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several Deputy Director Generals. In collaboration with other governmental 
agencies, the authority is responsible for: �� 
1) The protection and enhancement of the culture, environment, and history of the 

Angkor region. � 
2) The master plan on tourist development according to the five defined zones of 

protection and management of Siem Reap-Angkor. 
3) Supporting the poverty reduction efforts of the Royal Government.  
4) Cooperating with the Council for the Development of Cambodia on investments 

and projects related to the mission of APSARA Authority. 
5) Working with ministries, funders, and governmental and non-governmental 

organizations on all projects related to its mission. 
��The territorial authority of APSARA is specified in Article 5 of the Law on the 
Protection of Cultural Heritage promulgated in 1996. Backed by these legal tools, 
APSARA represents the Royal Government before all international partners 
concerned with cultural, urban and tourism development in the region. The 
Authority thus presides over the Cambodian delegation to the International 
Coordinating Committee for the Safeguarding and Development of the Historic Site 
of Angkor (ICC) as well as its Technical Committee. 
 
The Getty Conservation Institute works internationally to advance conservation 
practice in the visual arts – broadly interpreted to include objects, collections, 
architecture, and sites. The Institute serves the conservation community through 
scientific research, education and training, model field projects, and the 
dissemination of the results of both its own work and the work of others in the field. 
In all its endeavors, the GCI focuses on the creation and delivery of knowledge that 
will benefit the professionals and organizations responsible for the conservation of 
the world's� cultural heritage. Advancing conservation practice is the organizing 
principle for all of the Institute's work – which includes identifying activities that 
improve the way conservation treatments are carried out, pursuing research that 
expands conservation knowledge, and increasing access to information on 
conservation subjects. The Getty Conservation Institute, a part of the J. Paul Getty 
Trust, began operation in 1985. Since its inception, the Institute has engaged in  
programs of scientific research, educational activities, documentation, and the 
dissemination of information through publications, conferences, workshops, and 
public programs that include research opportunities for professionals and public 
lectures. In addition, the Institute has conducted international field projects in Asia, 
Africa, North and South America, and Europe. 
 
The Center for Khmer Studies promotes research, teaching and public service in the 
social sciences, arts and humanities as they relate to Cambodia. While promoting 
scholarly interest in the region, CKS also aims to connect Cambodian scholars, 
students and artists with their international colleagues for the purpose of fostering 
understanding of Cambodia and Southeast Asia. The organization’s objectives are 
to: 
1) Facilitate research and international scholarly exchange through programs that 

increase understanding of Cambodia and its region 
2) Help strengthen Cambodia's cultural and academic structures and integrate 

Cambodian scholars into their regional and international community 
3) Promote a vigorous Cambodian civil society 
Founded in 1999, CKS is an international, non-governmental organization supported 
by a consortium of universities, organizations, scholars and individuals. CKS is 
registered with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Cambodia and incorporated in the 
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PREFACE 
 
The 2008 Pacific Rim Council on Urban Development (PRCUD) annual forum Siem 
Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor is made possible through the 
work of the Center for Khmer Studies, the Getty Conservation Institute, and APSARA 
Authority in consultation with Siem Reap Provincial Hall. The objective of the PRCUD 
Forum is to address development issues emerging from the complex interplay of Siem 
Reap’s urbanization and heritage conservation taking place in the broader Angkor 
region. The Forum will convene local and international experts and government 
officials to pursue the next phases of the Integrated Master Plan for Sustainable 
Development of the Siem Reap – Angkor Region developed by the Japanese 
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) in 2006 based on lessons and expertise drawn 
from other parts of the world. In doing so, the Forum will assist and complement the 
recommendations put forth by the International Coordinating Committee for the 
Safeguarding and Development of the Historic Site of Angkor (ICC) and UNESCO.  
 
