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Overview of Tourism Development in Cambodia
7RXULVP'HYHORSPHQWDQG3ROLF\
The tourism industry in Cambodia has shifted from being
a passive, quiet sector, playing only a minor role in the
development of the country in the late 1980s-early 1990s,
to being a dynamic engine of Cambodia’s economy. The
number of international tourists increased dramatically
during 1995–2006 at an average annual rate of 20.4
percent, from 0.29 million persons in 1995 to 1.70 million
in 2006. Tourism facilities and services, including hotels,
guesthouses, tour agencies and restaurants also expanded
rapidly (See Table 1). The development of this sector is
attributed to: (i) the attainment of peace and stability since
early 1990s, (ii) the diversity of tourism attractions (e.g.,
cultural tourism, ecotourism, natural tourism), (iii) an
increase in international and domestic travel, and (iv) the
government’s development policies with particular focus
on tourism development, such as the open sky policy,
visas on arrival, and visa exemptions for Cambodians
living abroad (NIS, 2005).
Tourism policy in the early 1990s was primarily
designed to attract more tourists, focusing on developing
tourism products, improving and facilitating access into

Is Tourism in Siem Reap
Pro-Poor?
78276RNSKDOO\DQG+,1*9XWKDSURYLGHDQXSGDWH
RQ WRXULVP GHYHORSPHQW LQ &DPERGLD GLVFXVV WKH
HFRQRPLF LPSDFWV RI WRXULVP LQ 6LHP 5HDS RQ ORFDO
SHRSOHDQGRIIHUSROLF\UHFRPPHQGDWLRQVIRUGLUHFWLQJ
DJUHDWHUVKDUHRIWRXULVPEHQH¿WVWRORFDOFRPPXQLWLHV
and to the poor.*

The tourism industry in Cambodia has been growing rapidly
for the last decade and has become the second main source
of growth after the garment sector. In 2007, it is expected
to generate USD718.3 million of direct economic activity,
or about 9.3 percent of GDP, and USD1,561.9 million
of both direct and indirect economic activity. In terms of
employment, the sector is expected to create approximately
1,108,000 direct and indirect jobs, representing 15.8
percent of total employment in the same year.1 Siem Reap,
with Angkor Wat as the most well-known tourist attraction,
has experienced rapid development in tourism in terms
of the number of tourist arrivals, city landscape, tourism
facilities and services. It received
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and within the country, developing international markets,
:RUOG%DQN 7KHSRRUEHQH¿WOHVVIURPWRXULVP
and strengthening human resource development of the
development, and thus the contribution of the tourism
government tourism administration. As the sector has
sector to poverty alleviation in the province has not
grown rapidly and as poverty reduction has become a
EHHQ DV VLJQL¿FDQW DV RQH ZRXOG H[SHFW $V D UHVXOW
major objective in the government’s socio-economic
Siem Reap remains one of the poorest provinces in the
development plans, the current tourism strategy focuses
country. In order to better understand this dilemma,
not only on promoting growth, but also on better
&'5, KDV DQDO\]HG WKH GLVWULEXWLRQ RI EHQH¿WV IURP
GLVWULEXWLRQRIWRXULVPEHQH¿WVWRWKHORFDOFRPPXQLWLHV
tourism by exploring the following questions: (i) What
and to the poor. In this context, the current tourism plan
are the structure and nature of linkages between the
is based on the principle that tourism development must
tourism industry and the local economy? (ii) What are
contribute to reducing poverty and ensure the equitable
the transmission mechanisms of tourism impacts on local
distribution of tourism revenues in a well planned and
communities? And (iii), what role could national and
managed manner.
local governments as well as civil society, donors and the
SULYDWHVHFWRUSOD\LQHQKDQFLQJWRXULVPEHQH¿WVIRUORFDO
7RXULVP(FRQRPLF*URZWKDQG3RYHUW\5HGXFWLRQ
communities and the poor? The following is a summary
Growing at a steady rate, Cambodia’s tourism sector is
RINH\¿QGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\
playing an important role in boosting economic growth.
Tourism’s contribution to GDP in terms of Gross Value
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the tourism market. The Near communities have a larger
proportion of individuals working in tourism than the
Far, while the poor are involved more than the non-poor.
The bulk of employment that the poor group and the Near
community receive, however, is in low paid jobs, such
as unskilled construction, temple guards, cleaners, and
petty traders.
7DEOH(PSOR\PHQW6WUXFWXUHE\7RXULVP&DWHJRU\


