. 

 

After assuming total control of Cambodia, Lon Nol abolished Prince Sihanoukôs policy of 

neutrality, established close ties with the US and South Vietnam and permitted their forces to 

operate in Cambodia (Ibid). While the Khmer Republic took control of the capital, the communist 

Khmer Rouge movement was gathering strength in the Cambodian countryside. Lon Nol dissolved 

the National Assembly and merged the presidency and prime ministership to give himself supreme 

power. The Khmer Republic administration had three principal values: republicanism, social 

responsibility and nationalism, with óall power emanating from the peopleô (Corfield, 1994: 160). 

Meanwhile, during the early 1970s, the social status of the military was promoted, and new 

institutions designed to mobilize and direct the population in areas it controlled were introduced 

(Whitetaker, 1973: 48). The short-lived Khmer Republic regime is perhaps caused by the fact that 

it didnôt have full control of the territory; only about half of the countryôs area and two-third of the 

population mostly urban and township areas were within its control (Whitetaker, 1973: 51) and its 

reliance on US aid to sustain the country (Chandler, 1991: 223; Corfield, 1994: 162). The rest of 

the rural area was under the control of the communist insurgents Khmer Rouge backed by Northern 
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Communist Vietnam. As a marshal, Lon Nol knew little about the economy and he ruled the 

country militarily . Cambodia in the 1970s was still basically a country of rural farming 

communities (Whitetaker, 1973: 55). The countryôs agrarian economy makes it difficult for the 

new government to sustain the military expenses and all other social service programs established 

by the Sangkum. The need for US aid was so great that it was estimated to be more than US$300 

million needed to sustain just the military expenditures alone, a figure approximately doubles the 

original budget of US$170 million (Gordon &Young, 1971: 38). Since Lon Nol did not have full 

control of the countryôs territory, particularly farming land, Cambodiaôs economy was turned 

upside down due to rice and rubber exports embargo by the Khmer Rouge insurgents. These 

distressing economic situations simply reflect the military environment in Cambodia as the US 

began to lose interest on Cambodia especially after nearly 20 years15 of excessive spending on war 

with North Vietnam in an attempt to stop the spread of communist ideology. President Nixon, on 

June 30, 1970 in the New York Times, July 1, 1970, announced that ñthe US does not want to get 

drawn into the permanent direct defense of Cambodia. This would have been inconsistent with the 

basic premises of our foreign policyò (Gordon & Young, 1971: 35). Furthermore, the US State 

Department on August 21, 1970, in Bangkok Post, August 24, 1970 also made clear ñthe US-

Cambodia aid agreement involved no commitments on the part of the U.S.ò (Gordon & Young, 

1971: 35). This plot twist of the US discontinuing support to the Khmer Republic and North 

Vietnam declaring victory to uphold communist ideology opened the opportunity for the Khmer 

Rouge communist insurgents to rally their forces in the Cambodia countryside.  

 

Fueled by Lon Nolôs betrayal, Prince Sihanouk, pleaded for help from the Chinese Premiers Zhou 

Enlai and Mao Zedong to help him regain the power back from Lon Nol (Chandler, 1991: 199). 

During his exile in Beijing, Prince Sihanouk formed the Khmer United National Front (Front uni 

national du Kampuchea -FUNK) that the Communist Party of Kampuchea dubbed as the Khmer 

Rouge as the military force of the Front led by Pol Pot. According to Sihanoukôs writing in 1971, 

Zhou Enlai offered him a difficult choice, ñif you engage firmly in combat, we will help you to be 

victorious over imperialism. But you should not have any illusionsò (Ibid). With no doubt, China 

 
15 American-Vietnam (some called Cold War/Proxy War) lasted 19 years (1955-1975) with direct US involvement 

ending in 1973. After the US withdrew its troops in 1973 due to global recession followed by the oil crisis, North 

Vietnam declared victory over its communist resistance. Countries like Cambodia and Laos plunged into another 

series of communist civil war overhead by North Vietnam.  
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saw Sihanoukôs vulnerability as an opportunity to cultivate communism in Indochina and to 

counterbalance power and democratic value as introduced by the United States. Without delay, 

Prince Sihanouk blatantly accepted Chinaôs offer ï Zhou Enlai summoned its Hanoi ally Pham 

Van Dong (PhӴm VŁn ņ֟ng) to Beijing. Pol Pot ï a close friend of Pham Van Dong, claimed that 

he had participated in the negotiations that ensued and admitted being in Hanoi beforehand 

(Chandler, 1991: 200). Aided by China and North Vietnam, Pol Pot16 - the leader of Communist 

Party of Kampuchea (CPK) and Khmer Rouge forces seized Phnom Penh capital, deposed and 

exiled Lon Nol, and controlled all of Cambodia by April 1975.   

 

Pol Pot did not keep his promise to return the power back to the Prince, he instead captured 

Sihanouk and his wife Monique and placed them both under house arrest. Pol Pot declared a new 

beginning for Cambodia, which he transformed Cambodia into a one-party state called Democratic 

Kampuchea (DK) (Ciment, 2006: 531). The DK regime sought to create an agrarian socialist 

society that he believed would evolve into a communist society. This was the ideological doctrine 

that Prince Sihanouk embraced early on. Pursuing complete egalitarian principle, trade and 

currency were abolished while all citizens were forced to wear the same black clothes and the 

whole country was turned into a collective farming state. Pol Potôs imagination of an egalitarian 

and utopian society and anti-foreign contact led to mass execution of officers, mid-level 

bureaucrats, teachers, and doctors (Mydans, 1998) ï with hospitals and schools were either 

destroyed or turned into internment camps. The Khmer Rouge killed anyone that was regarded or 

suspected as threats to the new Democratic Kampuchea government, most specifically the 

educated and urban people. The rest of the population, the ñnew people,ò were forced into the 

countryside, organized into work camps, and supervised by Khmer Rouge soldiers, who executed 

anyone whom they believed to be malingering (Ciment, 2006: 531). Under Pol Pot, the 

abolishment of private ownership caused food shortages caused by incompetent Khmer Rouge 

distribution systems, killed hundreds of thousands while disease and physical labor killed more 

(Ibid, 32). According to BBC News (2018), an estimate of nearly 2 million Cambodians were 

killed during Pol Potôs short-lived regime, 1975-1979. The brutal regime under Pol Potôs 

 
16 Pol Pot (official name Saloth Sar) was educated in France in the 1940s and he joined the French Communist 

Party. He was influenced by Marxist-Leninist communist ideology.  
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leadership was brought to an end when the neighboring Vietnam army invaded Cambodia in 1979 

(BBC News, 2018).  

 

While it is important to learn what happened to Cambodian people under the Khmer Rouge, one 

must seek to understand the motives behind this revolution in the form of biopolitics. Why did Pol 

Pot and his subordinates order the killings of its fellow citizens? In a later interview in October 

1997 by a New York Times journalist ï shortly before he died, ñPol Pot acknowledged that his 

movement made mistakes; however, he insisted that he had ordered killings in self-defense, to 

save Cambodia from its Vietnamese enemies, and that the numbers of dead were wildly 

exaggeratedò (Mydans, 1998). However, many Southeast Asian studies experts and Cambodians 

who survived the genocide, including my own family members, denounced Pol Pot as a savage 

person. I scholastically and personally agreed with the experts and the Cambodian survivors of the 

Khmer Rouge regime ï that Pol Pot was a savage leader especially with the revolutionary mistake 

he made that led to the mass killings.  

 

This mistake that Pol Pot made is best explained by David Chandler (1991) because of the foreign 

models it followed without acknowledgement were ill-suited to Cambodian conditions; these 

models included the French Revolution, the collectivization of agriculture of agriculture as 

practiced in the Soviet Union and Vietnam, the total mobilization of the population for collective 

purposes as in Chinaôs Great Leap Forward of the 1950s, the post-revolutionary renewal of class 

warfare from the Chinese Cultural revolution, and a pervasive notion of self-reliance assembling 

the chuche policies of North Korea. Chandler (1991) further suggested, óthe Cambodian revolution 

crashed to the ground because of the persistence of so many counterrevolutionary ideas among 

rulers and ruled, so much poor leadership, and so much counterrevolutionary behaviorô (p. 237). 

Between 1975 to 1979, the CPK wanted to exercise absolute control and hope to preside over the 

destruction of Cambodiaôs past ï and no room of adaptation or flexibility. Pol Potôs and his 

counterpartsô plan to collectivize and transform Cambodia in a rapid fashion without seeking to 

study Cambodiaôs social conditions was nothing more than a gigantic prison farm. This mistake 

reveals in the DK Constitution in article 1 ñthe State of Kampuchea is a State of the people, 

workers, peasants, and all other Kampuchean laborersò; Article 2 ñall important general means of 

production are the collective property of the peopleôs state and the common property of the 
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peopleôs collectivesò; Article 13 ñthere must be complete equality among all Kampuchean people 

éò (Jenna, 1995). The Khmer Rouge, like most Cambodians, hated the Vietnamese (Brinkley, 

2011) despite receiving financial and military aid from North Vietnam in their initial rebellion 

(Khmer Rouge Decline, n.d.) ï especially since Prince Sihanouk permitted North Vietnam Viet 

Cong troops to hide in Cambodia during the US-Vietnam war in the 1960s and they refused to 

leave Cambodia territory after the war ended. The Khmer Rouge even declared in its constitution, 

article 21 that ñé it will permit absolutely no foreign country to maintain military bases on its 

territory and is resolutely opposed to all forms of outside interference in its internal affairs, éò 

(Jenna, 1995: 88). While Pol Pot never acknowledged his party received help from North Vietnam 

because it would show the weakness of his regime, the tension between the two countries 

ultimately led to a confrontation. In early 1978, Vietnamese troops began crossing the Cambodia-

Vietnam border, capturing villagers, soldiers, and taking captors. The young Hun Sen was amongst 

those they captured and trusted that it would be useful in eventually establishing a new government 

in Cambodia (Khmer Rouge Decline, n.d.). With support from the Soviet Union, in December 

1978 thousands of Vietnamese troops marched across the border to the capital city of Phnom Penh 

deposed the Khmer Rouge government successfully on January 7, 1979 ï and established the 

Peopleôs Republic of Kampuchea (Brinkley 2011; Khmer Rouge Decline, n.d.). The January 7, 

1979 victory marked another historical day in Cambodia modern history since the Independence 

Day on November 9, 1953 and opened a new chapter for the project of Cambodian statecraft.  

  

From the Peopleôs Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) to the Domination of the Cambodian 

Peopleôs Party (CPP) (1980 ï 1998)  

Moments after the collapse of the Pol Pot regime, between 1979-1980, thousands of Cambodians 

who survived the regime escaped to Thailand for sanctuary, while many died along the way from 

either starvation or stepping on landmines placed by the Khmer Rouge army to prevent people 

from fleeing. Those who made it to the refugee camps in Thailand were sponsored as refugees on 

asylum status to the US, Canada, France, and Australia while some were forced to return back to 

Cambodia. As a poor state emerged out of genocide regime and the UN aid agencies were 

forbidden access by the Vietnamese government, would ultimately lead to the socio-economic 

conditions of the now elderly genocide survivors.  
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In the 1980s, Vietnam invited itself to be the chief of Cambodia in state-building affairs. Vietnam 

appointed Heng Samrin, a long-time member of the Cambodian Communist Party and a Khmer 

Rouge Division Commander to be the prime minister (Brinkley, 2011: 57). Fearing that Pol Pot 

would turn on him, Heng deserted to Vietnam. Heng Samrin as the President of Cambodia at the 

time was merely a Vietnamese government puppet as he took all directions from Hanoi, together 

with Vietnamese personnel sat in every government ministry and provincial office and worked to 

remake Cambodia as a Marxist-Leninist state (Brinkley, 2011: 57). Both Heng Samrin and Hun 

Sen had been schooled in the Vietnamese model of state-making, it was inevitable that the key 

administrative positions would be given to them (Slocomb, 2003: 50). Under Vietnamese 

governmentôs guidance, Cambodia was proclaimed as the Peopleôs Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) 

on January 12, 1981 (Jennar, 1995: 89). Despite the end of the Khmer Rouge, Cambodia from 

1979 to the beginning of 1980s was an ambiguous state, an existing territorial sovereignty without 

full authority to govern. As Margaret Slocomb (2003) suggests, the system of governance of the 

PRK is evolved from its predecessor, Pol Potôs Democratic Kampuchea (DK) regime and the 

Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK) and borrowed essential elements from the system of the 

Socialist Republic of Vietnam but it also adapted itself to the concrete situation of Cambodia at 

that time. Heng Samrin, the former Khmer Rouge eastern division commander, became the 

chairman of the Kampuchean Peopleôs Revolutionary Party (KPRP) and President of PRK in 1981. 

Likewise, Hun Sen ï served as a battalion commander in eastern region of the Khmer Rouge 

regime until he fled to Vietnam in 1977, while later became a member of the KPRP and Minister 

of Foreign Affairs of the PRK.  

 

The KPRPôs attempt to construct a new socialist state with a majority of the educated Cambodians 

dead amidst continuing Vietnamese intervention was chaotic. The major problem at the beginning 

was finding people with efficient education to govern the country (Slocomb, 2003: 58). 

Furthermore, those who were installed as the head of government were all former Khmer Rouge 

army commanders with no formal education, which is why it was easy for Vietnam to take control 

of the country. The PRK leaders also admitted that ñthey are not strong enough and still weak in 

quality, still lacking importantly in quantity in the districts and the local state authority still doesnôt 

have enough strength to manage all the sectors of the lives of the peopleôô (Slocomb, 2003: 62). 

Even the new constitution of the PRK was written in full direction by the Vietnamese government 
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such as in article 10 ñé the PRK strengthened the bond of solidarity, friendship and co-operation 

with Vietnam, Laos, the Soviet Union and other fraternal socialist countrieséò (Jennar, 1995: 94-

95). This PRK constitution article reveals the ideological shift during the re-emergence of 

communist socialism in Cambodia. The difference between Cambodia socialism in 1980s to 

Cambodia socialism in 1960s ï is that in 1960s socialism emerged from within its own government 

as Prince Sihanouk introduced it, but in 1980s socialism was introduced and administered by a 

foreign power, Vietnam under the influence of the Soviet Union. Cambodia was in a difficult time 

in 1980s, especially when the United Nations voted in 1979 to deny credentials to the PRK and to 

seat Khmer Rouge officials of Democratic Kampuchea in the general assembly; likewise, there 

was no support from the Western-bloc countries, Peopleôs Republic of China, and the member of 

ASEAN nations (Clayton, 2000: 84). The non-recognition by the international community left very 

little room for fragile Cambodia to maneuver to seek help. At this point, I agree with Thomas 

Clayton (2000) argument that ñthe Vietnamese were neither strictly saviors nor strictly plunderers 

but were both at the same timeò (p. 81). At this point, having Vietnam in charge of administration 

was out of necessity for Cambodia especially as a country emerging out of longstanding civil war.  

 

To understand why Cambodia was a pseudo-state in the 1980s, scholars need to examine the 

perspective of the Cold War to identify the Soviet Union as the central agent provocateur, and to 

conceive of the struggle itself as part of the larger struggle for global influence among the Soviet 

Union, the United States, and China (Clayton, 2000: 88). It was an unfortunate time for Cambodia, 

the moment it got out of a genocidal civil war in 1979, it was pulled into a regional proxy war in 

1980. For many scholars, it makes sense to focus on regional politics because the 1980s was the 

time when the world was divided into two sides: the Soviet Union communist bloc and the United 

States democratic bloc. The Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia during this time was considered 

by Cambodians and scholars as a project in which the Soviet Union played a most respectful 

support role (Ibid). Donald Zagoria (1988) similarly commented that ñthe Soviets had only a 

limited ability to influence the Vietnamese in Cambodiaò (p. 140) ï while instead the Soviets 

provided technical assistance to Cambodia and a lot of commodity support, they left the Indochina 

region to the control of the Vietnamese (Clayton, 2000: 88). Another perception as described by 

Clayton (2000) ñthe Soviet Union wanted to manipulate the world, and the Vietnamese wanted to 
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manipulate the regionò (p. 88-89). Cambodia between 1980 was merely a proxy of Vietnam, a 

nation that was itself a proxy of the Soviet Union (Brinkley, 2011: 58).  

 

Amidst foreign intervention, the PRK council ministers consisted of mostly Cambodian 

nationalists with Pen Sovann as the Prime Minister managed to draft a constitution that irritated 

the Vietnamese. Vietnam instead adopted another constitution of its own written in Vietnamese 

concentrating administrative power in the Council of State with which its officials have been 

placed (Slocomb, 2003: 68-69). Pen Sovann refused to accept this new constitution. Vietnam 

disregarded Pen Sovannôs refusal and stood down his position as the prime minister and appointed 

Chan Si who was the deputy prime minister as the prime minister from 1982-1984, while 

circulating its constitution (Slocomb, 2003: 84). Both Pen Sovann and Chan Si were part of the 

Khmer Issarak (nationalist front) who fought against the French for Cambodiaôs independence. 