The key aim of the PRCUD Forum is to make practical recommendations to transform 
existing studies into plans for action. With this in mind, the forum will address 
implementation in the form of such questions as: 
 

1. How can the intrinsic values of Siem Reap be reflected in development and 
conservation efforts? 

2. What kinds of regulatory and institutional structures are co-extensive and 
consistent with these values? 

3. How can tourism and economic policy be shaped to support sustainable 
development of the Angkor region? 

4. What mechanisms and investment structures can the private sector provide in 
mobilizing these goals? 

5. What are the next steps required to ensure effective implementation of the Siem 
Reap Master Plan? 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This Executive Summary outlines some of the key arguments of the 2008 PRCUD Forum 
Briefing Document, Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor. 
 
The temples of Angkor are an unambiguous testament to the preeminence of Khmer-
Cambodian culture and its heritage. An ambiguity, both conceptual and practical, on the other 
hand characterizes heritage non-monumental in form, namely Siem Reap’s cultural urban 
geography. Unlike Angkor, it is not vetted or underwritten by the international community. 
UNESCO’s prerequisite for World Heritage status is that the site demonstrate “outstanding 
universal value” which takes a particular cultural-national-historical production and gives it 
value and force in the global domain. Heritage thus can be seen as an object as well as a 
relation, and part of the economy of representations, its power vested in the performance of 
space and accordingly another vector of the built environment and the urban capitalist 
economy. Yet everyday heritage is less about architectural preservation and arguably more 
about ways of building or organizing space according to ethical-religious beliefs and economic 
needs. Unfortunately, present challenges associated with accelerated urban and tourism 
development compromise an understanding of these practices. Such challenges, however, do 
raise important questions about history as a terrain of discourse, and heritage as managed and 
produced by and for particular groups of people. 
 
The Cultural Economy of Heritage in Siem Reap (Chapter IV) locates urban heritage under 
Angkor’s shadow and examines the history of heritage management of the Siem Reap-Angkor 
region with a particular focus on urban heritage. Institutionally and politically, knowledge of 
the region has looked to the past concentrating on ancient Khmer civilization, art and 
architecture, and the design of cities of the Angkorian and pre-Angkorian period. The complex 
relationships between history, present day Siem Reap, and the sustainability of the region’s 
future development represent the multi-dimensional problem of living with heritage. The 
seemingly non-contiguous boundaries between Angkor and the city have, moreover, 
historically paralleled divisions in conservation and economic development efforts if not in 
scholarship. When historicized, this division can be in part attributed to the primacy of Angkor 
with its grandeur institutionalized in various circuits of power and interests beginning with its 
purported “rediscovery” in the 19th century. This period marked the beginnings of a narrative 
that framed Khmer civilization as a vanishing object made more acute in the hands of 
Cambodians who were considered its undeserving if not illegitimate heirs. However this 
rediscovery was more political and symbolic, rather than strictly factual as Angkor flourished 
as a Buddhist sanctuary for centuries prior to the arrival of the French. 
 
In the modern period, management efforts in the past fifteen years have focused on 
safeguarding antiquity in ways that have been reactive and defensive towards urbanization and 
population pressures despite the proximity between the city and the temples. Angkor 
nevertheless serves as a pivot between antiquity and modernity central to nationalist 
imaginings, as the iconography of Angkor and the iconography of the nation are inseparable. 
Siem Reap too sits at the crossroads of the past and the future though its urbanism has often 
been overshadowed by Angkor with its extraordinary situation of being a small regional city 
home to a World Heritage Site. 
  
Although Siem Reap is often presented as a “dormitory city,” or a hub for services, leisure and 
accommodation, the city is comprised of overlapping layers of Angkorian occupation, its 
environment shaped through several centuries of continuous agrarian human settlement that 
continues into the present day. Angkor’s heritage is not restricted to a collection of 
monumental architectural works built during the height of empire unceremoniously swallowed 
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by the jungle. Beyond its famous temples, many of which are located in Angkor 
Archaeological Park, Angkor was also a set of agrarian cities partially superimposed over the 
other between the 9th and 15th centuries if not beyond. This history forms the basis of the 
construction of Siem Reap and its surroundings. It is the presence of these ancient structures 
and an environment extensively cultivated by its habitants that provide the literal foundation of 
Siem Reap today. Chapter I on The Urban Value of Siem Reap in the Angkor Region highlights 
how recent development has significantly altered the “garden town” features of Siem Reap, 
despite being politically and culturally celebrated in tourism and expert studies. This 
reconfiguration also has altered the relationship of the town to the countryside leading to 
fragmentation and a disarticulation of Siem Reap’s urbanism. Land speculation and the absence 
of a master plan along with new tourism streams constitute urban configurations that are 
modifying the identity of the town and its territory as private investments have direct impacts on 
urban and architectural form.  
 