in constant 2000 prices in 2004 was 2,022.49 billion
Riel (USD 503.61 million), or 11.2 percent of GDP,
compared to 177.13 billion Riel (USD 64.48 million), or
2.1 percent of GDP in 1993.2 Tourist expenditure was
estimated at USD 744.51 million in 2004. As tourism
is expected to continue to grow, this sector will become
LQFUHDVLQJO\VLJQL¿FDQWIRUVXVWDLQLQJHFRQRPLFJURZWK
in Cambodia.
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Although tourism has been an engine of growth, its
impacts on the local economy and poverty reduction have
been limited. Ballard (2005) argued that the distribution
RI EHQH¿WV IURP WRXULVP LV XQHYHQ DQG SHRSOH EHQH¿W
more from employment in construction, services, and
handicraft sectors than in agriculture. EIC (2005) in
World Bank (2006) found that most of the jobs available
for local people were unskilled casual construction work,
while the more permanent jobs in other sectors have been
PXFKOHVVVLJQL¿FDQW
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Between 2002 and 2006, the overall employment
VWUXFWXUHKDVQRWVLJQL¿FDQWO\FKDQJHG)RUW\¿YHSHUFHQW
of local earners worked in agriculture in 2006, declining
from 49 percent in 2002. Meanwhile, 18 and 37 percent
worked in the manufacturing and service sectors in 2006,
rising from 16 and 35 percent, respectively, in 2002. There
are two main reasons for these modest changes. Firstly, the
study period is very recent, and we suspect that the most
VLJQL¿FDQWVWUXFWXUDOFKDQJHVLQHPSOR\PHQWKDGDOUHDG\
occurred before the survey was undertaken. Second, the
bulk of new employment generated by tourism is absorbed
by migrants from other areas of the country. For example,
MREVOLNHPRWRGXSDQGWXNWXNGULYHUVDUH¿OOHGE\QRQ
ORFDO SHRSOH PRVWO\ IURP .RPSRQJ &KDP .DQGDO
Battambang and Prey Veng.

Impacts of Tourism on Local People around Siem Reap
7KH ¿QGLQJV LQ WKLV VHFWLRQ DUH EDVHG RQ D VXUYH\ RI
506 households and 10 focus group discussions (FGDs)
conducted in eight villages in Siem Reap: Ta Check, Srah
6UDQJ.KDQJ&KHXQJ7HN7KOD6DQGDQ3UHDK'DN7D
7UDL/RU/H\DQG.RUN7UDFK7KHVWXG\H[DPLQHVWKH
impacts of tourism on local people in these communities
in terms of employment, income, land markets and
general well-being. The analysis focuses on the scope
and scale of tourism impacts on different social groups
GH¿QHGDVpoor and non-poor4), and on different types
of communities based on distance to Siem Reap town or
WHPSOHVLWHV GH¿QHGDVthe Near and the Far5).

,QFRPH,PSDFWV
Tourism is one of the major livelihood activities of local
people. According to the survey, the average income
from tourism represented about 47 percent of the total
household income in 2006, which is quite high.6 The Near
are more impacted by tourism than the Far communities,
both in terms of sheer income from tourism and tourism
income as a share of total income. While the poor tend to
depend more on tourism than the non-poor, their absolute
income from tourism is much less than the non-poor.
Tourism is also one of the most important factors
contributing to the improvement of local households’ total
income. According to people’s perceptions in the survey,
about 50 percent of households reported an improvement
in their income level in the period of 2002–2006. Nearly
50 percent of the reasons were related to tourism, including
an increase in the number of family earners working in
tourism jobs, increased agricultural production for the

(PSOR\PHQW,PSDFWV
From the sample, tourism has generated some new
employment, shifting the structure of employment
from agriculture to manufacturing and services around
Siem Reap. The extent of the shift is, however, modest.
More than a third of individual earners in the surveyed
households are involved in tourism jobs, which include
construction work, hotel and restaurant staff, tour
operators, recreation, petty trade, transport, handicraft/
souvenir production and marketing, staff in temples or
tourist site management, and some agriculture work for
5
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7DEOH+RXVHKROG,QFRPHDQG7RXULVP,QGLFDWRUV
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Source: CDRI’s survey of 506 households in Siem Reap, May 2006