Their increasing resistance to the Vietnamese domination had led to the arrest of Pen Sovann, and 

a suspicious death of Chan Si ï indicated that there were serious undercurrents within the power 

structure itself, and between the new administration and its Vietnamese mentors (Slocomb, 2003: 

85). Following the death of Chan Si, exactly one week later ï Hun Sen was named chairman of 

the Council of Ministers, the decision to be formalized at the eighth session of the National 

Assembly in January 1985 (Slocomb, 2003: 143). Soon after Heng Samrin stepped aside, and in 

his place, Vietnam installed Hun Sen, a thirty-three-year-old former Khmer Rouge division 

commander (Brinkley, 2011: 58). And this was the beginning of Hun Senôs Cambodia (Strangio, 

2014) story and the contemporary policy consideration that continues today.  

 

During this transitioning of power between Heng Samrin and Hun Sen, nobody understood the 

importance of what was happening in Moscow when Mikhail Gorbachev came to power. The 

Soviet Union plunged into poverty, and almost right away Gorbachev cut aid to many of the 

nationôs allies, including Vietnam. Without aid from the Soviets, Vietnam was in trouble ï so 

much so that they took a radical step by launching a program called Doi Moi, or economic 

renovation, an attempt to introduce a free-market economy (Brinkley, 2011: 59). Due to its 

emergency economic reform, slowly between 1988 and 1989 the Vietnamese government 

withdrew its army from Cambodia ï leaving Hun Senôs puppet communist government in charge 

(Brinkley, 2011: 60) to decide the future of Cambodia. After 15 years of absence from the region 
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since the withdrawal of troops in early 1970s from Indochina, the United States (US) could no 

longer watch Cambodia being governed by the former Khmer Rouge with Hun Sen being an 

illegitimate puppet of an expansionist Soviet-backed Vietnamese government. Finally, on July 18, 

1990, the US Secretary of State James Baker announced a change in American policy to a complete 

reversal to prevent the return of the Khmer Rouge to power (Brinkley, 2011: 63). Brinkley (2011) 

further stated, the US would resume ñhumanitarian assistanceò to Cambodia, reverse its policy on 

the United Nations (UN) seat ï and talk to Vietnam. With the US reversing its foreign policy, the 

US government was able to persuade China to normalize relations with Vietnam and the Soviet 

Union in exchange for Cambodiaôs recognition in the UN. But what could the UN do to make 

peace in the Indochina region? First, Cambodia became a UN protectorate (Brinkley, 2011: 67). 

On October 23, 1991, nineteen governments gathered to sign the Paris Peace Agreements which 

offered a comprehensive political settlement aimed at ending the ótragic conflict and continuing 

bloodshed in Cambodia (UN-OHCHR, 2011). Under the terms of the Accords, the UN sent a 

mission to Cambodia known as the United Nations Transitional Authority to Cambodia (UNTAC) 

led by Yasushi Akashi of Japan to supervise the ceasefire, prepare the country for a new 

Constitution and help organize a free and fair elections in 1993 without interference of outside 

governments ï which laid the foundation for Cambodiaôs first and only internationally, organized 

election.  

 

Before the Paris Peace Accords took place in 1991, Hun Sen agreed with the US government to 

remove all Vietnamese armed forces from Cambodia, however he stressed the impossibility of 

dismantling his government before general elections were held (Brown & Zasloff, 1998: 47). Hun 

Sen knew that he was likely to lose the election with him being a former Khmer Rouge battalion 

commander if Prince Sihanouk and his son Prince Ranariddh were to run against him in the election 

organized by UNTAC, provided their long-standing national resistance force. The talks between 

de facto Prime Minister Hun Sen and Prince Sihanouk did not reach a final compromising point ï 

until the election took place in May 1993, which resulted in the royalist party led by Prince 

Norodom Ranariddh (son of Prince Norodom Sihanouk), the National United Front for an 

Independent, Neutral, Peaceful and Cooperative Cambodia (FUNCINPEC17) winning the majority 

 
17 Front uni national pour un Cambodge indépendent, neutre, pacifique et coopératif (FUNCINPEC) 
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vote over the Cambodian Peopleôs Party (CPP) of Hun Sen. The election results by party show 

that FUNCINPEC was awarded 58 seats in the parliament while CPP received only 51 seats 

(Brown & Zasloff, 1998: 159). This downturn election result for CPP clearly did not delight Hun 

Sen. To keep his power, Hun Sen challenged the UNTAC by insisting to create a coalitional 

government where Prince Ranariddh served as the first Prime Minister and himself as the second 

Prime Minister. The demand for a coalition government by Hun Sen and his party officials came 

with the threat of violence. Prince Sihanouk invited himself to help resolve this issue by accepting 

the CPPôs demand to establish the coalition government. Prince Ranariddhôs displeasure of his 

fatherôs preemptive resolution was reciprocated by that of UNTAC and important members of the 

international community. An UNTAC senior official was quoted saying, ñweôve been presented 

with a fait compli. After spending $2 billion dollar to save this country, the United Nations was 

shut out of this process. You have to wonder what Prince Sihanouk is up toò (Brown & Zasloff, 

1998: 130). Upholding to the principles laid out in Paris Peace Accords, UNTAC had no option 

but to accept Prince Sihanoukôs coalition government plan for the sake of preventing conflict and 

violence from erupting in Cambodia again after which the CPP warned for soldier insurrections 

and riots (Brown & Zasloff, 1998: 168).  

 

The United Nations peace process in Cambodia in the early 1990s has facilitated the return of 

Western donors to Cambodia. These efforts by the Western community promoted multi-party 

liberal democracy in Cambodia, alongside a neoliberalôs approach to good governance regime of 

state-building, with democracy already becoming a global norm at the time (Hughes & Un, 2011: 

2). Notwithstanding this new global norm, neither the political culture nor the institutionalized 

patronage politics of Cambodia were conducive to jumpstart a liberal democracy. The big bang 

approach to democratization is, in fact, unrealistic for most societies and in particular for those 

post-conflict societies that lack the crucial preconditions that have been identified in democracy 

research with regard to income level, class structure, democratic tradition, and education 

(Sorensen, 1993; Diamond & Plattner, 1998; Ojendal & Lilja, 2009).  

 

As a new post-war country, Cambodiaôs economics and institutional infrastructure were 

peripheral. After multiple revolutionary conflicts led by ideological competition for dictatorial 

control, Cambodia was clearly not ready to embrace the Western ideological set of liberal 
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democracy, especially through elections. While elections offer the advantages of establishing a 

legitimate government, build peace, and rehabilitate the country from economic periphery, 

arguably, in fragile post-conflict society, elections may in turn serve as a flashing point for further 

conflicts, rather than being the instrument of conflict resolution (Flores & Nooruddin, 2012). 

Flores and Nooruddin (2012) argued that óelection exacerbates this dilemma, since election 

winners can break their commitments from promoting peace and democratic norms, instead use 

their newfound power to punish their enemies.ô This continuing mistrust raises the specter of 

renewed violence and slows economic reconstruction. This argument resonated with what Kheang 

Un (2019) describes as the Cambodian political scene in 1993, the stunning electoral defeat of 

FUNCINPEC invoked the CPP to use its military strength and control over a deep state, to shoulder 

its way back within the democratic framework into state control, forcing FUNCINPEC into a 

subordinate position within a coalition government. The agreement by UNTAC to set up óa 

coalition governmentô per demands by Hun Sen in exchange for ópeace and stabilityô after a 

lengthy period of political upheavals eventually result in what Ear (2013) characterized as ña 

receipt for disasterò ï which is a two-day bloody coup in July 1997. Ranariddh entered into 

discussions with the remaining Khmer Rouge rebels (with whom it had been allied against Hun 

Senôs Vietnamese-backed government during the 1980s), with the aim of absorbing them into its 

ranks. Such a development would have altered the balance of military power between royalists and 

the CPP. To control the situation, Hun Sen launched a coup dô®tat, replacing Ranariddh with Ung 

Hout as the first Prime Minister and maintaining his position as the second Prime Minister, a 

situation that lasted until the CPPôs victory in the non-UN monitored 1998 election, after which 

he became the countryôs sole premier until today (Wade et al., 2012). With this extreme fluctuation 

of regime transitions and power competition amongst former Khmer Rouge military elites with 

support from a neighboring communist government, to say that conflict in Cambodia ended in 

1979 ï it is arguably not true, at least in terms of social and political stability. Cambodia only 

started to experience peace and stability, to an extent, when the CPP cemented its power and 

control of the country from 1998 onwards. From there on, Cambodia entered a new episode with 

a government that one can hardly determine a term to describe it, but perhaps the closest term to 

describe the nature of the new Cambodian government is neo-authoritarian, which I examine in 

the following section and in the next chapter.  
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The Hun Senôs Cambodia Era (1998 ï Present) 

Soon after assuming full control of the government following the election victory in 1998, the CPP 

appears to be toeing a Western donor-imposed reform line assiduously in pursuit of further 

international aid and recognition (Hughes & Un, 2011). Hun Sen, the newly elected prime minister 

was very well aware of his former involvement with the Khmer Rouge, so he needed both outside 

resources and endorsement from within to maintain his power, popularity, and capacity of the 

government. It is a scenario that is best described by Joel Migdal (1988) in his book, Strong Society 

and Weak State, effective state capacity is the ability of state leaders to use the agencies of the 

state to get people in the society to do what they want them to do. Therefore, reducing state capacity 

implies undermining the state legitimacy, encouraging, in turn, a culture of tax evasion that 

generates further deficits that must be covered by ñincreased borrowingò (Ojendal & Lilja, 2009). 

A turning point for Cambodia was in 2000 as Hun Sen successfully consolidated power in the 

CPP. The consolidation of power has allowed the CPP to hone an increasingly elaborate system 

of mass patronage and mobilization of support from the population (Hughes & Un, 2011: 7). This 

was the time when Hun Sen began strategizing a way to legitimize his government by pursuing a 

campaign of mass patronage, designed to win rural votes. An important example of this is revealed 

by Hughes and Un (2011) when, ña school-building program organized by Prime Minister Hun 

Sen, which led to many schools across the country renaming its original name to Hun Sen School.ò 

A classic example of this strategy, a school in my hometown, Tramkak District, Takeo Province 

was originally named Angtasom School, but in June 2008 the name was changed to Hun Sen 

Angtasom High School as he brought in the funds to build one or two classroom buildings for the 

school. Likewise, my former secondary school was historically named Mouy Usaphea High 

School, but in November 2003 it was renamed to Sok An Mouy Usaphea High School ï when Sok 

An brought in funds to build several new classroom buildings for the school. Sok An was a deputy 

prime minister and a senior member of the CPP until he passed away in 2017 in Beijing.  

 

For many Cambodian rural residents, the funds to build the school seems to flow personally from 

Hun Senôs or CPP officialsô largess. In fact, international aid donors paid some of it, while business 

tycoons whose businesses depend on the state for licenses and permits funded some (Hughes & 

Un, 2011: 6). This is one of the strategies that kept Hun Sen in power since by building his 

popularity from the grassroots using appropriated foreign aid to lure the poor and least educated 
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population to endorse him and the CPP. As long as his party wins the election, which is one of the 

fundamental principles of liberal democracy that was introduced by the UNTAC in 1993, it gives 

him the leeway to claim for the legitimacy of his government despite fraudulent findings 

throughout the election process. Such case in point reflects what Tuong Vu (2014) described in his 

study of stateôs structure, an autonomous and coercive bureaucracy, and effective coercive 

institutions. This is the consequence that many political scientists including David Beetham 

(1992), Stephen Holmes (1997), Andreas Schedler (2002), and Sophal Ear (2013) agreed upon that 

óelection is not always a practical tool to achieve a liberal democracy, especially for an emerging 

post-conflict country without a solid institutional ground.ô In fact, such a premature election 

represents a deterioration of democracy into populist electoral authoritarianism. 

 

Hun Senôs dependence on patronage funded through corruption was antithetical to the promotion 

of a good governance model within the state. In turn, the failure of Cambodian state institutions to 

conform to Western liberal models of state fixing and the influence of neo-patrimonial networks 

organized via the CPP is now a matter of political choice, rather than of technical incapacity 

(Hughes & Un, 2011: 8). As this patronage system is embedded in the autonomy of a one-party 

dominant state, it is highly relevant to examine the Cambodian governmentôs recent policy choices 

such as the National Ageing Policy (NAP) 2017-2030 and the National Social Protection Policy 

Framework (NSPPF) 2016-2025. In this context, the NAP 2017-2030 and the NSPPF 2016-2025 

raises an important question. Has this kind of social policy decision become a new political tool 

for authoritarian rulers to reinforce the regimeôs power? The central explanation to this question is 

to examine the relationship between economic growth and institutional arrangement, which 

Stephen Haggard (1990) sought to explain how international pressure through mechanisms such 

as imposing economic sanctions or preferential trade conditions would add extra weights on 

Cambodia. The ability of a country like Cambodia to formulate coherent responses is contingent 

on institutional arrangements and capabilities, among them as Haggard (1990) explained the nature 

of economic decision-making structures and the policy instruments available to political elites (p. 

254). This theoretical explanation in one way or another depicts Cambodiaôs recent development 

that led to such social policy choice ï from an impoverished war-torn nation plagued by the 

continuing shadow of instability to a rapidly growing economy increasingly tightly integrated into 

regional and global markets and now onto implementing welfare policy. 
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What can be drawn from this analysis to understanding what motivates the Cambodian government 

to pursue the above-mentioned policies is not because it represents a historical example of a post-

conflict country that is successfully integrated into a period of high economic growth that led to 

economic redistribution and achieving western liberal democracy, but rather an example of a 

reverted outcome. The flipped side of liberal democracy in Cambodia is best described using the 

term Kleptocracy, a Greek term that became frequently deployed in the 1960s to describe a 

government with corrupt leaders (Kleptocrats) that use their power to exploit the people and 

natural resources of their own territory in order to extend their personal wealth and political powers 

(Sherman, 2019). Typically, this system involves embezzlement of funds at the expense of the 

wider population (Ibid). As seen, the trajectory of development in Cambodia has moved from 

receiving a vast amount of international aid to falling into Chinese ódebt trapô while the Western 

donors eventually imposed aid cuts because of the continuing human rights violation and eroding 

democracy in the country that is willfully reluctant by the CPP government to address the issues. 

As an example, on June 12, 2020 ï the Swedish government announced it would phase out bilateral 

development funding to Cambodian government by the middle of 2021 due to órecent setbacks in 

the nationôs democratic space, respect for human rights, and freedoms allowed to civil society and 

the media,ô (Keeton-Olsen, 2020). According to a statement from the Swedish Embassy in 

Cambodia, ñthe democratic space in Cambodia has been severely restricted in recent years, which 

has made it difficult to pursue broad and close cooperation. The Swedish government has therefore 

chosen to redirect [our] development efforts for change with regard to human rights, democracy 

and the rule of law in the country by diverting the development fund to support civil society, human 

rights defenders and democracy advocates in Cambodia instead,ò states Minister of International 

Development Cooperation Peter Eriksson (Embassy of Sweden in Cambodia, 2020). 

 

The fall back of democratization in Cambodia in the present days as argued by Sophal Ear (2013), 

Caroline Hughes and Kheang Un (2011), is the consequential effect of the neoliberalism ideas of 

state fixing that was introduced by the Western donors, precisely through the UN peacekeeping 

operation, UNTAC from 1992-1993 following the Paris Peace Agreements in 1991. The heedless 

management of aid expenditures by UNTAC and its avoidance to confront over the threat of 

violence by Hun Sen and his army in 1993 eventually reveals the opportunities for well-connected 
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officials to informally control market and material rewards, allowing them to cultivate wealth to 

line their own pockets (Ear, 2013; Springer, 2011). Although aid is meant to encourage 

development, aid to Cambodia eventually results in bad governance and stunting development 

(Ear, 2013: 10). As Ear (2013) argues, the problem with aid-dependence in a post-conflict country 

like Cambodia may be hungry for aid, but it does not accept it empty handed ï rather, it carries 

with its traumatic experiences of conflict, those events that shaped them (p. 10-11). For twenty-

two years (1998-2020) since Prime Minister Hun Sen took full control of Cambodia, he had 

allowed the CPP official elites to continue taking advantage of the neoliberal principles of 

economic liberalization and privatization of capitals through the patronage system. The 

exploitation of national resources by these official elites have contributed to undermining 

democracy and widening the development and equality gap in the country. Evidently, Cambodia 

is ranked at the bottom amongst ASEAN nations and near bottom in the world, 161 out of 180 

countries with data reported, as the most corrupt country according to Transparency International 

2018 Corruption Perceptions Index Report (see Figure 2.1) (Transparency International, 2018). 

 

Figure 2.1: Corruption Perceptions Index 2017-2018 provided by the Transparency International. Index chart 

courtesy of The ASEAN Post (Khidhir, 2019). 
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The finding of this patronage corrupt system led the international community to question the 

Cambodian government legitimacy and issued a warning to withdraw the aid and suspension of 

special market access to the European Union (EU) in the hope to condition Cambodia to improve 

its human rights situation and good governance. In response to the deteriorating democracy and 

human rights violation in Cambodia, on February 11, 2019 ï the EU Parliament launched an 

Everything but Arms (EBA) trade preference withdrawal procedure from Cambodia after nearly 

two decades of allowing this post-war country to enjoy duty-free access to the EU market (Russel, 

2019). Despite many controversial statements by public and civil society on the negative effects 

of EBA withdrawal on Cambodian peopleôs livelihood, most particularly those are the garment 

and textile factory workers; Hun Sen government was unshaken by this EU sanction. Inevitably, 

the Peopleôs Republic of China announced it would back Cambodia by pledging to offer more 

loans to the country should the EU withdraw its market access from Cambodia. Cambodia has 

been one of Chinaôs strongest allies in Southeast Asia, and with this economic contingency with 

the worldôs largest trading bloc, it became an opportunity for China to pour in billions of dollars 

in development aid and loans into this poor country through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

which aim to bolster land and sea links with Southeast Asia region (Prak, 2019). Unlike Western 

countriesô aid, Chinaôs aid does not come with conditions of addressing human rights issues and 

democracy. With a huge chunk of money flowing in without requirement for good governance, it 

only leads to liberal democratic principles being pushed further away from Cambodia (Strangio, 

2019). Chinaôs pledge for support while the European imposed trade threat in this context does 

nothing more than contribute to weakening of the role, capacity, and structure of good governance 

for a quasi-democratic country like Cambodia.  