Development initiatives are the focus of Chapter II, The Institutional Geography of Siem Reap: 
Issues in Governance and Planning, which chronicles the changes in the institutional 
geography of land management and urban planning, and highlights planning initiatives that 
have been developed for the region by various international development teams in 
collaboration with or commissioned by government. While foreign planning expertise has 
functioned to support technical and personnel capacity in local government, implementation 
has been of a different order of magnitude given difficulties of policy enactment and an unclear 
division of labor in administrative and budgetary oversight. This chapter explores urban 
governance and the logic of rule in Siem Reap through the political and spatial formations that 
constitute the city, specifically the public dimension of urban governance. 
 
Three authorities presently have roles and responsibilities in land management, urban planning 
and construction in Siem Reap. They are the provincial department of the Ministry of Land 
Management, Urban Planning and Construction (MLMUPC); APSARA’s department of urban 
heritage; and the district. What makes Siem Reap a peculiar case is that while provincial 
authorities administrate the rest of Cambodia, Angkor’s World Heritage listing has required the 
creation of a public authority, APSARA, in charge of the management of the region. Secondly, 
the district of Siem Reap has recently been selected to lead countrywide decentralization 
efforts making it necessary that it too be competent in land management, urban planning and 
construction.  
 
These overlapping mandates have created administrative and bureaucratic gray zones. In 
particular the roles and responsibilities of APSARA, as defined in legislation, are vast if not 
unwieldy. Its institutional mandate is to supervise the conservation and the development of the 
whole Siem Reap-Angkor region. In contrast, its actual role in urban planning and construction 
seems to be limited. Also as a matter of priority, APSARA’s resources have been historically 
tied to emergency-level monument conservation. It is only in the past few years, when 
Angkor’s monuments ceased to be under imminent threat that questions of sustainable 
development, even if formally on the agenda since the early stages of development of Siem 
Reap-Angkor, have been posed in relation to the whole province.  
 
While the primary authority in urban planning is the provincial government, its human and 
financial resources and the basis of its regulatory capacities are somewhat untenable. 
Regulations on construction are not grounded in a larger set of strategic guidelines, which 
again highlights the difficulties produced in the absence of a promulgated master or land use 
plan. The district also can, now legally, evaluate building construction in the city. Accordingly, 
each level of government is responsible for evaluating building permits by law and if not by 
law, through de facto practice. However the issue appears to be one of scale. The national 
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MLMUPC is responsible for buildings with floor surface areas above 3,000 square meters; the 
provincial authority, less than 3,000m2; and the district, for buildings less than 500m2. 
APSARA’s department of urban heritage also receives building permit applications for projects 
exceeding 3,000m2 legally under the discretion of the national ministry. Its task is to provide 
recommendations on such projects, though its opinions are non-binding. If construction is one 
gray zone, urban development is another. Urban planning efforts and projects in Siem Reap-
Angkor, which began in the 1990s with the assistance of international agencies, can be 
grouped into these cohorts: 
 

1) The Zoning Environmental Master Plan (1995) that followed the listing of Angkor 
was favored among various plans proposed. This plan led to the promulgation of a sub-
decree establishing five zones of protection though the sub-decree zones differ from 
those set out in ZEMP. 
 