tourism market, an increase in new tourism jobs, and an
increase in land values. It is important to also observe
that that 26 percent of households7 reported income
declines during 2002–2006, but the explanatory factors
were social and not related to tourism, such as sickness,
debts and family crises.
/DQG,PSDFWV
7RXULVPKDVKDGDVLJQL¿FDQWLPSDFWRQODQGYDOXHVLQDQG
around Siem Reap as indicated by the increasing number
of land transactions, especially since late 1990s, which
have led to a dramatic increase in land prices. The survey
reveals that about 27 percent of households have sold some
portion of land, while about 14 percent of households have
purchased some land. The major reasons for land sales
include renovating houses, basic family consumption and
expenses, investing in higher productive businesses and
assets, and non-productive farming.
Land sales can have both positive and negative effects
on local people depending on how the money earned from
selling land is used. If the money is used productively,
i.e. buying productive assets or being used as capital to
fuel other businesses or invested in children’s education,
then selling land can help improve a family’s well-being.
7DEOH/DQG7UDQVDFWLRQV
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local people, land
sales are very welcome and reportedly have had positive
impacts on local people and communities. In dynamic
land markets such as Ta Check village, for example,
people reported an improvement in the quality of housing
and increased numbers of motor bikes. Some of the
land sellers buy larger areas of land in other areas away
from the villages for agriculture production and become
wealthier. The poor, however, tend to use all the money
earned from land sales for family consumption, such
as housing improvement, purchasing non-productive
assets, or paying for the marriage of children. They end
up leaving agricultural work and become dependent on
high-risk day labour and casual jobs.

Average tourism income/household

Tourism Income Share

:HOOEHLQJ,PSDFWV
Tourism development has contributed to the improvement
of local people’s well-being. According to people’s
perceptions, half of households reported that their well-being
improved compared to the last 5 years. This improvement
UHVXOWHGLQDVLJQL¿FDQWGHFUHDVHLQWKHSHUFHQWDJHRISRRU
households in 2006 as compared to 2002. Thirty eight
percent of households in 2006 perceived themselves as
poor compared to 55 percent in 2002. A larger proportion
of households reporting improvements in their well-being
has been observed in the poorer communities, i.e., the
Far community compared to the Near community.
Land Purchases
The factor that explains this phenomenon is the
% of
average area/
household
household (m2)
predominance of the poor in the Far community in the
8.3
10438.9
base year (2002) with a low-income base. Thus, an
18.1
11505.1
increase in income, even at smaller amounts, leads to
13.9
11230.9
the perception of greater improvement in well-being.

Source: CDRI’s survey of 506 household in Siem Reap, May 2006

%R[$+RXVHKROG%HFRPLQJ:RUVHRIIDIWHU6HOOLQJ$JULFXOWXUH/DQG
A poor couple in Ta Check village has three sons (aged 23, 21 and 17) and a daughter aged 14. The oldest son has married
and has his own family outside the village. The younger son has left for Phnom Penh and his situation is unknown. The
parents have very little education and only the daughter is currently in school.
Before 2002, this family grew paddy twice a year. Paddy production was more than adequate for household consumption,
but did not allow them any savings. In 2002, the oldest son got married and this was the turning point of the family’s
fortune. In order to pay the dowry for his son’s marriage, they sold all agricultural land (about one half of a hectare) for
about USD 800. The husband left agricultural work and entered daily construction work. He is unhealthy so can work only
about 20 days per month and earns 8,000 riels per working day. Later, their youngest son followed him to work and earns
7,000 riels per day. They occasionally borrow money to cope with daily expenses and health treatments.
Source: CDRI’s Qualitative Field Work in Siem Reap, May-July 2006
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LQ EHQH¿W VKDULQJ 3UDGDN YLOODJH LV D JRRG H[DPSOH RI
this type of tourism approach where tourists are brought
to see the palm-sugar production while travelling to
Banteay Srey temple. The presence of tourists lead to the
emergence of souvenir trade and other small businesses
along the road, and consequently better livelihoods.