 

How is This Study in Conversation with The-Above-Scholarships?  

Having engaged with Hughes, Un, and Earôs scholarship on how Hun Senôs crony politics and aid-

dependence undermined Cambodianôs pathway to liberal democracy, I frame my research study 

based on their analysis by expanding the discussion on how the Cambodian governmentôs aid-

dependence especially from China in the twenty-first century has contributed to the rise of neo-

authoritarian rule in Cambodia. I seek to advance this hypothesis by examining the Cambodian 

governmentôs socio-economic development strategy, the Rectangular Strategy (RS) and their 
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policy choice and policymaking process under the umbrella of this strategy, specifically the NAP 

2017-2030.  

 

In time of writing this dissertation, I have not come across any literature that offers an in-depth 

discussion on how the Cambodian government instrumentalized social policy to strengthen its 

authoritarian rule. For this reason, ñThe Politics of Ageò is leading the discussion on this topic in 

two ways: first, social policy as a form of social control; and second, social policy as an evidence 

of socio-economic development progress in the new global norm.  

 

Conclusion  

This critical, historical review of Cambodian politics in the post-colonial time provides essential 

background to understand the evolving power structures and the systems of governance in 

Cambodia in the modern time by the way political elites always contest for dictatorial control of 

Cambodia. Cambodiaôs political traditions that derive primarily from Eastern culture, the absolute 

rule of god-kings since the Angkorian Empire, and Buddhist beliefs (Marks & Naraharisetti, 2013: 

2) ï are generally continuing to shadow the modern governmentôs ideas of governing.  

 

Through this historical lens, the rest of the remaining chapters examine how the Cambodian 

government is reintroducing the concept of socialism back to Cambodia in a way that not only 

protects but further advances its authoritarian power. I will begin the investigation in chapter three, 

by laying out the ruling Cambodian governmentôs reform strategy in the ñpost-conflict period.ò  
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Chapter 3 

Cambodiaôs Reform Strategy in the Post-Conflict  Period 

(1998 ï Present) 

 

The 1991 Paris Peace Agreements (PPA) (in French: Accords de Paris) was a significant 

international legal document that shed light to peace and stability in Cambodia after two decades 

of civil war and disastrous conflicts. The PPA brought about a UN Peacekeeping operation 

(UNTAC) and the lifting of international trade embargo which resulted in the influx of US$3 

billions in international aid into Cambodia over the next ten years for capital infrastructure 

reconstructions (Hughes, 2005). Furthermore, the PPA compelled Cambodia to ratify at least eight 

of the nine core international human rights treaties and assumed obligation and duties of the treaties 

ratified thereafter. The eight international human rights treaties Cambodia has ratified are as 

follows:   

 

Table 3.1: A list of international treaties Cambodia has ratified and since 1992 ï present.  

Source: Office of the United Nations Human Commissioner for Human Rights (UN-OHCHR, n.d.). 
 

International Treaties 

 

Year of Entry into Force 

 

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966 

(ICESCR) 

 

1992 

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 1966 (ICCPR) 

 
1992 

The Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 

or Punishment 1984 (UNCAT) 

 

1992 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women 1979 (CEDAW) 

 

1992 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 (CRC) 

 
1992 

The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination 1965 (ICERD) 

 

1993 

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2006 (CRPD) 

 
2008 

The International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 

Disappearance 2006 (ICPPED) 

 

2013 

Additionally, Cambodia signed the ñPolitical Declaration at the UN Second World 

Assembly on Ageing (Madrid 2003)ò and endorsed the ñMadrid International Plan 

of Action on Ageing (MIPAA 2002).ò 

2003 
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As a civil law country, the Prime Minister, Members of the National Assembly, and Senate have 

the power to initiate laws, thus, to turn international human rights law into domestic laws it must 

go through a tedious process. According to the Cambodian Center for Human Rights (CCHR) ñin 

Cambodia once a treaty is signed ï it is submitted to the National Assembly for approval, then to 

the Senate, before being promulgated by the King. International treaties are then binding under 

domestic law and can be referred to by the Cambodia judiciaryò (Duch & Tillet, 2014). In fact, the 

Cambodian 1993 constitution includes a comprehensive bill of rights and Article 31 states that, 

ñThe Kingdom of Cambodia shall recognize and respect human rights as stipulated in the United 

Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Covenants, and the Conventions 

related to human rights, womenôs and childrenôs rights.ò The Cambodian Constitutional Council 

instructed the courts to consider óinternational conventions that Cambodia has recognizedô as 

domestic law (Cambodian Constitutional Council, 2007). 

 

Cambodiaôs accession of international human rights treaties and the presence of the UNTAC 

human rights monitors in the country in the early 1990s did not help to prevent the occurrence of 

widespread human rights violations in the run-up to the elections and afterwards mainly because 

of the coalition government establishment after the 1993 election (discussed in chapter 2). Progress 

in drafting, approving, and adopting the new legislation was slowed due to contentious politics 

amongst the FUNCINPEC and the CPP. It was not until after the 1998 election ï when legal and 

institutional reforms influenced by the international human rights treatiesô provisions began to take 

shape in Cambodia. This chapter responds to the working question on how the Cambodian 

government used the international human rights framework to shape its legal and institutional 

reform that resulted in certain policy actions? In this chapter, I discuss how the Cambodian 

government designed their political, legal, and institutional reform agenda within the neoliberal 

approach and human rights framework while also maintaining its authoritarian rule. As Hun Sen 

and the CPP sought to adhere to the binding nature of the UN proclamations, they simultaneously 

re-evaluated at what levels could human rights laws be implemented in Cambodia that would not 

jeopardize their hegemony.  

 

Reaffirming Regime Legitimacy and Stability with  a Strategic Policy Roadmap 
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Hun Senôs Populism  

Following the 1998 election victory, Hun Sen, the leader of the CPP assumed full control of the 

Cambodian government and was eager to gain international recognition and legitimacy in order to 

concretize his power. The emergence of a stable government in Cambodia began in 1999 under 

pressure from the international donors such as the US, the EU bloc, and other donor-government 

working group intervention. The newly elected CPP government had little options but to reform 

key areas such as law and the judiciary, public financial management, anti-corruption, gender 

equity, demobilization and natural resource management (Hameiri, 2010). This reform took place 

with a considerable amount of external assistance through official development aid (ODA), which 

prompted a remarkable growth of civil society, human rights groups, trade unions, and local non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) across the country. The fast expansion of civic bodies in 

Cambodia occurred at a time when the coalition government (1993-1997) made comparatively 

lit tle progress in political development in terms of violence, impunity, corruption, separation of 

powers, human rights, opposition, accountability, and transparency (Downie & Kingsbury, 2001). 

These unpleasant events in the first half of 1990s and especially the 1997 coup, prompted foreign 

donors to establish mixed donor-government working groups to tackle key issues in Cambodia. 

The key issues identified were legal and judicial reform, improvements in public refinance, 

improvements in governance, anti-corruption, gender equity, demobilization and natural resource 

management (Hughes, 2005). 

 

Amongst all the key issues needing reform, only a few areas such as gender equity and 

demobilization saw real progress through the collaboration work between donors and the 

government. Progress on governance reform improved but only at local levels with commune 

elections but not at the national level despite expressing commitment in the ñRectangular Strategy 

(RS)ò (Hughes, 2005). Meanwhile, the Cambodian governmentôs commitment to legal and judicial 

reform [was] slow or absent (World Bank, 2004; Calavan et al., 2004) ï although they have been 

incorporating provisions of human rights treaties into domestic laws. This setback stems from the 

lack of enforcement power of the international human rights treaty, which is technically a non-

binding law on its party states. Hence, it creates a leeway for the Cambodian government to 

maneuver around notions of compliance to international human rightsô standard protocols. This 

ultimately has resulted in the Cambodian government having the ability to selectively address 
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certain human rights issues that benefits both the ruler and the populations. Ostensibly, the 

Cambodian government only addressed human rights issues that concerned vulnerable groups of 

population such as children, women, disability, and now old age ï most of whom are poor and 

lives in rural areas, but not human rights issues that concerned civil and political rights such as 

freedom of speech, land ownership, or political participation. This can be clearly demonstrated 

when the Cambodian government dissolved the main opposition party, CNRP in November 2017 

three months after launching the NAP 2017-2030 in August 2017.  

 

Hun Senôs approach to populist policies amongst vulnerable populations such as women, 

disability, and elderly can be argued as a strategy to court for loyalist support and to maintain 

social control. While it is tricky to find comparison to Hun Senôs populist rhetoric, in this case, the 

former Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatraôs policy agenda attracted voters in the rural areas 

is most compatible with what Hun Sen has been pursuing since 2004. Both Thaksin Shinawatra 

and Hun Senôs adopted a very similar populist approach that fits at least one of the definitions of 

populism that Hawkins and Selway (2017) describes, a leader that is making policy promises, 

especially economic ones, in order to garner wide political support; however, while these policies 

are appealing to voters in the short term, they are unworkable in the long term (p. 374). The target 

of these alleged populist policies is often the lower classes, the ostensibly most populous segment 

of the citizenry (Acemoglu et al., 2011; Dornbusch & Edwards, 1991). While Thaksinôs populist 

policies at the time included microfinance loans of one million baht per village, debt moratorium 

for farmers, and a landmark universal healthcare bill, known as the 30-baht scheme (McCargo & 

Ukrit, 2005; Selway, 2011, 2015). Hun Senôs populist policies, on the other hand, included the 

NSPPF 2016-2025 that established the IDPoor unconditional cash transfer scheme, the Health 

Equity Fund (HEF) developed to enable poor people access to public health services by paying 

public health providers on their behalf (Bart et al., 2018), and the NAP 2017-2030 for to address 

the needs of old age. With his policies, Thaksin has successfully bought off the rural poor who 

have insufficient education to ñtruly understand how populist politicians can abuse powerò 

(Hawkins & Selway, 2017: 375). What is so similar to Thaksin, Hun Sen has boasted about his 

success in winning the support from poor people who received the cash assistance from his IDPoor 

scheme on many occasions. At one of his televised speeches in December 2020, Hun Sen boasted 

ñif someone criticizes the government for not helping poor people during COVID-19 pandemic, 
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please ask the poor people [if this is true]. The government does not ignore them. The government 

does not let anyone starve without rice to eatò (Sen, 2020). This kind of prideful speech only goes 

to show that the Cambodian Prime Minister is very confident in his strategic policy and the policy 

outcome that serves both the ruler and the population.   

 

The Strategic Policy Roadmap  

The impervious judicial reform is reflected by the vagueness and loopholes of some provisions of 

the countryôs human rights laws. For instance, Article 502 of the Penal Code Criminalizes insults 

to a public official acting on behalf of his or her office while Article 523 interdicts the discrediting 

of judicial decisions (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, n.d.). Those two provisions 

restrict the right to freedom of expression and do not comply with Cambodiaôs international human 

rights obligations (Duch & Tillet, 2014). Article 2 of the Law on Peaceful Assembly also specifies 

that peaceful assembly ï ñshall not be used abusively affecting the rights, freedoms, and honor of 

others, good customs of the national society, public order and national securityò (Royal 

Government of Cambodia, 2009). The stipulation in this kind of legal text has put excessively 

broad restrictions on the right to freedom of assembly and is thus incompatible with the limitations 

set out in the ICCPR the country has ratified. 

 

These identified loopholes in the domestic laws are also reflected in the Cambodian governmentôs 

strategic action plan known as the Rectangular Strategy for Growth, Employment, Equity and 

Efficiency in Cambodia in July 2004 (see Figure 3.1 and Table 3.2), (Hun & Council for the 

Development of Cambodia, 2004). This strategy is, arguably, a key ingredient to complement the 

gap of the inconsistencies in the domestic laws and therefore reaffirm the legitimacy and quality 

of governance by the CPP. Hun Sen, the Prime Minister is known to be a tactically astute ruler, 

having survived many revolutions and regime changes. He is well aware that his power would be 

challenged by the opposition party if his government strictly adhered to all of the reform conditions 

pressured by the donors and complying with the provisions in the international human rights laws 

such as the ICCPR. Civil and political rights in Cambodia have always been a sensitive issue in 

Cambodia especially since the 1997 coup, therefore, the ruling CPP will never allow the opposition 

party or civic groups to form any protest or assembly to challenge them. In this case, the RS is a 

guiding set of principles for the Cambodian government to enact a number of social policy 
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programs that may well serve the purpose of the rulers than the general populations. For instance, 

the social policies such as the NAP 2017-2030 and the NSPPF 2016-2025 are not only an 

illustration of the Cambodian governmentôs strategic populist policies towards its vulnerable 

population but they also work as a form of assurance of Cambodiaôs commitment to uphold the 

standard principles in the ratified treaties such as the ICESCR and the CEDAW. In both ways, 

social policy has now become a useful tool for the Cambodian ruling party to strengthen its 

popularity domestically and internationally. The RS was endorsed by Hun Sen as a ñWin-Win 

Policyò that brings forward the economic growth, social order, and stability for Cambodia. The 

RS is an integrated structure of interlocking rectangles that represent sustainability and stability as 

a strong table or chair firmly stands on four pillars that structured as follows (Hun & Council for 

the Development of Cambodia, 2004): 

 

Figure 3.1: The Rectangular Strategy (RS). Diagram courtesy of the Cambodian Government. 
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Table 3.2: Details of the Rectangular Strategy. Source: Royal Government of Cambodia. 

Roadmap of the Rectangular Strategy 

1st Pillar  The core of the Rectangular Strategy reform is ñgood governanceò focused on four key 

areas: 1) anti-corruption; 2) legal and judicial reform; 3) public administration reform 

including decentralization and de-concentration; and 4) reform of the armed forces, 

especially demobilization. 

 

2nd Pillar  

Four elements: 1) peace, political stability, and social orders; 2) partnership in 

development with all stakeholders, including private sector, donor community and civil 

society; 3) favorable macro-economic and financial environment; and 4) the integration 

of Cambodia into the region and the world. 

 

3rd Pillar  

The four strategic ñgrowth rectanglesò are: 1) enhancement of agricultural sector; 2) 

private sector growth and employment; 3) continued rehabilitation and construction of 

physical infrastructure; and 4) capacity building and human resource development.  

  

4th Pillar  

Each strategic growth rectangle has four sides:  

¶ Rectangle 1: Enhancement of agricultural sector which covers: (1) improved 

productivity and diversification of agriculture; (2) land reform and clearing of 

mines; (3) fisheries reform; and (4) forestry reform; 

¶ Rectangle 2: Continued Rehabilitation and Construction of Physical Infrastructure, 

involving: (1) continued restoration and construction transport infrastructure (inland, 

marine and air transport); (2) management of water resources and irrigation; (3) 

development of energy and power grids, and (4) development of Information and 

Communication Technology; 

¶ Rectangle 3: Private Sector Growth and Employment covers: (1) strengthened 

private sector and attraction of investments; (2) promotion of SMEs; (3) creation of 

jobs and ensuring improved working conditions; and (iv) establishment of social 

safety nets for civil servants, employees and workers; and  

¶ Rectangle 4: Capacity Building and Human Resource Development, including: (1) 

enhanced quality of education; (2) improvement of health services; (3) fostering 

gender equity, and (4) implementation of population policy.  

 
 

 

The core principles listed in the RS demonstrates how the Cambodian government managed to 

navigate through the discrepancies of the international human rights provisions and legally breach 

the trust of the Western donors to benefitting the regime. No issue concerned with civil and 

political rights or democratic reform is mentioned in any of the four pillars of reform. The ruling 

party diligently chose the agenda that can still tow the support from the donors but does no harm 

to its power structure. A discussion on how the Cambodian government proceeded with this 

strategic agenda is discussed in the subsequent section.  

 

The Win-Win Policy 
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On May 27, 2019 at the 75th session of the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 

Pacific (UN-ESCAP) in Bangkok, Prime Minister Hun Sen, pridefully announced that through 

ñWin-Win Policyò ï Cambodia has been achieving strong economic growth for the past two 

decades with GDP rates increasing up to 7.7% annually (Hul, 2019). What are the elements in this 

policy that make the Premier so significantly prideful and spent US$12 million to construct a 

monument in 2016 (see Figure 3.2) to symbolize his administrationôs achievements? 