2) The urban development plans by French groups ARTE-BCEOM, Détente, Score and 
GIE Villes Nouvelles (1990s) which, in the face of future tourism and urban 
development, proposed a comprehensive strategy for city and regional management 
that included the Hotel City zone. From these proposals, only the Hotel City was 
adopted in a sub-decree that established a land reserve devoted exclusively to tourism 
facilities in the northeast of town. The Hotel City has yet to take form though APSARA 
is in the process of consolidating land parcels for its development. 
 
3) Attempts to create an urban regulatory framework as proposed by the French team 
Groupe 8 in collaboration with APSARA. The regulatory provisions first introduced in 
the ARTE-BCEOM land use plan were readapted to the changed conditions of the city. 
While several draft sub-decrees on urban regulation were submitted by APSARA, none 
were promulgated by the Royal Government.  
 
4) The most recent generation of plans includes the study master plan by the Japanese 
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) undertaken between 2004 and 2006. This 
period also saw a district-level land use plan developed as part of the Asia Urbs project. 
Both plans are awaiting approval. Meanwhile, a committee has been formed to 
implement the master plan, presided over by JICA’s urban management advisor. The 
committee includes the province and involves APSARA and Siem Reap district.  

 
The tourism economy, the focus of Chapter III, Siem Reap: The Urban Economy in the Face of 
Tourism, is central to the city’s built environment and physical infrastructure as evident in the 
development of transport and facilities. The tourism sector requires proper grounding in the 
political economy and general development indicators on employment and poverty segue into 
issues of urbanization and economic growth. Tourism to the area is also regional and inter-
Asian in nature with definitive spatial forms and practices.  
 
In grounding tourism in the political economy of the city and country, this chapter examines 
the contradictory position of tourism as an instrument of heritage preservation and urban 
development. Such a position is not contradictory per se when examining the political 
economy of Siem Reap from the vantage point of sustainability defined as the balance between 
tourism, urban and rural development, and archaeological protection. Heritage conservation as 
a means of socio-economic development locates tourism squarely at the center of this 
approach. Tourism is thus the interface between development and cultural conservation, 
representing a convergence that is conflicting and paradoxical however when it comes to 
questions of regulation and governance. Indeed the importance of the tourism economy to 
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national development is evident in its phenomenal growth from one million tourist arrivals in 
2000 to 2 million in 2007. 
 
Tourism has two basic requirements in order to function: transport and hosting infrastructure 
(i.e. hotels and restaurants). The development of modes of transport directly linked to the 
tourism sector, namely the development of the international airport and the future port project 
on Tonle Sap Lake, have been central to the growth of the industry. In 2004, 70.1% of 
international travelers arrived by air. The chapter examines tourist facilities by area as emerging 
urban architectural forms that play an important role in the transformation and expansion of 
Siem Reap. 
 
While a diversified tourism strategy had been part of the national development agenda since 
the 1990s, tourism development has evolved slower than expected due to the time-intensive 
nature of infrastructure development. Cambodian tourism thus is centralized in Siem-Reap 
Angkor. Tourism continues to be foundational to Cambodia’s national development policy and 
is one of the four pillars of economic growth along with garments, agriculture, and 
construction. However “regulatory uncertainty” has been identified as a top constraint to future 
tourism growth due to the multiple and overlapping mandates of various government agencies 
involved in the sector.  
 
Urban management for a city of Siem Reap’s size is not complicated per se, but its 
circumstances are exceptional for it hosts millions of international tourists per year. With 
demographic and urbanization pressures expected to increase in the years to come, 
infrastructure capacity and facility standards have become prominent concerns since the late 
1990s. 
 
Water, specifically, has been a mounting concern prominent in various urban plans and has 
been part of the agenda of high-level meetings for these reasons: 1) water extraction from the 
tables beneath the town’s surface can lead to ground subsidence; 2) ground subsidence is a 
threat to the structural integrity of the nearby temples; and 3) the topography of the city (mostly 
flatlands) exacerbates the hydrological pressures of seasonal flooding and strains the town’s 
drainage networks.  
 