For all households, the well-being improvement was
mainly explained by tourism factors, such as increases
in income largely from tourism, better housing, better
infrastructure, and higher land prices/values.
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LL 5HGLVWULEXWLRQRIWRXULVPEHQH¿WVWRWKHSRRU
Another measure concerns macroeconomic policies
WKDW SURYLGH QDWLRQDO DQG ORFDO JRYHUQPHQWV VXI¿FLHQW
¿QDQFLDOUHVRXUFHVWRLQWURGXFHEHQH¿WUHGLVWULEXWLRQWR
the poor. An appropriate and effective taxation policy
could be a powerful tool to generate and enhance
revenues from tourism. Part of revenues could be used to
preserve tourism assets and environments, while another
part could be used to implement some key components in
the poverty reduction strategy. Those components, which
are necessary in helping the poor participate further in the
tourism development process, include: education and
skills training for the poor, health care, clean water and
improved services for the poor, and improved access of
the poor to tourism markets. A greater share of Angkor
Park entrance fees could be, for instance, used to fund
projects that have pro-poor impacts.
The effective implementation of all the above measures
requires tourism organisations, in particular the Ministry
of Tourism and the Provincial Tourism Department, to
GHYHORSVXI¿FLHQWO\FDSDEOHKXPDQUHVRXUFHVFHUWDLQOHYHOV
of authority and responsibility in planning and decision
making, and revenue generation opportunities from
tourism. It is also imperative to have deeper partnership
and continuous support from the donor community, NGOs
and the private sector to promote tourism growth and
HQKDQFHHTXLWDEOHGLVWULEXWLRQVRIEHQH¿WVWRWKHSRRU
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There are also a number of households that reported
becoming worse off. According to the survey, 22 percent
of households reported that their well-being declined,
especially among the poor. This is mainly due to family
and social factors, such as income decline because of a
decrease in the number of earners, family shocks and
crises, more dependent family members, and increases in
goods prices. Most of these households are in the group
reporting an income decline.
Conclusion and Recommendations
The growth of tourism in Siem Reap has had some
positive economic impacts on local communities through
employment generation, raising incomes and improving
OLYHOLKRRGV 7KH EHQH¿WV IURP WRXULVP KRZHYHU DUH
unevenly distributed among the various groups and are
skewed in favour of the non-poor. The poor frequently
IDFH YDULRXV EDUULHUV LQ REWDLQLQJ JUHDWHU EHQH¿WV IURP
tourism, including lack of education and skills, lack of
capital or social networking and weak family structure.
$V D UHVXOW WKH SRRU KDYH QRW EHQH¿WHG DV PXFK DV
expected from this phenomenon; and therefore, tourism
development in Siem Reap does not appear to have a
VXI¿FLHQWSURSRRUQDWXUH
In this sense, tourism policy and strategies should
focus not only on promoting tourism growth, but also on
HQKDQFLQJEHQH¿WVIRUWKHSRRU,QRUGHUWRGLUHFWDJUHDWHU
VKDUHRIWRXULVPEHQH¿WVWRORFDOFRPPXQLWLHVDQGWRWKH
poor, the following recommendations are offered:

Endnotes
1. The projection for 2007 is by World Travel & Tourism Council
2. Statistical Yearbook 2005, NIS
3. The calculation of Gross Value Added from tourism
sector in 2004 is the most recent available data.
 7KHVH VRFLDO JURXSV DUH GH¿QHG E\ )*'V ZKR EDVH
generally on the size of land, the type of housing, the
possession of big assets, and the type of occupations.
For example, the ‘poor’ are described as households
who have no or own little agriculture land and less
agriculture productive assets, by which paddy
SURGXFWLRQ LV QRW VXI¿FLHQW IRU IDPLO\ FRQVXPSWLRQ
The poor are also those who have low-income
earning occupations such as farm workers, unskilled
construction workers, cleaners or guards at temples or
hotels, petty vendor, and scavenger.
 7KH 1HDU GH¿QHG DV FRPPXQLWLHV ZLWK DYHUDJH
distance of 8 kilometres from Siem Reap town or
temple site for, while the Far are communities with
average distance of 14-16 kilometers.

L 'LYHUVLI\LQJWRXULVPDWWUDFWLRQVGHVWLQDWLRQVDQGDFWLYLWLHV
Increase tourist attractions and destinations in rural
communities. An increase in the number of tourist
destinations could increase the opportunities for local
communities, including the poor, for involvement in
the tourist industry, thus increasing their participation
7
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Development Resource Institute).
NIS (2005), Statistical Yearbook 2005, (Phnom Penh,
National Institute of Statistics, Ministry of Planning).
MoT (2001), Cambodia National Tourism Development
Plan 2001-2005, (Phnom Penh, Ministry of Tourism).
MoT (2006), Tourism Statistics: Annual Report 2006,
(Phnom Penh, Ministry of Tourism).
Tuot, Sokphally and Hing, Vutha (forthcoming), Pro-Poor
Tourism in the GMS: Siem Reap Case Study, (Phnom
Penh: Cambodia Development Resource Institute).
UNESCAP (2003), Poverty Alleviation through Sustainable
Tourism Development, (New York: UNESCAP).
World Bank (2006), Cambodia Poverty Assessment:
Halving Poverty by 2015?, (Phnom Penh: World Bank).
WTO (2002), Tourism and Poverty Alleviation.