 

Figure 3.2: The Win-Win Monument located on the outskirts of Phnom Penh. Picture courtesy of Vanara Orn. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

At one of his public speeches in 2019, Prime Minister Hun Sen shared the three priority conditions 

in the Win-Win Policy which include: (1) to ensure that all people can continue to survive; (2) to 

ensure that all people have works and jobs to support their living; and (3) to ensure the protection 

of their property. Hun Sen also underlined that, ñthe successful implementation of the Win-Win 

Policy has completely ended the prolonged civil war and conflicts in Cambodia and brought full 

peace as well as national unity and full territory sovereignty at the end of 1998. This is the peace 

and national unification, achieved by Cambodia ï with no harm, weapons, ammunition and 

commands or support from other countries. Thanks to full peace!ò (Agency Kampuchea Press, 
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2019). The message regarding the Win-Win Policy from the Prime Minister hints to the 

Cambodian people that only the CPP government has been able to maintain peace and stability in 

Cambodia. As he aimed to transform Cambodia into an upper-middle income country in 2030 and 

high-income country in 2050, Cambodian people should never forget who provides them peace, 

stability, and economic opportunities (Samreth, 2019). As a result of his message of reminders and 

his urge for all state institutions and the population to promote this aforementioned slogan (Niem, 

2020), propaganda banners and billboards that read: ñThank you peace!ò ñI love peace!ò ñThank 

you, Prime Minister Hun Sen for providing peace!ò are placed everywhere in Cambodia especially 

at public institution buildings such as School, Hospital, Community Health Center, Ministry, 

Police Office, and Provincial and City Hall (see Figure 3.3).  

 

Figure 3.3: ñThank You Peaceò banner placed at the gate of a Community Health Center in Chhouk District, Kampot 

Province. Picture by author.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Premierôs prideful address about Cambodiaôs peace and stability and socio-economic progress 

over the past two decades under his leadership comes shortly after the European Union announced 

the suspension of a trade preference known as the EBA due to the countryôs human rights and 
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democratic setbacks (see Chapter 2). This trade preference suspension by the EU is a reminder that 

while Cambodia has enjoyed social and economic growth to a certain degree, no real progress on 

protection and promotion of civil rights and democracy was made. Drawing from this context, the 

RS is merely a set of strategies that were established to guide the ruling regime through social 

order and economic means. For this reason, I argue for an investigation of those strategies and 

critically analyze how it shapes certain social policy outcomes such as the NAP 2017-2030.  

 

Each pillar in the RS is structured both strategically and sagaciously into four phases of 

implementation that push for the neoliberal idea of ógood governanceô while maintaining the core 

facet of the strategy in an authoritarian way of ruling. Which means the socioeconomic 

development agenda in the RS can only be fully realized for as long as ópolitical stability and social 

order are maintained.ô The CPP orchestrated this strategic agenda because they demonstrated a 

relatively peaceful and stable society for Cambodia over the past two decades (1998-2020) mainly 

because of its monopoly power.  

 

The first phase (2004-2008) of reform in the RS is on ensuring sustainability of peace, political 

stability, security and social order aiming at promoting the rule of law, respect for human rights 

and dignity, liberal multi-party democracy in order to create a favorable security and political 

environment for long-term sustainable development ï was set up to gain trust from the 

international community and the foreign aid donors that Cambodia is on its way to transform into 

a liberal democratic state (Council for the Development of Cambodia, 2004). For instance, an Anti-

Corruption Unit was established in 2006 under the management of the Council of Ministers, having 

a role as the implementing agency in fighting against corruption based on the three key pillars: 

Education, Prevention, and Obstruction and Law Enforcement aiming to win support from the 

public using transitional law under UNTAC as its tool (Ibid). Decentralization reform at local level 

through a multi-party system also took place during this first phase.  

 

The second phase (2008-2013) of the RS is mainly focused on long-term economic growth, 

financial reform, and infrastructure rehabilitation (International Labour Organization, 2009). 

During this economic reform period Cambodia attracted a great number of foreign investors and 

donors to help with its infrastructure rehabilitation project. Amongst all, China has been the major 
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source of international capital to Cambodia. In 2008 alone, at least US$200 millions of soft loans 

were given by China for infrastructure development such as port, airport, roads and bridges 

constructions (Zhu, 2009). China topped the list of aid pledges to Cambodia in 2009 and further 

pledged US$1 billion during 2010 (To & Jackson-Han, 2010). The inflow of Chinese capital that 

was sporadically made available through state-run media led to a wider agreement that China is 

now the source of the largest amount of both Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and financial 

assistance to Cambodia, if not official development assistance (ODA), or aid ï as more narrowly 

defined by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)ôs 

Development Assistance Committee (OôNeill, 2014: 180). The second phase of RS ï was a 

booming period of Chinese textile and garment industry in Cambodia because Chinese aid to 

Cambodia does come with óone conditionô: it is used only to fund projects supported by the 

Chinese and Chinese firms. The strings that are attached are not those pulling for legal, political 

or economic reforms; instead, they pull open doors for Chinese investors (OôNeill, 2014: 182). 

 

The third phase (2013-2018) of the RS priority area is on inclusive growth ï ensuring equitable 

distribution of opportunities and the fruits of economic growth and to strengthen human resource 

development, and capacity building ï as well as to continue any remaining tasks from RS-Phase 

II (International Labour Organization, 2013). To proceed with this third phase of reform, the 

Cambodian government enacted a number of sectoral laws, key policies and actions (a legal reform 

process) ï to empower and allow the private sector and civil society organizations to participate in 

planning and managing the economy and works towards the sustainable development goals (WHO, 

2008). As a result of this reform actions plan, in 2014 the Cambodian government established ñthe 

National Strategic Disability Plan (NSDP),ò in 2016 launched ñthe National Social Protection 

Policy Framework (NSPPF) 2016-2025,ò and in 2017 established ñthe National Ageing Policy 

(NAP) 2017-2030.ò  

 

The fourth phase (2018-2023), an on-going action plan focusing on socio-economic policy agenda 

and ensuring environmental sustainability (Royal Government of Cambodia, 2018) ï is especially 

integral to the implementation of the NAP 2017-2030 examined in this study. Based on the 

experience of implementing the previous three phases of the RS, the Cambodian government was 

able to assess the strengths, weaknesses, challenges as well as opportunities of the strategy. 
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According to PM Hun Senôs address at the launch of this latest phase in 2018, ñthe strength of the 

RS lies in its provision of intertwined, comprehensive consistent framework which covers major 

sectors for all ministries-institutions to participate in its implementation. This is a strong 

foundation for allocating resources towards policy priorities and a great framework for cooperating 

with relevant development partners, private sector and civil society included. While the weakness 

lies in the implementation effectiveness related to institutional capacityò (Royal Government of 

Cambodia, 2018: 8). Although Cambodia has achieved great results in economic reform and some 

forms of social development since the RS was promulgated ï there is one thing that is very 

worrisome for the country ï the ñgradual increase of foreign debtò especially from China since 

2008 onwards. As of 2019 ï the Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF) Public Debt Bulletin 

revealed that China accounted for about 40% of Cambodiaôs total foreign debt (MEF, 2020: 16). 

Hiroshi Suzuki, Chief Executive Officer of the Business Research Institute for Cambodia said this 

amount of debt is very high compared with neighboring countries (Sorn, 2020).  

 

Despite the concern raised by the public over the sharp increase of Cambodiaôs foreign debt and 

the Chinese debt trap in the past fifteen years, the Cambodian government seems unfazed by it. 

Instead, the Cambodian government is looking to diversify more borrowing sources. The 

Cambodia Center for Policy Studies director Sophal Chan shows an oppositional view to Suzuki 

in an interview by Phnom Penh Post, ñthe level of debt in Cambodia currently is not a concern 

compared to other countries in similar stages of development.ò Chan advocated that Cambodia 

needed to increase borrowing provided that the loans are used effectively and efficiently to fuel 

growth and development in the future (Katoski, 2017). Hun Sen has publicly dismissed the idea of 

the Chinese ódebt trap.ô He said China respected Cambodiaôs sovereignty when it comes to using 

Chinese loans, and the loan comes with low interest and long-term, so the overall debt remained 

low, at 21.5% of gross domestic product (Prak & Birsel, 2019).  

 

In analyzing the way, the RS functions and in reflection to the countryôs capital profile, it reaffirms 

that ñsurvival, social order, peace, security, and political stabilityò ï are the central asset for the 

ruling party to maintain their power and domination over Cambodia politics. In a weak state like 

Cambodia especially with its rulers coming out of a revolutionary struggle, the politics of survival 

will always prevail (Peou, 2000). The RS has not only allowed the ruling regime to survive for 
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decades but also to live up to its ambition of power domination. Institutional structures were 

reformed to benefit the ruling party in a way that served the interests of the government without 

changing the core facets of the policies. This process described by Jennifer Pan (2020) as Seepage 

ï as to which it generates change by altering the composition of resource allocation, and through 

this altered allocation, converts the goals of these policies (p. 13). Seepage is an analogy that Pan 

(2020) used to describe how a ruling government advance their political agenda through a 

combination of strategies such as policy instruments or legal and institutional reform or 

mobilization but without making the political agenda peak obvious and still deliver the original 

goals set in those strategic changes. 

 

The New Paradigm Shift s of Seepage 

Cambodiaôs economic growth has, arguably, been the fastest amongst post-conflict societies 

driven by the credible restoration of peace and security, large public and private capital inflows, 

economic openness, reasonably prudent macroeconomic management, and a dynamic, integrating 

neighborhood (Hill & Menon, 2013; World Bank, 2019). This rapid economic growth is evidently 

the result of the unwavering implementation of the Win-Win Policy that allowed Cambodia to 

make reform in all sectors to re-build institutional capacities and strengthen socio-economic 

infrastructure to ensure sustainable development and poverty reduction (Samreth, 2017). 

Furthermore, through Win-Win Policy, the Cambodian government had the opportunity to fixate 

its political and social order. The puzzle on fixing political order ties to the implications involved 

with the social policy choices that the Cambodian government introduced as part of the RS Phase 

III inclusive growth and equitable distribution of resources. The establishment of major social 

policies such as the NSPPF 2016-2025 and the NAP 2017-2030 raised public speculations on the 

governmentôs motives to pursue social welfare policies despite the setbacks on other significant 

human rights issues and space for multiparty liberal democracy.  

 

In the preamble of the NSPPF 2016-2025, the Cambodian government stated that their goal in 

establishing this social protection policy is primarily done to maintain peace, political stability, 

and national security. These are very important preconditions to achieving the economic growth 

that would allow Cambodia to rise again and rebuild itself from the devastation occurred during 

the Cambodian genocide between 1975-79 (Royal Government of Cambodia, 2017). The NAP 
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2017-2030, on the other hand, evolved from the Elderly Policy 2003 that was shaped by the UN 

Political Declaration at the Second World Assembly on Ageing (Madrid 2003) and the Madrid 

International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA 2002) ï aim to address socio-economic hardships 

faced by old age Cambodians. The two policies, NSPPF 2016-2025 and NAP 2017-2030 can be 

argued as rhetoric populist policies because both policies provide room for the Cambodian ruler 

to appeal to the population as providing good governance in the form of social security and 

stability. The following section analyzed the distinctions of the human rights treaties and its 

applicability in the context of Cambodiaôs contested politics.   

 

Implications of Human Rights Language in Cambodiaôs Context 

Along with investigating political motivation, I also examined how some implications of human 

rights shaped policy outcomes in Cambodia. A number of the Cambodian government press 

releases and NGOs reports cite the language of human rights in compliance to the human rights 

treaties provision guaranteed under article 31 of the Cambodian Constitution. Although the 

Cambodian government is unable to fulfill all the optional human rights protocol in the treaties 

they ratified ï certain aspects of the international human rights framework were adopted and 

embedded into its domestic law and policy. Evidently, aspects of the CRPD and the ICESCR 

treaties provisions exist in the Cambodian Law on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities was adopted in May 2009 (UN-OHCHR, 2015), the National Social 

Protection Strategy for the Poor and Vulnerable (2011-2015), and the NSPPF (2016-2025) (Royal 

Government of Cambodia, 2011). In contrast, although the Cambodian government ratified the 

ICCPR, there is almost no existing policy agenda established in compliance to this treaty provision 

ï except for a non-functional human rights body known as the Cambodian Human Rights 

Committee (CHRC). According to the Human Rights Watch 2018 world report, the civil and 

political rights environment in Cambodia markedly deteriorated in 2017 as the government 

arrested the leader of Cambodiaôs political opposition party on dubious charges of treason; 

dissolved the opposition party and banned over a hundred members from political activity; 

intensified the misuse of the justice system to prosecute political opposition and human rights 

activists; and forced several independent media outlets to close (Human Rights Watch, 2018).  
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These issues are brought up in this chapter in sequence to analyze how only selected human rights 

issues such as old age and disabilities were given consideration by the Cambodian government but 

not to other issues such as freedom of speech and voting rights. As we draw on this speculation, 

the remainder of this chapter seeks to examine why human rights for old age (and disabilities) 

matter more in Cambodia context? To answer this hypothetical question, I will  first discuss how 

ageing issue became relevant in the international human rights framework. This discussion would 

lead to an understanding of how collective international actions such as the MIPAA and the 

OEWGA have extensively influenced Cambodiaôs domestic policy change such as the NAP 2017-

2030 in addition to its domestic political implications. 

 

How Ageing Rights Became Relevant to Cambodia  

In 1948, the United Nations adopted the Universal Human Rights protocol, however, it was not 

until 1991 when the UN adopted Principles for Older Persons, and the Second World Assembly 

on Ageing in Madrid (MIPAA) only took place in 2002. There is a long gap between each action 

towards promoting rights and dignity for the old age. The movement for older persons rights had 

only seemingly achieved momentum at the beginning of the 21st century when scholars such as 

Putnam (2002), Rodriguez-Pinzon and Martin (2003), Tang and Lee (2006), Scuibba (2016), and 

Puar (2017) demonstrated the complex result of their studies on how ageing issues intertwined 

with the other human rights issues. As ageing issues starting to gain the attention from the general 

public and other international entities such as the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 

and the Global Age Watch, the Advisory Committee of the United Nations Human Rights Council 

(UNHRC) delivered a working document defending ñthe necessity of human rights approach and 

effective United Nations mechanism for the human rights of older personsò (Human Rights 

Council, 2010). In January 2010, the Advisory Committee to the HRC finally released a report on 

the human rights of older persons, called the Chung Report. This report came about after the 

Rapporteur, Ms Chin-sung Chung illustrated the global impact of demographic ageing and the 

increasing number of human rights violations suffered worldwide by older persons in areas such 

as physical and moral integrity, susceptibility to poverty, employment, social security, and 

healthcare in the Chung 2010 Section I and II (Chung, 2009). One of the basic claims of the Chung 

report is that a treaty on the human rights of the older person would enhance the visibility of older 

persons in human rights law (Udhayakumar & Illango, 2013: 4). With evidence listed in this report, 
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the UN General Assembly thereafter set up a working group with the UN Resolution No. A / C.3 

/ 65 / L.8 / Rev.1 to strengthen the protection of human rights for the elderly called the UN Open-

Ended Working Group on Ageing (OEWGA) (Mehler, 2017). Through this working group, many 

of the rights have been discussed in detail for age discrimination, care and elder abuse, social 

security, health and autonomy.  

 

The establishment of the OEWGA called for significant advocacy efforts for the enhancement of 

international thinking and actions on the human rights of older persons, a handful of stakeholders 

were called for more visibility and increased use of international human rights standards to address 

the dire situation of millions of older women and men around the world. This call for actions comes 

as the number of persons aged 60 and over increased at an unprecedented pace, anticipated to rise 

from its current 740 million to reach 1 billion by the end of the decade (UN-OHCHR Report, n.d.). 

Moreover, two-thirds of the worldôs ageing population live in low and middle-income countries 

and this proportion will rise to 80% by 2050 (Ibid). This rapid increase of old age population shed 

light on the lack of adequate protection mechanisms, and on the existing gaps in policies and 

programs to address the situation of older persons especially those who live in developing and 

low-income countries. Recognizing these issues, the UN Department for Economic and Social 

Affairs then called forth for concerted efforts from all others development stakeholders namely the 

UN Population Fund (UNFPA), the World Health Organization (WHO), and the World Bank ï to 

come together to confront ageism and empowering older people. Since the set-up of the OEWGA 

in 2010, there have been numerous high-level meetings and discussions on how to counter global 

ageing ï and the latest High Level Political Forum on ageism, held on July 9, 2019 discussed how 

older persons being excluded from Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and locked out of 

development by discriminatory laws, policies and attitudes in the context such as employment, 

education, health services, and beyond. The event was to examine how ageism and age 

discrimination contribute to growing inequality, and how legal and policy frameworks are 

necessary for addressing older peopleôs exclusion. Through such collaborative efforts led by the 

UN, the issue of ageing has now become more relevant in the international human rights 

framework than it has ever been. Later to this worldwide discussion and endorsement of ageing as 

one of the central problems to economic development, many countries including Cambodia have 
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begun to review and make reforms to their domestic law and policy to ensure that the rights of 

older persons are protected.  