The closing chapter of the 2008 PRCUD Briefing Document, Urban Infrastructure and 
Environmental Management (Chapter V) examines networked infrastructure of the city. The 
strengths that define the city – its accessibility by air, land, and water; its paramount location at 
the mouth of Angkor; and its unique position as a magnet for policy support from various 
government and non-profit bodies – also point to the fragility and complexity of balancing 
infrastructure demands with tourist, residential and geographic needs. To that end, this chapter 
touches upon the infrastructure question by addressing water production, waste management, 
sewerage and drainage, as well as public water and roads in relation to the social and natural 
geographies of Siem Reap.  
 
The role of infrastructure in capitalist accumulation continues to be crucial to the service 
economy and thus in the context of Cambodia has been identified as the basis of social 
reproduction of tourism. Accordingly Cambodia is more representative of global trends in 
infrastructure, its provision defined by the logic of privatization and its subsequent 
segmentation by class and geography. The major cities in the country have witnessed rapid 
increases in the volume of solid and liquid waste, and wastewater management is an urgent 
problem. For one, many areas of Cambodia’s cities, including Phnom Penh, are still without 
adequate waste collection. There are no special dumpsites or other treatment facilities for toxic 
and hazardous waste and only a few hospitals have on-site incinerators. Toxic and hazardous 
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waste is burned at open dumpsites along with solid waste; a public health hazard that could 
leach toxins like dioxin, a serious environmental pollutant, into soil and water. In addition, the 
introduction of export duties on recyclable materials, usually sold to neighboring countries, has 
eroded profitability of the market in recyclable waste resulting in an increase of solid waste 
that is improperly disposed. Limited water resources in Siem Reap District represent a major 
constraint to the development of the area compounded by tourism demands that in the future 
will likely outstrip supply. The current water supply system utilizes groundwater from eight 
deep wells with a daily capacity of 8,000m3.  
 
Domestic sewage, commercial waste, agricultural run-off, and untreated solid waste pollute 
surface and groundwater in the country. Increasing concentrations of coliform bacteria, a 
presence in water that indicates fecal contamination, represent a serious health risk especially 
during the dry season between April and July. Sedimentation from land clearing, from both 
commercial development and subsistence farming, also contribute to the overall decrease in 
water quality. Siem Reap River and Tonle Sap are contaminated with effluents as both are the 
final discharge points for the drainage system. The volume loads of these water bodies dilute 
pollutants that become less harmful to human and animal life. However water quality also 
varies by season and by flood level and high volumes of feces, urine and gray water are 
released daily in inland and ground water bodies in the country. Problems with sewerage 
systems in Cambodian cities include ill-functioning pipes due to poor maintenance and 
construction. Many are clogged by improperly dumped garbage and infrequent removal of silt 
contributing to an overall breakdown of the system that increase the risks of flooding during 
the rainy season. Wastewater that is collected by the city sewer system discharges into canals 
that can overflow in the low-lying areas surrounding them. And the drainage system, which is 
designed for storm water, acts as a de facto system for sewage, producing a mixture of sewage 
and floodwater during heavy rains. 
 
The conditions of some roads in the city are quite poor with some areas in effect isolated 
during the rainy season. Many unpaved roads in the peri-urban area of Siem Reap are made of 
laterite, a reddish clay-like material that is hard when dry and slippery when wet, or macadam, 
broken stone used in compact layers for road surfacing. Poor road conditions are also 
associated to drainage problems in the city. Subsidiary roads, generally narrow and in inferior 
condition, force traffic onto arterials creating bottlenecks at the French Bridge (the intersection 
of the river and National Road 6) and at the intersection of National Road 6 and Sivatha 
Boulevard. Future road network planning will be based on traffic loads on NR6, which is the 
access point for those flying into the city or those driving in from Phnom Penh. However 
National Road 6 is also the only major east-west arterial causing lop-sided development. This 
corridor hosts a high concentration of hotels along its edges while also the location of the city’s 
largest market, Psar Leu. There are no road regulations or guidelines for residential areas 
forcing property owners to build private roads to meet growing needs.  
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