6. The degree of local people’s dependency on tourism
depends on tourism income share, which is calculated
by average income from tourism divided by average
total income. Tourism is a risky industry. It is assumed
that households having tourism income of at least 40
SHUFHQWRIWKHLUWRWDOLQFRPHZRXOGKDYHGLI¿FXOW\LI
income sources from tourism disappeared.
7. Out of 130 households who reported income decline,
51 percent are poor and 84 percent earn some money
from tourism.
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The Challenges of Water ...

Continued from page 3
and access to agricultural inputs that can be provided by
NGOs and the private sector.

Concluding Remarks
The complexity of managing irrigation varies according
to the size of the scheme. Larger schemes have a greater
impact in terms of area and the number of households
served, but require high investment and governance
capacity. Water governance for all sizes of schemes
depends on technical design, institutional arrangement
and functionality in operating and maintaining the
V\VWHP :HOO GHVLJQHG V\VWHPV SURYLGH HI¿FLHQW ZDWHU
usage, which results in increased agricultural production
and popular participation. The proper institutional
arrangement should represent different communities who
share water resources to solve the problems of over water
usage within and across community boundaries. The
operation and maintenance of the system will depend
on the functionality of a decentralized organization, in
which the members should be fairly and freely elected,
share common interests and work independently from
political interference.
Watershed management is a new concept in Cambodia
and only limited experience with this form of integrated
PDQDJHPHQWH[LVWVDQGDQXPEHURIGLI¿FXOWLHVKDYHEHHQ
encountered by those initiatives implemented or planned.
There is a real need to document experiences and lessons
learned and to build capacity among government agencies
and relevant stakeholders.

Issues Related to Catchment Area
7KH WHUP ZDWHUVKHG LV KHUH GH¿QHG DV ³«DQ DUHD
of land that drains downslope through a network of
drainage pathways, both underground and on the surface.
Generally, these pathways converge into streams and
rivers, which become progressively larger as the water
moves on downstream, eventually reaching an estuary
and the ocean. Watersheds can be large or small. Every
stream, tributary, or river has an associated watershed,
and small watersheds join to become larger watersheds”.
The impact of activities in the catchment area on river
ÀRZ FRQGLWLRQV DQG ZDWHU TXDOLW\ DUH NH\ DUHDV IRU
research. Deforestation and other development activities
(e.g., mining exploitation) in upstream areas have caused
problems both upstream and downstream. Potential issues
that require attention are soil erosion, sedimentation,
HFRORJLFFRQVHTXHQFHVRIFKDQJLQJÀRZUHJLPHVLPSDFWV
RQ¿VKHULHVDQGDTXDFXOWXUH,QGHSWKVWXG\RIFDWFKPHQW
areas will provide information and data necessary for a
FRVWEHQH¿WDQDO\VLVRIDQ\SURSRVHGGHYHORSPHQWLQWKH
future.
 /DQGDQGZDWHUXVHGLUHFWO\DIIHFWVWKHÀRZRIZDWHU
sediments and nutrients, and thus contributes to the
alteration of aquatic systems downstream. Watershed
management is far from limited to physical parameters
as the application of social, ecological, and economic
sciences has been proven to be absolutely essential. In
order to promote sustainable management, a complex set
of water governance issues must be developed among
people of diverse social backgrounds and values and by
drawing on experience form outside. The decision making
process must not only consider physical and ecological
LVVXHVEXWDOVRLQFOXGHWKHVRFLDODQGHFRQRPLFEHQH¿WV
and costs of alternative actions.

Endnotes
1. The project also involves MOWRAM, MAFF and
donor agencies such as Australian Government
Overseas Aid Program (AusAID), and Agence
Française de Development (AFD).
2. For the purpose of comparison and making the
discussion more direct, the article will focus on small
schemes versus large schemes. As 200-5,000ha is a
VLJQL¿FDQW LQWHUYDO LQ WHUPV RI VL]H VRPH SRLQWV RI
PHGLXPVFDOHSURMHFWVPD\EHGH¿QHGDVVPDOOVFDOH
ZKLOH VRPH RWKHUV PD\ EH GH¿QHG DV ODUJH VFDOH
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