 

The Cambodian governmentôs commitment to apply treaty provisions into Cambodian domestic 

laws according to Article 31 of the Cambodian Constitution compelled the Cambodian government 

to take action to revise the 2003 elderly policy to ensure that elderly people were provided access 

to opportunities that contribute to and share in the benefits of the development of their nation 

(Kingdom of Cambodia, 1993). Even though in the early 2000s Cambodia was one of the very few 

countries with a low proportion of older population to launch the Elderly Policy in 2003, albeit 

lacklusterly, it still reflected Cambodiaôs commitment to the implementation of Madridôs spirit to 

ensure that every old person in Cambodia lives a life with dignity as stated in the international 

human rights protocol. However, since the initial elderly policy did not address the wide-ranging 

ageing-related issues, the Cambodian government recognized the need to revise the policy for 

elderly. Also, given that the process of population ageing is now seen to impact across all sections 

of the population and all sectors of the economy, the scope of the revised policy has to be widened 

beyond a focus only on the elderly or older persons. While older persons would still remain the 

main target beneficiaries of the revised policy, it is also important to address the wider impact of 

population ageing. This includes the implications for younger family members in terms of the 

support and care they provide for the older persons. As such the revised policy was renamed the 

ñNational Ageing Policy 2017-2030ò ï which identifies nine priorities related to the elderly 

people, including financial security, health and well-being, lifestyle, favorable environment, active 

ageing and associations of elderly people, intergenerational relations, abuse, indifference and 

violence, emergency situation, and ageing readiness (Khan, 2018). This action policy plan has 

shown the government positive commitment to implementing the spirit of the universal human 

rights law and have a attracted a numbers of development partners and non-governmental 

organizations namely HelpAge Cambodia (HAC), Oxfam, International Labour Organization 

(ILO), United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), and Korea International Cooperation Agency 

(KOICA) ï to assist in delivering the policy goals effectively and efficiently.  

 

Conclusion 
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The RS has served as an important guiding principle for the CPP to maintain its power in 

Cambodia. Sixteen years after its implementation, the RS guided the Cambodian government to 

achieve remarkable economic growth and social infrastructure development ï except for some 

human rights aspects mainly the civil and political rights and multiparty liberal democracy. Along 

with the economic growth within the past decades, Cambodia faces a steep increase of external 

debt owed to China. The increased capital flows from China promoted its assertive influence on 

Cambodia politics more than ever before, that in turn led to the decline of Western aid and 

development cooperation. The Chinese influence on Cambodiaôs political development can be 

seen through its recent social policy reforms such as the NSPPF 2016-2025 and the NAP 2017-

2030. There are some features in these social policies found similar to the Chineseôs social policy 

reform that took place in 1999 known as óChinaôs Minimum Livelihood Guarantee Schemeô ï a 

social assistance program providing unconditional cash transfers to households below a certain 

income (Pan, 2020: 1). If the Cambodian government was genuinely trying to improve human 

rights and strengthening liberal democracy ï then why only some human rights issues such as 

ageing rights matter to them more than other rights such as women rights and gender equality, 

children right, right to free speech, and right to form assembly? Indeed, the ageing population is 

not seen as a potential threat to the rulerôs power.  

 

The Cambodian governmentôs social policy reform is therefore a ñone stone shooting two-bird 

approach.ò In this chapter, I argued that the NAP 2017-2030 is a policy that exists to favor the 

ruler more than the population. The policy, on the other hand, was used as an instrument to prove 

to the UN and the international community that the Cambodian government is complying to the 

standard protocol of international human rights law framework such as the ICESCR and the 

MIPAA. Despite the setbacks on civil and political rights and the space for multi-party liberal 

democracy, the NAP 2017-2030 invited many development partners and NGOs to assist the 

Cambodian government in formulating and implementing the policy. The mobilizing support from 

development partners and civil society have in turn assisted the government to not only commit to 

the policy actions to serve the populations, but also aid the CPP to realize its Win-Win Policy.  

 

The establishment of social policy in Cambodia is driven by a unique set of political factors 

domestically and internationally. Additional studies of each implication and context can provide 
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important insights. Overall, ageing policy is still a new phenomenon for Cambodia. As of today, 

only a handful of Cambodian citizens have heard or understood about the NAP 2017-2030. There 

are still a lot of gaps in making this policy work, from capacity building among public officials to 

educating the general population about the policy. The following chapter discusses how civil 

society organizations play a critical role in bridging this gap and making the policy to actually 

benefit the targeted population.  
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Chapter 4 

How Civil Society Organizations Contribute to Promoting  

Ageing Right in Cambodia 

 

Introduction  

On January 16, 2020, I took an 8-hour bus ride from Cambodiaôs capital, Phnom Penh to 

Battambang province, the only province in Cambodia with a civil society organization (CSO) 

working on the issues concerned with ageing population, HelpAge Cambodia (HAC) (see Figure 

4.1) ï and fully functional Older Peopleôs Associations (OPAs) network (see Figure 4.2). The day 

after I arrived in Battambang province, I met the Executive Director of HAC whom I only had 

communicated with via email prior to the meeting. The HAC director and staff were very 

welcoming and provided a thorough orientation on the origins of the organization and the work 

they do to support the elderly in Cambodia. Being affiliated with HAC as a volunteer researcher, 

I had the opportunity to visit and learn about the elderly living in local villages through the OPAs 

in Battambang province as well as learning about the important works the HAC staff endeavor to 

empower older people and their communities.     

 

Figure 4.1: HelpAge Cambodia head office in Battambang Province, Cambodia. Picture by author. 
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Figure 4.2: An Older Peopleôs Association in Battambang Province. Picture courtesy of HelpAge Cambodia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

After spending three months from January to March 2020 with HAC, I learned a lot about the 

important work they do to improve the livelihood of Cambodian elderly and address the challenges 

they face. As the only leading organization working on ageing in Cambodia and has worked with 

older people for almost 30 years, HAC consists of 13 full-time staff members who work on many 

areas that address concerns on the rights of older persons ï despite their limited resources that are 

solely supported by foreign donors.  

 

As a volunteer researcher, I was requested by HAC to provide support on poverty research and 

advocacy projects, I attended a few meetings, in-person and virtually, between January to June 

2020 with government officials from the Elderly Welfare Department at the Cambodia Ministry 

of Social Affairs, Veterans, and Youth Rehabilitation (MoSVY) along with HelpAge Cambodia, 

HelpAge Regional, and HelpAge International representatives (see Figure 4.3). The purpose of 

these meetings was to create a ñTechnical Working Group (TWG)ò to review the NAP 2017-2030 

implementation progress and draft future action plans. The TWG was officially approved by 

MoSVY Minister Vong Soth on June 17, 2020. Being inducted as an official member of the TWG 
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by the MoSVY was something I completely did not expect before embarking on my field research. 

I am truly grateful for this significant opportunity as it allowed me to learn more in-depth about 

HACôs role in shaping policy actions and outcome in Cambodia.   

 

Figure 4.3: One of the meetings I attended at MoSVY with Elderly Welfare Department officials and HelpAge 

Local, Regional, and International Representatives in February 2020. Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My previous research centered on the civil societyôs role in socio-economic development found 

its way back to this study. As a masterôs student at Durham University funded by the Open Society 

Foundationsô Civil Society Leadership Award, I conducted independent research on how civil 

society shapes the governmentôs agenda through strategic collaboration. In my master thesis 

(2015), I argued, ñthe CSO whose program aligned with the national governmentôs agenda are 

more likely to advance their objectives than the CSOs whose program challenge the governmentôs 

performance ï because the government would essentially seek to exploit synergies between its 

own agenda and that of independent organizationôs work to shape its own policy agenda.ò For 

instance, the Cambodian government is more willing to collaborate with a CSO like HAC than a 
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CSO like the LICADHO18 because HACôs areas of focus (described in previous paragraph) on 

socio-economic development for the marginalized old age does not appear to challenge the 

Cambodian government, whereas the LICADHOôs agenda is much more pressing on the 

Cambodian governmentôs performance in addressing civil and political rights. While the 

Cambodian government values the resources and services of NGOs or CSOs that provide services 

such as agricultural development, medical services, and poverty alleviation ï however, the 

Cambodian government is an example of what Ogawa (2018) describes, have been critical of the 

NGOs that focus on governance and human rights issues (p. 193). The rest of the chapter will focus 

on the work of HAC in promoting ageing rights in Cambodia through collaboration effort with the 

Cambodian government officials and analyze the impact HAC has made in implementing the NAP 

2017-2030.  

 

HelpAge Cambodia Organization Background  

Figure 4.4: HelpAge Cambodia pamphlet with background of the organization. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 LICADHO (Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human Rights) established in 1992 is a non-

profit organization that works to protect and promote civil, political, economic and social rights in Cambodia and to 

promote respect for them by the Cambodian government and institutions. https://www.licadho-

cambodia.org/aboutus.php 

 

https://www.licadho-cambodia.org/aboutus.php
https://www.licadho-cambodia.org/aboutus.php
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HelpAge Cambodia (HAC) is a local non-governmental organization (NGO) established in 1992 

in Battambang province. The organization began its mission in 1991 as a humanitarian relief 

agency known as Help the Age ï working to help Cambodian adult refugees from the Thai-

Cambodia border camps resettle back into Cambodia after the conflicts ended in 1990. Help the 

Age eventually became a part of the HelpAge International in 1992 and began working across 

different international projects and in 1998 transitioned from humanitarian work to community 

development by establishing the first Older Peopleôs Association (OPA). In 2009, HelpAge 

International joined the Age Demands Action global campaign, challenging ageism and older 

peopleôs rights. Due to difficulty with acquiring funding resources, in 2012 HelpAge International 

in Cambodia localized into HelpAge Cambodia and was officially recognized by the Ministry of 

Interior and the Cambodian government but remained in affiliation with HelpAge International 

that has its headquarter office in London, United Kingdom. 

 

Figure 4.5: HelpAge Cambodia pamphlet detailing the programs they work on. 
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Since its inception, HAC established more than 160 OPAs (see Figure 4.5) across four provinces 

ï Battambang, Siem Reap, Banteay Meanchey, and Kampong Thom (see Figure 4.6) over 16,500 

members ï 10,065 (61%) of which are women. Beyond OPAs, HAC has been working to address 

many other issues concerning the elderly that were also identified in the UN-SDGs Agenda (UN, 

2015). The areas they worked on ranged from ï climate change, disaster risk reduction, social 

protection, health and care, humanitarian support, capacity building for older people, and policy 

research and advocacy. Each project area that HAC is working on is funded by different foreign 

donors. The financial support derives from various international organizations, foreign 

government agencies, local development partners, and private entities ï but none were from the 

Cambodian government.  

 

Figure 4.6: The three óRed Dotsô are the provinces (Battambang, Siem Reap, Banteay Meanchey, & Kampong 

Thom) where HelpAge Cambodia worked to establish OPAs. An up-to-date map of provincial boundaries in 

Cambodia created on June 23, 2014 with accurate shape by NIRVn. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Due to the limited funding and human resources, HAC strategically collaborates with several 

international and local organizations in Cambodia as well as the national institutions. Those 

organizations include HelpAge International, HelpAge Regional Office, International Labour 
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Organization (ILO), Oxfam, KOICA, UNFPA, UN Human Rights, UN Development Program, 

Cambodian Disabled Peopleôs Organization, and many more. Whereas the government institutions 

HAC is collaborating with include MoSVY, Cambodia National Committee for Older People 

(CNCOP), General Secretariat of the National Social Protection Council (GS-NSPC) of the 

Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF), the Ministry of Planning (MoP), the Ministry of Health 

(MoH), Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training (MLVT), Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, 

and Fisheries (MAFF), and the Ministry of Womenôs Affairs (MoWA). While HelpAge network 

has an international reputation on addressing elderly issues, that reputation has not made its way 

into the wider Cambodian public. Meanwhile, their valuable contributions to address a broad range 

of issues and to promote sustainable development in Cambodia through the empowerment and 

protection of elderly peopleôs rights has made HAC a key contributor in shaping Cambodiaôs 

national policy process and outcome.  

 

HelpAge Cambodia: A Key Player in the National Ageing Policy 2017-2030 Process 

Throughout the Asia-Pacific region, transnational activities and educated NGO leaders are 

energetically appropriating global human rights framework and translating them to fit into 

particular issues of human rights such as gender equality issue or ageing issue. This is at heart a 

process of translation across boundaries of class, ethnicity, mobility, and education (Merry, 2006: 

134). HelpAge Cambodia, like many other NGOs in Cambodia, know how to simplify the UN 

international human rights language into the vernacular of action, with a mission statement that 

says, ñto work for and with marginalized older people to echo and voice their concerns and needs 

for rights to healthcare, social services and economic and physical security; and to promote older 

peopleôs active contribution and equal participation in societyò (HelpAge Cambodia, n.d.).  

 

Merry (2006) defines this type of NGO as an agent that transforms international ideas into the 

local context. An example of how these human rights ideas were transformed was when HAC 

invited HelpAge International Global Campaign Manager, Jemma Stovell who participated in the 

OEWGA sessions at the UN to provide a training on the principles of human rights and law on 

older people to the HAC staffs in February 2020 (see Figure 4.7). I also attended this training 

session. Instilling the concept of human rights and the rights of older persons to HAC staffs is 
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essential because they are the ones who work directly with both the ageing population who are the 

beneficiaries of the ageing policy as well as the government officials who set the policy precedents.  

 

Figure 4.7: HelpAge International Global Campaign Manager, Jemma Stovell conducts human rights and ageing 

rights training to HelpAge Cambodia staffs in Battambang Province in February 2020. Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the NAP 2017-2030 policy guidebook, the Cambodian government called for collaborative 

efforts from all sectors including line ministries at both national and sub-national levels, 

development partners, civil society organizations (CSOs), and private entities to implement this 

challenging policy and deliver the expected outcome (UNFPA, 2017: 27). By providing space for 

the CSOs to take part in this national policy process, it is arguable that HAC is welcomed by the 

Cambodian government to assist in demonstrating its progress towards embracing liberal 

democratic values on óhuman rights and good governanceô through which the government is seen 

making effort to improve the socio-economic rights of the vulnerable population albeit the setbacks 

on democratic space in the country today. Although Hun Senôs government is trying to shift away 

from the Western neoliberal agenda by pivoting towards China, the nature of development in 

Cambodia has been heavily influenced and filled in by the CSOs since the arriving of international 
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NGOs in the country in 1992 (Norman, 2014: 247). The CSOs have been encouraged by their 

donors to perform two key roles on a national level: professional service delivery agents and 

democratic watchdogs (Norman, 2014: 241). The Cambodian government reflected by the 

message in the NAP 2017-2030 welcomed CSOs to perform its first key role, but certainly not the 

second key role. As such, the relationship between the Cambodian government and the CSOs 

whose agenda focuses on ógood governanceô rather than on óservice deliveryô is tenuous. 

 

The MoSVY is playing a central role in coordinating the implementation of this policy with 

concerned line ministries and agencies through the mechanism of the Cambodian National 

Committee for the Elderly (CNCE). With limited resource and technical capacity available, the 

MoSVY sought for assistance from its long-time partner HAC, an organization which MoSVY 

have worked with for more than 14 years to support older people, particular on social support, food 

security, livelihoods, healthcare, homecare for older people and formation of OPAs in rural areas 

(HelpAge International, 2010). In order to kickstart the policy actions ï the MoSVY needed to 

coordinate a few primary tasks such as:  

v  Collect old age population data with the National Institute of Statistics of the MoP; 

v  Conduct evidence-based research on population ageing and ageing-related issues;  

v  Build capacity in the formulation and monitoring of programmes and plans for 

implementing the policy amongst ministerial officials;  

v  Formulate law to protect the rights of older persons;  

v  Draft details action plan such as specific activities to be implemented, responsible parties, 

targets to be achieved, time frame, costs of implementation, and source of funds required.  

 

As the only NGO who works with ageing population since the early 1990s, the MoSVY cannot 

afford to bypass a resourceful organization like HAC especially after signing a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) to work together for more than 14 years. Meanwhile, for HAC, the 

collaboration work with MoSVY on the NAP 2017-2030 can be considered as an endorsement of 

the organizationôs valuable work in serving the ageing population for nearly three decades. The 

work of HAC fits what Brinkerhoff (1999) described, NGOs can play a number of roles in policy 

formulation and implementation from service delivery agent, project manager, intermediary and 

spokesperson, information disseminator, dialogue promoter, to an advocate and lobbyist (p. 64). 
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Given its ability to multitask and their longstanding position in the ageing rights work, HAC was 

requested by MoSVY to provide support with at least three assignments: evidence-based research, 

capacity building for old people, and reviewing and drafting action plans for the policy. 

 

Evidence-Based Research 

With a request from the government through MoSVY, in 2018, HAC conducted an empirical study 

entitled ñNeeds and Challenges of Older Peopleò ï in collaboration with the National Institute of 

Social Affairs (NISA) and other relevant ministries. The research was funded by Oxfam and aimed 

to understand the needs and challenges of older people, especially older women and older people 

with disabilities in relation to health, economic, community engagement, and policy gaps. The 

research was conducted using mixed method in five locations ï Phnom Penh, Battambang, 

Kampong Cham, Prey Veng, and Kampot with a total sample of 316 older persons including 219 

women ageing from 60 to over 90 years old (Tum & Von, 2019). The sample study has more 

women respondents because a large majority of elderly in Cambodia today are women; many 

Cambodian men were killed during the Khmer Rouge genocide regime. Following the completion 

of this evidence-based research project, HAC organized a dissemination workshop on their 

research findings. At least seventy-four participants joined this research findings dissemination 

workshop and they included government officials, development partners, other NGOs, educational 

institutions, universities, representatives of the media and members of the Cambodian Ageing 

Network (CAN) from six provinces (Kampong Thom, Pursat, Battambang, Banteay Meanchey, 

Siem Reap, and Phnom Penh). Findings found from this research are used to provide 

recommendations to the government and relevant institutions working in the following sectors:   

 Raise awareness on older peopleôs issues in public education program; 

 Urged the Cambodian government through MoSVY to put priorities on providing 

financial security to older people as prioritized in the NAP; 

 The Cambodian government needs to improve access to quality healthcare service 

especially at the community health center. Specialized medical doctors should be 

assigned to all district hospitals and/or community health center; 

 Assistive materials or equipment should be made free of charge to impaired older people 

to assist them in their daily living; 
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 Non-contributory cash transfer programs should be developed and approved for the 

benefit of older people, especially older women since they are in higher risk category;  

 The Cambodian government should continue to promote awareness among the family 

caregivers about the elder abuses, depression and other mental health care, so older 

people live their lives with respect and dignity;  

 The stakeholders like commune or village chief should work with monasteries to make 

use of these sites for the purpose of promoting a greater understanding of the needs of 

older people and for closer intergenerational relationships in their village;  

 Findings from the study reveals that OPAs established by MoSVY have not been 

functioning well due to the lack of monitoring and capacity building from the assigned 

local government officials.  

 

Capacity Building 

For the capacity building, HAC conducted numerous trainings for the grassroots organization such 

as the OPAs and the sub-national level government officials on knowledge related to ageing 

including ageing rights and ageing policy, build and strengthen informal networks among old age 

to prepare them for disaster preparedness and emergency relief response, and many more.  

 

On January 24, 2020, I joined the HAC community development staff to provide capacity building 

training to an OPA group at Sangkae District in Battambang Province (see Figure 4.8). In my 

conversations with the 25 OPA members who attended the training, everyone told me that they 

received various forms of support from their fellow OPA members including financial assistance 

when they have an emergency need, social and mental health support. To highlight, a 65-year-old 

auntie I met at the training said before she joined the OPA ï she often felt isolated and depressed 

because her adult children migrated to Thailand to find jobs and she is responsible for taking care 

of her grandchildren. After she became an OPA member she said she feels more energetic and 

happier because she now has a supportive network in her community. Another 70-year-old uncle, 

who is also an OPA member said, his children migrated to Thailand to search for job opportunities, 

and he is left behind in the village by himself. Being a member of the OPA makes him happier and 

feel more secure as he has a community to rely on if he gets sick. These kinds of personal stories 
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demonstrate the important work that HAC does to improve the quality of life of older Cambodians 

through capacity building.   

 

While providing capacity building training to old people in rural areas may be a simple aspect of 

its agenda for HAC but when the state has its hand in the agenda, presumably, this work can be 

argued through Foucault (2007)ôs biopower, a technology of power for managing population in 

the modern state of Cambodia. HACôs outstanding efforts with serving the welfare and social 

needs of older people in rural areas through strengthening OPAs capacity since 1998 ultimately 

becomes an integral mechanism for the Cambodian governmentôs political strategy. In 2009, 

MoSVY, the government institution, validated the OPAs and developed the National Guidelines 

for the Establishment and Management of Older Peopleôs Associations. Through this guidelines 

document, an OPA must follow three main steps: 1) mobilize the community to increase interest 

to support the establishment of an OPA; 2) develop the OPA statute; and 3) the ñlocal authorities 

need to be notifiedò of the establishment of the OPA (MoSVY, 2009: 6). Although the guidelines 

document does not attempt to change the purpose of the OPA, the guidelines embedded a message 

saying, ñit is a good idea to include the village chief and representatives of the commune council 

in OPA meetingsò (Ibid). What is paradoxical here, the OPA, a self-reliant community-based 

organization, supported by HAC, a civil society organization ï is now monitored by the 

government authority and serves the agenda of the state in keeping control of the population 

without having to make it obvious or spend any resources.  
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Figure 4.8: HelpAge Cambodia Community Development staffs conduct capacity building training 

to an OPA group in Sangkae District, Battambang Province. Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since HAC works to provide capacity building to grassroot organizations such as the OPAs, HAC 

is welcomed by the government to work closely with the sub-national government officials to 

discuss and seek solutions in dealing with the issues of older people and prepare plans to seek 

support for older people and their communities (see Figure 4.9). HAC also regularly assists 

MoSVY to provide capacity building training and brief about their engagement with the grassroot 

community to the local government officials from the Provincial Department of Social Affairs, 

District and Commune Chiefs, as well as the Community Health Center staff on the NAP 2017-

2030 action plan. This way, all levels of the government authority are well informed about the 

situation of the elderly population and the agenda activities of the grassroot community.  
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Figure 4.9: HelpAge Cambodia meet with Provincial Department of Social Affairs in Battambang Province in June 

2020. Picture courtesy of HelpAge Cambodia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy review and action plan design  

With a long history of working closely with elderly population in Cambodia and an extensive 

global and regional network, the Cambodian government through MoSVY entrusted HAC to 

provide support with reviewing the NAP 2017-2030ôs implementation process of the first phase 

action plan and preparing for future steps. As the NAP 2017-2030 first phase (2018-2020) action 

plan approached its end, HAC collaborated with the Elderly Welfare Department (EWD) of 

MoSVY to immediately establish a Technical Working Group (TWG) to begin the policy review 

process and draft future action plans.  

 

As a technical assistant for policy review endorsed and approved by MoSVY Minister on June 17, 

2020 ï I worked with HAC creating a roadmap document for the TWG to conduct policy review 

and draft the second phase action plan. The TWG held its first meeting on July 15, 2020 (see Figure 

4.10) to announce the TWG capacity and discuss the roadmap. I also attended the meeting virtually 

and provided input on the discussion. From August to December 2020, the TWG held at least four 

meetings with officials from the provincial department of social affairs and line ministries to gather 



 87 

data necessary for reviewing the NAP 2017-2030. As of January 2021, the TWG began compiling 

the collected inputs for the policy review process. According to the roadmap, the policy review 

and second phase action plan is not expected to complete until October 2021 ï and with a 

possibility of delaying due to the prolonging impacts of COVID-19 pandemic crisis.   

 

Figure 4.10: NAP 2017-2030 first policy review meeting conducted by the Technical Working Group consisting of 

MoSVY Elderly Welfare Department officials, representatives from all line ministries, and HAC staffs. The meeting 

was held on July 15, 2020. Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Demonstrated by aforementioned contributions: evidence-based research, capacity building with 

grassroot and sub-national authority, and support with policy review process and draft policy 

actions plan with the higher-level government entity, MoSVY ï have made HAC an important key 

player in implementing and influencing the outcome of the NAP 2017-2030.  

 

How has HelpAge Cambodia Promoted Ageing Rights in Cambodia? 

Ageing Rights Implications 

To date, the UN Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA) 2002 remained the only 

official and influential document agreed to by 159 governments discussing ageing rights and serves 

as a reference for government and civil society to develop their policy actions (UNDESA-Ageing, 
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2016) ï despite not legally binding and implementation is voluntary. That is because the UN has 

yet to establish a convention on the rights of older persons. The first references to the older persons 

in international human rights instruments are only indirect, and generally limited to social and the 

right to an adequate standard of living is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948. The 

same with the ICESCR Article 9; CEDAW Article 11(1); CRMW Article 1; CRPD Article 1(2), 

8, 13, and 16 ï only affirms the right of everyone to social security, social insurance, and 

prohibiting age-based discrimination. There are no specific and legal statements on the issues of 

old age mentioned in any of these international treaty documents.  

 

In 2012, the international community observed the tenth anniversary of MIPAA and conducted a 

review on its impact and way forward. Rosemary Lane, from the Focal Point on Ageing at 

UNDESA states, ñcivil society organizations and older people themselves have a crucial part to 

playò (HelpAge International, 2011). The UN believes that feedback from the grassroots level is 

the only way for successful policies to be made ï at the local, national, and international levelò 

(HelpAge International, n.d.). Marking the ten-year anniversary, HelpAge International and 

UNFPA conducted a joint study and produced a report which revealed that there has been a 

ósignificant progress on policies on ageingô ï but the mechanisms and budgets necessary to 

implement them are not there. Government attention to the óbottom-up approachô is lacking 

(UNFPA, 2012).  

 

The findings reflect the reality of the NAP 2017-2030ôs process, especially with the way the 

Cambodian government relies on assistance from HAC to conduct capacity building, evidence-

based research as well as policy review and action plan planning. The Cambodian government 

demonstrated its commitment to strengthen ageing rights and more so referred to the MIPAA as a 

guidance document. However, in practice HAC is the only entity actively translating the MIPAA 

goals and the OEWGA ideas of strengthening ageing rights (UNDESA-Ageing, 2016) into actions 

to benefit the Cambodian ageing population and society as a whole. There are eleven sets of central 

themes stated in MIPAA 2002 that are linked to the UN General Assembly set of goals, objectives 

and commitments at all levels intended to improve the economic and social conditions of everyone 

(UNDESA, n.d.). Those themes include:  

1) The full realization of all human rights and fundamental freedoms of all older persons;  
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2) Reaffirming the goal of eradicating poverty in old age and building the United Nations 

Principles for Older Persons;  

3) Economic empowerment of older persons to fully and effectively participate in the 

economic, political and social lives of their societies through income-generating and 

voluntary work;  

4) Provision of opportunities for individual development, self-fulfillment and well-being 

throughout life as well as in later life;  

5) Full enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights, and civil political rights of persons 

and the elimination of all forms of violence and discrimination against older persons;  

6) Promote gender equality among older persons through, inter alia, elimination of gender-

based discrimination;  

7) Recognize the importance of families, intergenerational interdependence, solidarity and 

reciprocity for social development; 

8) Provide support and social protection for older persons, including preventive and 

rehabilitative health care;  

9) Facilitate partnership between all levels of government, civil society, the private sector and 

older persons themselves in translating the MIPAA into practical action;  

10) Harnessing of scientific research and expertise and realizing the potential of technology to 

focus on, inter alia, the individual, social and health implications of ageing, in particular in 

developing countries;  

11) Recognition of the situation of ageing indigenous persons, their unique circumstances and 

the need to seek means to give them an effective voice in decisions directly affecting them.  

 

Since its establishment, HAC has engaged with almost all the eleven themes concerned with ageing 

rights in various ways, notably issues concerned with socio-economic rights of the ageing 

population.  

 

Elderlyôs Socioeconomic Empowerment 

The Cambodia National Institute of Statistics (2013) report revealed that, among elderly people 

aged 60 and above, 39.2% of male elderly were employed compared to 21.7% of female elderly, 

followed by 55% of male elderly economically inactive compared to 73.1% of female elderly (p. 

98). Another report also shows that about 3 out of 4 older people in Cambodia live in rural areas 

and half of them live in poverty. The report also noted the elderly health problems affected by 

poverty and the lack of economic resources (Gabrielle & Mauney, 2018: 25).  

 

In realizing that poverty amongst elderly in rural Cambodia was predominantly caused by 

economic inactiveness, HAC supported by KOICA launched a project called income generation ï 

small business training. To ensure effectiveness of this project, HAC worked with the OPAs to 



 90 

equip older people in extreme poverty with simple method of village-based informal 

apprenticeship skills ranging from handicrafts, tailor-made clothes, grocery sales, bicycle repairs, 

growing vegetables, to animal husbandry for pig, cow, chicken and duck raising, etc. HAC 

provides this apprenticeship skill training usually by inviting a model family or a local expert to 

share their success story and knowledge to the success. While in the field in March 2020, along 

with HAC, I visited a model farmer known in his village as Uncle Mao who is in his 60s based in 

the Tramkak district of Takeo province to learn about his success story in generating-income for 

his family through animal husbandry and organic vegetables farming to sell in the local market 

(see Figure 4.11). The model farmer told us that through his organic farming ï he has been able to 

produce enough foods for his family and generate a decent amount of income to support his family 

(see Figure 4.12 & Figure 4.13). HAC invited the model farmer and covered the cost of his travel 

to share his story and his farming knowledge to members of the OPAs in other provinces such as 

Battambang, Siem Reap, Kampong Thom, and Banteay Meanchey in the hope that he can teach, 

empower, and inspire them to be more economically active in their later lives like himself.  

 

While HACôs small business or farming training initiative such as the above-mentioned case study 

of Uncle Mao help old people in Cambodia generate income, such initiative in turn help to reduce 

the governmentôs responsibility in providing adequate welfare assistance to its ageing population.  

At present, the coverage of welfare assistance schemes in Cambodia is limited to only specific 

groups of vulnerable populations such as retired civil servants and veterans, disabled persons, poor 

pregnant women, and children under 2 years old as specified in the NSPPF 2016-2025.  However, 

the Cambodian government has yet to consider a universal social pension for all of its ageing 

population. Therefore, enabling able-ageing population to be economically active serves not only 

themselves but the logic of neoliberalism of the Cambodian government permeates in the NAP 

2017-2030 (UNFPA, 2017: 19). The Cambodian governmentôs neoliberalism logic in the ageing 

policy fits the Foucauldian thoughts on neoliberalism conception of social effects or so-called the 

policy of society described in the introduction chapter, the willingness of able-body population to 

take part in the economic process to accept the reality of their economic position and therefore 

their fate (Foucault et al., 2008).  
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Figure 4.11: HAC staffs visiting the elderly model farmer in Tramkak District, Takeo Province. Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.12: The elderly model farmer giving a tour of his farm around his house. Picture by author. 
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Figure 4.13: Duck and chicken farm at the elderly model famerôs house. Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Besides working to help the Cambodian government address income insecurity for the elderly, 

HAC works to help Cambodian elderly with emergency response service, preventive, and 

rehabilitative healthcare. For example, during the onset of 2020 COVID-19 pandemic ï HAC 

emergency response teams collaborated with community health centers and OPAs took immediate 

action to help prevent the spread of COVID-19 within the community. With support from various 

donors, HAC provided basic healthcare education on the risk of COVID-19 disease and distributed 

hygiene packages to at least 85 families of OPAs in Battambang, Siem Reap, Kampong Thom, 

and Banteay Meanchey province at the early onset of the global pandemic. This health education 

training to the OPA members is important as they can circulate the awareness and information to 

other people in their family and community (see Figure 4.14). Alongside the local government 

officials, HAC also conducted a situation assessment on elderly living in poverty, lonely, and 

affected by the impact of COVID-19 (see Figure 4.15). The direct field survey at community level 

to understand their situation and necessary needs allowed the HAC to pass on information and help 

them apply for the governmentôs IDPoor Cash Assistance Program during COVID-19 launched in 
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June 2020 (see Figure 4.16), an emergency cash relief program for the poor and vulnerable citizens 

whose livelihood affected by COVID-19. 

 

Figure 4.14: Elderly receiving COVID-19 healthcare education training and hygiene package by HAC staffs. 

Picture courtesy of HelpAge Cambodia. 
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Figure 4.15: HAC conducts situation assessment on older people living in extreme poverty. 

Picture courtesy of HelpAge Cambodia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.16: Older people who live in poverty applying for their IDPoor Card at the commune office to 

receive cash assistance from the government. Picture courtesy of GS-NSPC. 
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The selected case studies on economic empowerment, healthcare support service, and social 

protection demonstrated HAC contribution to promote, if not all, but the fundamental rights that 

older people deserve as listed in the MIPAA central themes. Those ageing rights that HAC work 

to promote and protect include the right to learn new skills to generate income, the right to receive 

information, the right to social protection, and the right to healthcare service beyond the care of 

their family.  

 

What Challenges has HelpAge Cambodia Organization Faced?  

Although the Cambodian government welcomed HAC to help with executing the NAP 2017-2030 

action plan, there are notable challenges that HAC faces in working alongside the government, 

namely the conflict of interest. Such kind of challenge was best described by Hart Feuer et al. 

(2014) as the condition in which the state views civil society as a partner in service delivery and 

policy, while at the same time the government is increasingly aware of the everyday politics 

entailed in civil society activities. Ogawa (2018) further explained this condition as a set of 

circumstance when the government seeks to control civil society politically by having the state 

shape and restrict the environment in which associational activity can emerge (p. 194). The 

restriction of certain agenda activities applies to a scene that I witnessed when HAC and HelpAge 

International experts attempted to advocate to the government to consider establishing a universal 

social pension for all old age in Cambodia.  

 

Being the only CSO in Cambodia that works to provide service and empower elderly people, HAC 

noticed the sizable gap in their contributions to promote ageing rights in Cambodia. The limited 

human and financial resources hindered their ability to expand their services to other provinces in 

the country. There are more than two-third of older persons in other provinces outside of HACôs 

operational areas (Battambang, Banteay Meanchey, and Siem Reap) who need the same kind of 

support service that HAC provides. Furthermore, findings from 2019 Research on Needs and 

Challenges of Older People shows that income insecurity and health disparity are amongst the 

most common adversity that faces elderly Cambodians (NISA, HelpAge Cambodia, & Oxfam, 

2019). The services that HAC provide can only do so little to address ageing issues in Cambodia, 

whereas the governmentôs IDPoor program only applies to selected elderly living in extreme 

poverty family but not for those who are in poverty or near poverty ï and it is only a temporary 



 96 

assistance. Based on the 2018 national monitoring report on the implementation of the national 

sustainable development goals from 2016-2030, it is noted that there are only 144,879 older people 

(including 56,353 public servant retirees and 88,526 veterans) in Cambodia who received pensions 

in Cambodia (MoSVY, 2019). Meanwhile, in 2019 ageing population aged over 60 in Cambodia 

is growing to 1.2 million, which is 7.6% of the countryôs total population of roughly 16 million 

(HelpAge Global Network, n.d.). Comparing these statistics, only a small portion of old age have 

received some financial assistance from the government. 

 

Recognizing this gap, representatives from all HelpAge offices (local, regional, and international) 

came together and discussed the idea of proposing a óUniversal Social Pension to all old age in 

Cambodiaô to the Cambodian government. In January 2020, I joined HelpAge representatives in a 

meeting with the Secretary-General for the National Social Protection Council, His Excellency Dr. 

Narith Chan ï to discuss the possibility of establishing a universal social pension in Cambodia (see 

Figure 4.15). At the meeting, HelpAge Cambodia Executive Director, Vira Tum, HelpAge 

Regional Advisor, Usa Khiewrord, and HelpAge International Global Social Protection Advisor, 

Florian Juergens ï presented two relevant examples of the universal pension for old age schemes 

in Myanmar and the Philippines with which elderly Burmese and Filipino are eligible to receive 

pension based on the cut-off age of eligibility. In Myanmar, the Ministry of Social Welfare, Relief 

and Settlement stated that senior citizens who are eligible to receive social pensions start at 85 

years (Win, 2018).  In the Philippines, the senior citizens who are eligible to receive social pension 

must be 60 years and older per defined in its Expanded Senior Citizens Act of 2010 ï mainly 

because the life expectancy in the Philippines is only 69 years (Knox-Vydmanov et al., 2017: 67). 

Through this Senior Citizens Act, senior Filipinos can register for senior citizen ID Card that 

entitles them to benefits such as 500 (US$10) monthly social pension, 20% discount on 

medicines, and free medical and dental services in the government health facilities (Paguirigan, 

2019). The pension scheme in the Philippines with the cut off age at 60 could serve as a more 

feasible model to Cambodia since Cambodia has the same level of life expectancy at birth, 69 

years (World Bank, 2018).  

 

While HelpAge experts acknowledged that these examples are not perfect and there are 

shortcomings, they believed that a universal social pension similar to what the Philippines 
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government enacted would serve as a good model for the Cambodian government to consider 

establishing in Cambodia. This social pension model would contribute to prevent many older 

Cambodians from falling into extreme poverty. The preventive mechanism such as the Philippinesô 

social pension has proven to be more effective in addressing poverty issues than the rescuing action 

like humanitarian relief or short-term assistance programs. According to HelpAge International 

affiliate organization in the Philippines, Coalition of Services of the Elderly (COSE) ï although 

the pension is minimal, it helps Filipino social pensioners augment their medical and daily needs 

(COSE, 2021). A study also shows that social pension in the Philippines has provided a meaningful 

impact on the income and expenditure of recipients as it constitutes almost a third of their 

household income which enables them to have enough money for food than non-recipient (Knox-

Vydamanov et al., 2016).   

 

The General Secretary, however, did not seem very convinced about the idea of having a universal 

pension presented by the HelpAge experts as he was more concerned about the financial resources 

availability to fund such an inclusive and universal social assistance program. In turn, he responded 

that the Cambodian government is already going an extra mile in helping elderly people through 

the IDPoor cash assistance program for poor pregnant women, 2 years old children, and the 

disabilities. What the General Secretary meant here is that the elderly would benefit indirectly as 

a family package if the family they reside with has a pregnant woman, or a child of 2 years old and 

under, or a disability person. What appears to be relevant here is the traditional family support 

structure embedded in the Cambodia society that adult children should take primary responsibility 

to care for their elderly parents and the state helping the adult children like pregnant women should 

have already benefited the elderly because they live together in one household. Nevertheless, the 

General Secretary said a universal social pension can be put forward to the government to consider 

after the NSPPF 2016-2025 IDPoor program comes to completion in 2025.  

 

Although HelpAge experts recognized the challenge of financial resources to establish a universal 

pension program, they raised skepticisms on the Cambodian governmentôs strategy in pursuing 

targeted pensions like the IDPoor program ï as it is a way to keep the countryôs poverty outlook 

at a lower rate of only 13.5%, an official statistical figure adopted by the government which is a 

considerable feat given that it was 47.8% in 2007 (World Bank, 2020). The low poverty figure is 
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something that the Cambodian government regularly propagandized and uses to argue for its 

continuation in power. Indeed, the narrative goes that because the Cambodian ruler, Hun Sen, has 

radically improved living standards, blind eyes should be turned as it becomes more repressive 

and dictatorial (Hutt, 2018).  

 

The official poverty rate of 13.5% reported in the Cambodia Socio-Economic Survey reported by 

the National Institute of Statistics is calculated only based on those who earn less than $1.90 a day 

(Aun, 2018). The skepticism raised by HelpAge on the low poverty profile is not at all wrong. An 

annual report by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and the Oxford Poverty and 

Human Development Initiative (OPHI), which took into consideration of health, education, living 

standard as well as income or a so-called Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) measurement 

reveals Cambodiaôs poverty rate at 35% in 2018 (UNDP & OPHI, 2018) ï a figure that certainly 

did not please the Cambodian government.  

 

Figure 4.17: HelpAge experts meeting with the General Secretary of the GS-NSPC. Picture by author. 
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Navigating a way to promote ageing rights within the political agenda of the Cambodian 

government has proven to be a big challenge for HAC. Although the government is viewing HAC 

as an important partner to complement the gap in the context of service delivery and policy actions, 

it does not, however, welcome recommendations that challenge the narratives of the ruling CPP. 

As Ly Thim (2014) points out, civil society is perceived by the state as a challenge to its monopoly 

on power. The state, therefore, will do its best to keep civil society under its watch radar.   

 

The above-mentioned challenges that the HAC face are not new. The organization is, however, 

well aware of their position of being a service delivery agent not only to the elderly population but 

also to the Cambodian government. Despite an unsuccessful advocacy effort for a Universal Social 

Pension for all old age in Cambodia to the Cambodian government ï HAC continued to have a 

stable working relationship with the Cambodian government officials. The weekly updates of 

HACôs activities in their official Facebook page have shown that the organization is working 

closely with various government institutions such as MoSVY, GS-NSPC, and the Cambodian 

Human Rights Committee (CHRC) to promote and protect ageing rights in Cambodia (HelpAge 

Cambodia, 2021). This shows that HAC is committed to being a neutral CSO that focuses only on 

delivering services to improve the lives of the elderly Cambodian rather than critiquing the efficacy 

of the governmentôs policy execution.  

 

Conclusion 

Since the expansion of civil society in the 1990s, HAC has always been an important player in 

addressing human rights issues particularly ageing rights in Cambodia. As Ogawa (2018) stated, 

CSOs exist to fulfill a large share of typically state functions ï often in collaboration with UN 

agencies, multilateral funding institutions, and western government donors ï engage with the 

Cambodian government on matters of national development and policy implementation (p. 193). 

As in the case of HAC, they received financial support from various foreign donors to address a 

number of core issues faced by old age in Cambodia including healthcare, home care support, 

income generation, social-cultural inclusion, governance participation, resource mobilization, as 

well as access to clean water and environment. To advance the agenda, HAC works closely with 

the Cambodian government including several central ministries and provincial departments with 

the present and goal of bettering the lives of older people in Cambodia.  
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Through its longtime contributions to development and existence of being the only organization 

working on ageing rights in Cambodia, HAC was invited by the Cambodian government to help 

ensure effective implementation of the NAP 2017-2030. Entrusted by the government as an 

important partner to help with delivering the policy goals, HAC took the opportunity to advance 

the interest of older people in Cambodia within the framework of the MIPAA 2002 through various 

forms of actions including evidence-based research, capacity building, and advocacy efforts. 

Although the Cambodian government appreciates HAC contributions to help with implementing 

the goals of NAP 2017-2030, the government nonetheless does not welcome recommendations 

that conflict with the interest of the government such as óa universal pensionô versus óa targeted 

pensionô because it would reveal unwanted statistics of high poverty rate, that challenge the 

narratives set by the CPP government. Itôs this kind of political interest that often obstructs civil 

society from advancing the human rights agenda of older persons. 

 

Lastly, this case study of HAC presented an important overview of ageing rights work in 

Cambodia. Despite its long-time establishment, global networks, and contributions to just and 

equitable development, literature on HACôs contributions to promote wellbeing amongst the 

ageing population in Cambodia remained so far and few between. Likewise, HelpAge affiliate 

COSE in the Philippines ï although the organization was established since 1989 and has 

enormously contributed to the wellbeing of senior Filipinos by successfully pushed for changes on 

national social pension schemes and universal health coverage for old age (Beridico, 2017) ï too 

few literatures could be stumbled across. Given the limited studies, this empirical study provides 

background to future researchers on CSOs and ageing right work in Southeast Asia.   
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Chapter 5 

Elderly in Rural Cambodia: 

A Case Study of Four Districts in Kampot Province and Takeo Province 

 

 

Introduction  

As population ageing becomes a global phenomenon in the twenty-first century largely due to the 

rapid decline of fertility and mortality rate, ageing populations around the world especially in 

developing countries such as Cambodia face enormous challenges in their later lives. At least two-

thirds of elderly Cambodians live in rural areas and were never formally employed. A large 

majority of Cambodian elderly live with their adult children or grandchildren or other family 

members in their later lives. Meanwhile, the traditional family support structures in Cambodia 

have begun to splinter over the last decade due to urban migration amongst young Cambodians. 

The destabilization of family support structures triggered a downturn of the financial security of 

many elderly Cambodians forced to stay behind. The change of the traditional family support 

structure eventually gained the attention from the Cambodian government to begin its course of 

action to address the issues which resulted in the establishment of the NAP 2017-2030.  

 

Since the NAP 2017-2030ôs implementation is still ongoing, it is perhaps too early to fully evaluate 

the impact made by this policy on ageing population and the society as a whole. However, with 

the completion of the first phase action plan (2018-2020) of the NAP 2017-2030ôs three phases 

action plan19, it is appropriate to investigate how the policy affected the ageing population, 

especially those who live in the rural area in this preliminary moment.  This chapter, thus, focuses 

on assessing the socio-economic profile of elderly Cambodians in Takeo province and Kampot 

province three years after the NAP 2017-2030 was enacted. The empirical findings from this case 

study shows that the absence of an organization like HAC in Takeo province and Kampot province 

also reveals an absence of the Cambodian governmentôs efforts to deliver the NAP 2017-2030ôs 

policy goals. With HACôs facilitation, the Cambodian government officials frequently attend 

training workshops and visit OPAs in Battambang province and Siem Reap province. The case 

 
19 According to the Ministry of Social Affairs, Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation, the NAP 2017-2030 is divided 

into three phases action plan.  The first phase is set for 3 years, 2018-2020; second phase is set for 5 years, 2021-

2025; and the third phase is also set for 5 years from 2026-2030. 
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study of these two provinces contextualizes my argument on how the NAP 2017-2030 serves 

political purpose before it serves the population. 

 

This chapter begins by assessing the socioeconomic profile of the old age population in Cambodia 

using institutional ethnography (IE), an approach introduced by Dorothy Smith. As cited in 

LaFrance (2019), Smith (2005) defines IE as an approach that seeks to uncover how things happen 

ï how institutional discourse compels and shape practices and/or how norms of practice speak to, 

for, and over individuals. As such, Smith (2005) suggested that scholars who pursue ethnography 

work should aim at extending peopleôs ordinary knowledge or experience of everyday worlds into 

reach of power and relations that are beyond them (p. 49). Smithôs IE framework has been 

employed by many scholars in social science, arts and humanities including Cathy Schlund-Vials. 

In Schlund-Vials (2012)ôs memory work, she investigates the Khmer Rouge genocide survivorsô 

experience and memory in both the United States and Cambodia. While Khmer Rouge survivors 

who managed to escape to the United States were able to rebuild their lives and recuperate in the 

United States immediately, those survivors who remained in Cambodia were not able to rebuild 

their lives nor recuperate until Cambodia returned to peace and stability in early 2000s ï two 

decades after the fall of the Khmer Rouge that the Cambodian government began to provide some 

social welfare services to its citizens. 

 

In using Smithôs IE framework and similar to Schlund-Vialsôs work, in this chapter, I seek to 

extend our understanding of Cambodian elderlyôs everyday life experiences moving through their 

own personal trauma of the Khmer Rouge genocide into the contemporary expectation of care 

given by the Cambodian government. The analysis of the empirical findings in this chapter is also 

complemented by official reports such as: Gender and Well-Being Report of Older Persons in 

Cambodia 2009, the Demographic of Population Ageing in Cambodia 2012, and Ageing and 

Migration in Cambodia Report 2013.  

 

Since there is no updated report on population ageing and well-being of older persons in this last 

ten years (2010-2020), this case study aims to build a profile on elderly Cambodianôs 

socioeconomicsô status in 2020 using a purposive sample size of fifty  old age individuals selected 

ï aged 60 and older from two provinces in Cambodia, Takeo and Kampot. I chose the two sites to 
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conduct my empirical study on ageing population for four reasons: 1) I am more familiar with the 

geographical area; 2) old age population in these two provinces do not have any functional support 

mechanism such as HAC or OPA like other highly old age concentrated provinces such as 

Battambang, Siem Reap, or Kampong Cham; 3) Takeo and Kampot are amongst the ten provinces 

with a higher proportion of ageing population aged 61+ (see Table 5.1 & Figure 5.1); and 4) 

feasibility of the project including access to local contacts and research funding resources. 

Drawing on empirical evidence found from my field study along with data in the official reports I 

will analyze how the NAP 2017-2030 has affected the elderly Cambodians materialistically and 

psychologically, and how the policy would benefit them if the policy action plan prioritized elderly 

population before the politics.   

 

Table 5.1: Ageing population in Cambodia by province from 2013-2015. Table by author. 

 

Province Population 2013 2014 2015 

Banteay Meanchey Total population 763,787 792,671 769,761 

Total population aged 61+ 50,461 51,788 53,573 

% of population 61+ 6.61 6.53 7.09 

Battambang Total population 1,155,038 1,175,354 1,205,050 

Total population aged 61+ 107,422 98,103 105,530 

% of population 61+ 9.30  8.35 8.76 

Kampong Cham Total population 1,130,888 1,121,513 1,119,539 

Total population aged 61+ 104,442 108,225 114,085 

% of population 61+ 9.24 9.65 10.19 

Kampong Chhnang Total population 529,980 537,513 538,945 

Total population aged 61+ 43,070 46,053 46,414 

% of population 61+ 8.13 8.57 8.61 

Kampong Speu Total population 827,699 837,735 850,472 

Total population aged 61+ 73,143 76,930 77,507 

% of population 61+ 8.84 9.18 9.11 

Kampong Thom Total population 754,537 746,945 763,943 

Total population aged 61+ 61,038 61,913 64,719 

% of population 61+ 8.09 8.29 8.47 

** Kampot Total population 656,151 660,108 664,797 

Total population aged 61+ 55,130 57,824 59,456 

% of population 61+ 8.40 8.76 8.94 

Kandal Total population 1,190,606      1,219,991 1,235,006 

Total population aged 61+ 104,843 108,357 114,246 

% of population 61+ 8.81 8.88 9.25 

Kep Total population 39,071 39,485 40,006 

 Total population aged 61+ 2,647 2,857 2,722 
 % of population 61+ 6.77 7.24 6.80 

Koh Kong Total population 127,526 129,090 129,776 
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Total population aged 61+ 6,456 6,792 7,339 

% of population 61+ 5.06 5.26 5.66 

Kratié Total population 368,227 369,017 372,589 

Total population aged 61+ 26,300 25,963 26,002 

% of population 61+ 7.14 7.04 6.98 

Mondulkiri Total population 71,824 76,184 79,502 

Total population aged 61+ 2,584 2,818 3,845 

% of population 61+ 3.60 3.70 4.84 

Otdar Meanchey Total population 227,740 230,280 243,802 

Total population aged 61+ 9,334 9,546 10,912 

% of population 61+ 4.10 4.15 4.48 

Pailin Total population 68,096 65,666 66,976 

 Total population aged 61+ 2,578 2,535 3,124 

 % of population 61+ 3.79 3.86 4.66 

Phnom Penh Total population 1,391,474 1,445,888 1,447,340 

Total population aged 61+ 124,637 139,008 137,678 

% of population 61+ 8.96 9.61 9.51 

Preah Sihanouk Total population 208,232 209,842 211,526 

 Total population aged 61+ 13,975 14,574 15,170 

 % of population 61+ 6.71 6.95 7.17 

Preah Vihear Total population 224,789 228,090 229,390 

Total population aged 61+ 11,601 12,845 12,405 

% of population 61+ 5.16 5.63 5.41 

Prey Veng Total population 1,186,748 1,194,146 1,203,570 

Total population aged 61+ 103,064 113,532 116,122 

% of population 61+ 8.68 9.51 9.65 

Pursat Total population 467,588 473,322 481,063 

Total population aged 61+ 34,252 36,461 37,637 

% of population 61+ 7.33 7.70 7.80 

Ratanakiri Total population 174,199 183,092 188,402 

Total population aged 61+ 7,918 8,775 8,648 

% of population 61+ 4.55 4.79 4.59 

Siem Reap Total population 995,057 1,042,286 1,036,111 

Total population aged 61+ 60,777 66,631 64,969 

% of population 61+ 6.11 6.39 6.27 

Steung Treng Total population 131,062 135,651 138,936 

Total population aged 61+ 7,754 8,437 9,794 

% of population 61+ 5.92 6.22 7.05 

Svay Rieng Total population 601,090 611,511 612,878 

Total population aged 61+ 48,153 54,007 54,304 

% of population 61+ 8.01 8.83 8.86 

**Takeo  Total population 991,947 999,842 1,003,189 

 Total population aged 61+ 95,773 98,754 98,689 

 % of population 61+ 9.66 9.88 9.84 

Tboung Khmum Total population 841,490 844,314 844,853 

Total population aged 61+ 68,147 70,056 72,015 

% of population 61+ 8.10 8.30 8.52 
 

Source: Raw data collected from 25 Provincial Department of Planningôsô Social Economic Status 2016 Reports.  
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Figure 5.1: Ageing population (aged 61+) in Cambodia from 2013-2015. Graphic chart by author.  

 

Source: Raw data collected from 25 Provincial Department of Planningôs Social Economic Status 2016 Reports.  

 

A Shift Towards Ageing Society in Cambodia 

Older adults in Cambodia today, especially those who aged over 60 ï lived through the genocide 

in the 1970s. A large number of these survivors also lost their spouse, their son or daughter to the 

Khmer Rouge genocide between 1975-1979. Even more so during the early post-genocide period 

(1980-1990), these survivors had to grapple with social dislocation, continuing political conflict, 

pervasive poverty, land mine, and HIV epidemic took their toll during the succeeding years 

resulting in further losses of family members (Knodel & Zimmer, 2009: 3). These events 

undoubtedly impacted the core family support of older persons in a country which is amongst the 

poorest in Asia and where formal channels of assistance are minimal (Knodel, 2007; Zimmer et 

al., 2006). In Cambodia, the total proportion of the population aged 60 and older was projected at 

6.34% in 2008 (848,922) which is the lowest of any country of Southeast Asia (Mujahid, 2006). 

Nevertheless, Cambodia ageing population is expected to increase up to 11.01% (2,024,171) by 

2030 as life expectancy increased from 63 years to 68-72 years while total fertility rate declined 
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to 3.1 per woman in 2008 and is expected to drop further, to approximately replacement level, by 

2030 (National Institute of Statistics & Ministry of Planning, 2012: 2).  

 

This shift to an older age structure has important implications for the country as well as for the 

elderly and their families as the need for social and economic support increases for the older 

population. Fewer working age persons supporting a larger number of elders and higher numbers 

of older men and women experiencing widowhood which are some of the areas of vulnerability 

for senior citizens in Cambodia (National Institute of Statistics & Ministry of Planning, 2012: 6). 

The common vulnerability areas found amongst ageing in Cambodia include: (1) declining health 

status, (2) loss of ability to generate income, (3) increased likelihood of losing spouse, (4) increased 

dependency for both physical and financial support as well as shelter, (5) developing disability, 

and (6) increase of social isolation. Prompted by these common vulnerability issues and the gradual 

increase of ageing demographic in Cambodia, the Cambodian government has eventually placed 

ageing population issue in their agenda, in part as a response to efforts by the United Nations, 

especially the UNFPA, and HelpAge International (Knodel & Zimmer, 2009; Office of the Council 

of Ministers, 2007; UN-ESCAP, 2007). Owing to the efforts by both the UNFPA and HelpAge 

International along with its own political interest, the Cambodian government finally launched the 

NAP 2017-2030 policy that is yet to leave an impact on the ageing population lives. While there 

are implications that contribute to the cause of the slow progress of the NAP 2017-2030 

implementation (as described in Chapter 3 and 4), the empirical findings on the urgent needs of 

older persons examined in this chapter can also be used to advocate to the Cambodian government 

to allocate more resources and to accelerate the NAP 2017-2030 implementing process to respond 

to the elderlyôs current need more efficiently.    

 

A Case Study of Elderly in Kampot Province and Takeo Province: Methods and Data  

In the rest of this chapter, I examine the current traditional safety net and the socio-economic 

profile of older persons in Cambodia (aged 60 and older) using a purposive sampling approach to 

determine sample selection for the interview as this approach allowed the researcher to attain the 

research aims by using characteristics, interests, and attributes obtained from the interview 

participants (see Appendix A). Fifty respondents were randomly selected from two proposed 

locations, Takeo Province and Kampot Province (see Figure 5.2 & Table 5.2). Since 80% of 
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Cambodian population lives in rural areas (Knodel & Zimmer, 2009: 4) ï it is more sensible to 

conduct this research study only in rural provincial settings. This way it provides researchers the 

confidence to interpret socio-economic variation and differences amongst households that were 

impacted by labor migration amongst young adults, health and economic issues in their respective 

communities. Results from this study also provide empirical evidence to draw analysis on the 

livelihoods of the elderly Cambodian as well as their urgent needs. An in-depth understanding of 

the current socio-economic status of elderly Cambodian in rural areas can provide valuable inputs 

to the future action plan of the NAP 2017-2030.  

 

Figure 5.2: Map of interview sites. Source: Administrative map of Cambodia courtesy of Nations Online Project & 

Maphill Team.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

Two red dots are the study districts in 

Takeo Province: Tramkak & Samrong 

Two red dots are the study districts in 

Kampot Province: Angkor Chey & Chhouk 
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Table 5.2: Table of distributions 

Location District 
Samples 

Female (60+) Male (60+) 

Kampot Province Angkor Chey & Chhouk (36) 18 18 

Takeo Province Tramkak & Samrong (14) 8 6 

 

Total Samples 

26                          24 

50 

Source: Authorôs Report  

 

A semi-structured questionnaire was developed for this study based on the literature review and 

incorporated the contemporary context of elderly socio-economic profile. Each interview was 

conducted between 20-30 minutes and it is paper-based questionnaire and voice recording were 

used to capture information provided by respondents. Additionally, pilot testing was utilized to 

refine the questionnaires (see Appendix A) to meet the study objectives. Since there was no major 

challenge in terms of questionnaire revision, I adopted the pilot samples in my actual target 

samples. To execute the fieldwork with this study, I employed an enumerator. As the researcher, I 

monitored the process and handled the challenges that occurred during the field study.  

 

In this study, I did not find any potential impact from biased in sample selection since I only 

employed a purposive sampling approach and selection, particularly for elderly aged 60 and older 

randomly chosen from the list provided by the local authority at the village level. To assess 

potential respondents, my enumerator initially contacted the village chief to provide us a list of 

households with elderly and randomly select respondents from the list. Then, we located the 

respondent.  

 

In addition to the selection criteria and to ensure that we can capture valid and reliable answers 

from respondents, we follow a set of procedures as follows: (1) enumerator is required to obtain 

respondentôs approval of consent for an interview and recording while also ensure the respondentôs 

freewill to join or to opt-out prior to interviewing; (2) all questions must be asked and filled in 

with the information provided by the respondent; (3) researcher trains the enumerator to ask the 

right question without language bias and randomly review their voice record to make sure the 
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enumerator does not miss any questions; (4) the researcher reviews complete questionnaires and 

recordings before transcribing.   

 

For ethical procedure, prospective respondents were invited to join an interview and we ensured 

that the process is entirely voluntary. Respondents may request to opt-out from the study during 

or even after the interview. Respondentôs identity is strictly protected and kept anonymously 

throughout the study, presenting household and respondentôs code only. The interview data are not 

to be shared with a third party.  

 

Analysis Part I. The Traditional Safety Net of Elderly Cambodians Today 

While independent living is often considered to be a sign of good health and material standing in 

developed western countries, in rural Cambodia it is co-residence with others, particularly family 

members such as adult children or grandchildren ï is thought to be an indicator of well-being 

mainly because public social security systems in Cambodia remained in despair (Zimmer & Khim, 

2013: 14). Moreover, older persons in Cambodia today have not had the opportunity to save money 

throughout their working lives largely because of their illiteracy caused by the war and that 

unskilled labor did not generate them enough money to save. This led older Cambodians to move 

into a state of material vulnerability. To survive in later life, their children or their other family 

members become their only source of safety net materially and physically. This multi-generation 

co-residence has also become an unspoken tradition that older age persons are expecting to live up 

to as they get older. Meanwhile, Zimmer and Khim (2013) report on Ageing and Migration in 

Cambodia suggested that high rates of rural to urban migration are moving many children of older 

adults out of the rural areas into cities (p. 14). This urban migration trend occurring in Cambodia 

is common in many developing countries. In fact, there is an underlying and at times anecdotal 

notions amongst some academics, policy makers and other interested observers that in rural areas 

in developing nations that an increased urban migration can leave older adults óleft behindô to 

responsible for themselves, and this loss of support can have harmful effects on the older 

population (Coles, 2001; Hendricks & Yoon, 2006; Nguyen et al., 2006; United Nations, 2002; 

Van Der Geest et al., 2004; Zimmer & Khim, 2013). With this as a background, this section 

examines the living situation of old age and old age households in rural Cambodia using 
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ethnographic questions to understand their family background, living arrangement, religious and 

cultural practice, economic and health status, as well as access to information.   

 

Family Support Structure  

From this study, 62% of the total sample (both elderly men and women) reported they have lost 

their spouse during the Khmer Rouge conflict, only 38% still have their spouse living together. 

Amongst those who lost their spouses ï only 6% said they are living alone, while the rest 56% of 

those without their spouse said they are living with either their adult children or grandchildren. 

Those who live with their children and grandchildren reported they are happier living with their 

children than living alone. However, many feels that they are a big burden for their children and 

grandchildren to provide both financial support and physical care because their children are also 

struggling to make end needs. In fact, statistics from this ethnographic survey shows that 35% 

(22/31 elderly) of those who live with their children or grandchildren described their childrenôs 

occupations as: farmer, construction worker, garment factory worker, and other labor jobs ï all of 

which are either low wage or inconsistent income type of jobs. To put in perspective, a garment 

factory worker in Cambodia minimum wage is only US$170 a month as of January 2018 (ILO, 

2018). Whereas a construction worker makes only $7 per day which results in between US$150 to 

US$200 per month (Realestate News Editorial, 2018). Approximately 80% of the rice farmers in 

Cambodia still practice traditional farming as they only grow rice once a year during the rainy 

season often enough or barely enough to feed their own family (Nesbitt, 2011). This seasonal rice 

farming practice is caused by at least two main factors including small farmland and lack of 

manpower to work in the farm. According to Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) 2016 research, 

unless a farm is at least five hectares large, it is nearly impossible for Cambodian farmers to 

generate profitable income from growing rice alone (Aleem, 2018).  

 

ñI have nine children, all are alive. Some of them are farmers, some work at the garment factory, 

and some are construction workers (Code: 045TK).ò 

 

ñI have seven children, all are alive. All of them are farmers (Code: 028KP).ò 

 



 111 

Using this statistical survey report as evidence, it is arguable that many young and middle age 

adults in Cambodia who have elderly parents or grandparents are facing a monumental family 

responsibility ï caring for their young children as well as their ageing parents with the minimal 

income they earned. 

 

Out-Migration   

The unavoidable consequence of socio-economic development and globalization occurring 

throughout the developing world has substantially impacted many aspects of social life (Zimmer 

& Knodel, 2013). In a developing country like Cambodia where labor migration has become a 

persistent and accelerating reality (Chan, 2008) ï many older people are being left behind to fend 

themselves in rural areas due to the outmigration of their adult children (Fitzgeral et al., 2007; 

Murshid, 2007). As a matter of fact, 58% of the elderly participants in the sample reported having 

children and grandchildren moved to live or work in Phnom Penh (the capital city of Cambodia), 

while 8% reported having children and grandchildren who migrated to Thailand and South Korea 

for employment purposes. Only 34% of the participants said they do not have children or 

grandchildren who migrated to urban areas or foreign countries for economic opportunities.  

 

ñFour of my five children have moved to live in the city for work and business opportunities 

(Code: 02KP).ò 

 

ñMy daughter migrated to Thailand to find jobs (Code: 034TK).ò 

 

ñThree of my children moved to the city to work at the garment factory (Code: 046TK).ò 

 

Based on the above report, there is a greater number (58% > 34%) of elderly Cambodians in rural 

areas now started to experience the changing force of traditional family support structure that they 

used to or expected to depend on as they aged. Assertions by elderly who reported having children 

moved to live in the city were merely due to the lack of economic opportunities in rural villages 

to generate enough income to make a living and to support their family.  

  

Social Conditions  
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In rural Cambodia, nuclear family is commonly found because culturally in Cambodian society 

transcend kinship is important not only to strengthen interpersonal and intra family ties but also 

provide mutual support. Hence, in rural settings, Khmer neighbors who are often kin to one another 

ï are considered as almost important as family members because they are either distant relatives 

or casual friends that can also count as a source of mutual support (Ross, 1987). This kind of 

community living arrangement is still strongly upheld in tin Cambodian society today (see Figure 

5.2). Assertions by Ross regarding Cambodian society in rural areas can be shown by the case of 

participants in this study. All the elderly participants, 100%, reported having a good relationship 

with their neighbors and they enjoy spending time with one another.  

 

ñI like my neighbors. They are helpful and supportive of each other when in need of help or any 

emergency. For example, when I get sick, my neighbor comes to help me, bring me food, or even 

help with taking me to the hospital or call a doctor to check on me at home (Code: 016KP).ò 

 

ñAll of my neighbors are my relatives. We always help each other such as when we have a family 

affair like a wedding celebration - my neighbors always come to help us preparing for our family 

event. We never have any arguments (Code: 043TK). 
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Figure 5.3: Elderly women who are neighbors helping a grandmaôs family making traditional sticky rice cake 

for her granddaughterôs wedding in Takeo Province. Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These findings reflect the importance of kinship in Cambodiaôs rural community. In fact, there is 

an old Khmer saying ï ñhaving good neighbors is like having a good fence around your house,ò 

quoted from my late grandfather. In one way or another, kinship amongst neighbors in rural 

Cambodia can also be considered as an informal social support network for ageing people 

especially with many younger adults moving away from their village.  

 

Religious and Cultural Practice 

Culturally, Cambodian population is relatively homogeneous at least with respect to ethnic and 

religious composition. Buddhism lived in the heart of Khmer people for centuries ï which can be 

traced all the way back to the 13th century during King Jayavaraman VII reign. Although Buddhism 

suffered from total persecution under the Khmer Rouge regime in the 1970s, Buddhism has been 

reconstructed since the 1990s (Koike, 2002). As of today, approximately 90% of the population 

identifies themselves as ethnic Khmer and 95% professed Theravada Buddhism as their religion 

(Knodel & Zimmer, 2009: 4). This can also be reflected by this study sample ï all of the elderly 

participated in this study practice Buddhism quite rigorously. At least 36% said they go to the 
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pagoda regularly either every other day or on every Buddhist day which is once a week ï and 

another 30% said they go to the pagoda once or twice a month or during celebration such as Khmer 

New Year or Pchum Ben Day (Ancestral Remembrance Day). Meanwhile, another 34% reported 

they only go to the pagoda occasionally because they have health issues or have the duty to care 

for their sick spouse or take care of their grandchildren.  

 

ñI go to the pagoda on every Buddhist day, four times a month (Code: 011KP).ò 

 

ñI used to go to the pagoda often, but now I cannot go anymore because I have been ill (Code: 

042TK).ò 

 

ñI can only go to the pagoda once in a while since I am busy taking care of my grandchildren 

(Code: 034TK).ò 

 

Despite the health issue and domestic care responsibility that some of them are coping with in their 

later lives, all the participants reported that the environment at the pagoda makes them feel at ease 

and peaceful, the dharma, meditation, and participating in charity activities at the pagoda have 

helped to improve their psychological health. What was found common amongst these elderly 

participants was, Buddhist teaching on practicing the good way of living life, the four perceptions: 

compassion, justice, truth, and kindness ï is the main source of support for their psychological 

well-being.  

 

ñGoing to the pagoda makes me feel at ease, not stressful, as I get to meditate and participate in 

charity work to contribute to the betterment of the society (Code: 029KP). 

 

ñThe pagoda provides me space to educate my mind to be at peace, not to be greedy, and be kind 

to one another (Code: 036TK).ò 
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Figure 5.4: Cambodian elderly preaching dharma on a Buddhist day at a pagoda in Kampot Province. 

Picture by author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This study on religious practice amongst elderly Cambodian showed that the pagoda has served as 

an important institution that can provide a socio-cultural safety net for old people to seek both 

social and mental health support. However, the pagoda is a religious institution, and the monks are 

not trained counselors or psychiatrists, itôs obvious that there is no formal counseling support 

service for this generation of elderly who are still battling with the genocide war memory. For this 

reason, itôs important for the Cambodian government to consider developing a mental health 

support service program that is accessible to all elderly Cambodians, especially those who live in 

rural areas.  

 

Analysis Part II. The Socioeconomic Profile of Elderly Cambodians Today 

Based on the empirical evidence in the-above-section, the traditional safety net in Cambodia ï 

from family to community living arrangement ï is still strongly upheld amongst older Cambodians 

in rural settings. Meanwhile, poverty amongst ageing population in Cambodia today is a serious 

issue amongst all other issues that require immediate and committed attention from the 


