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CHAPTER II 
THE INSTITUTIONAL GEOGRAPHY OF SIEM REAP: ISSUES IN GOVERNANCE AND PLANNING 

 
INTRODUCTION  
The aim of this chapter is two-fold: one, to situate and chronicle the changes in the institutional 
geography of land management and urban planning in Siem Reap. The second is to highlight 
planning initiatives that have been developed for the region by various international 
development teams in collaboration with or commissioned by government authorities given the 
local deficits in technical and personnel capacity. While foreign planning expertise has indeed 
filled such gaps, implementation has been of a different order of magnitude. Difficulties of 
policy enactment asides are complications involving the division of labor in administrative 
oversight and budgeting along with the history of power relations and the development of 
bureaucracy in the country. 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. The focus of this chapter, accordingly, is the 
institutional geography of Siem Reap. Private governance also plays a crucial role in the city 
and in Cambodia, whether adaptive patron-client relations, family-based capitalist networks, or 
regional investors with dealings in agriculture development and land, which is touched upon 
briefly in the latter part of the chapter. 
 

               
 

FIGURE 1 (l): Siem Reap Province; FIGURE 2 (r): Siem Reap District (Source: JICA 2006). 
 

PART I:  
BUILDING A FRAMEWORK FOR URBAN DEVELOPMENT 

The transitional period, which saw a tentative end to civil conflict and the beginnings of a 
multi-party liberal democratic state, began only in the 1990s. The current constitution had been 
signed in 1993 though later amended following the collapse of the coalition government in 
1997. A preliminary outline on land management can be found in the 1994 Law on Land 
Management, Urban Planning and Construction, which stipulated that a land use master plan 
be established for each capital city, province and municipality to comply with the development 
master plan to be drawn up prior to it (Preah Reach Kram/04NS94/10Aug94, Articles 5, 6, 8). In 
practice, no such plans were drafted (JICA 2006c). Recent governance reform in different ways 
picks up where the 1994 law left off with the aim to strengthen local administration over land 
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planning. But more recent reform measures are under the Ministry of Interior rather than 
MLMUPC.  
 
The 1999 Sub-decree on the Organization and Function of the Ministry of Land Management, 
Urban Planning and Construction (MLMUPC) delineates the ministry’s responsibilities after 
related ministries were merged into one unit. The provisions of this sub-decree appear to be 
similar to the 1994 law, giving the ministry the authority to prepare and implement land use 
and development plans throughout the country. The sub-decree is explicit on the 
organizational composition of the national ministry (Article 4.1) and less so on its local 
divisions. What is specified is that each province or municipality is to have an office of land 
management, urban planning, construction, and cadastre; and each district a bureau of land 
management, urban planning, and land titles. Together they are in charge of implementing and 
coordinating activities of the Ministry (Anukret/62NKR.BK/20Jul99, Articles 4, 31). 
 
Complicating efforts to establish a coherent local administration is the peculiar situation of 
Siem Reap-Angkor, specific to Angkor’s World Heritage listing. One of the key conditions of 
inscription on the UNESCO list had been the creation of a public authority with strong linkages 
to related ministries and the international community. The latter is overseen by the International 
Coordinating Committee for Safeguarding and Development of the Historic Site of Angkor 
(ICC). At present, ICC has shifted from its focus on monumental heritage conservation and has 
more recently adopted a two-prong strategy based on socio-economic development and 
cultural conservation. Tourism represents the convergence of these two arenas of development 
and conservation, though in conflicting and paradoxical ways (see Winter 2003). ICC was 
established during the 1993 Tokyo conference, its membership comprised of country 
representatives responsible for funding or overseeing projects in the Angkor region. The 
ambassadors of France and Japan chair ICC, and UNESCO is the standing secretariat. The 
committee meets in Siem Reap or Phnom Penh for its annual plenary meeting and meets twice 
a year to hold technical sessions. All projects in Siem Reap-Angkor are, in theory, to be 
discussed and approved by the ICC. Its reports document the evolution of projects in the area 
and the international cooperation involved in this management. APSARA (Authority for the 
Protection and Management of Angkor and the Region of Angkor) was established by Royal 
Decree in 1995 responsible for conservation and regional development in Siem Reap-Angkor.  
 
Further adding to the issue of contingency and flexibility of administration in Siem Reap is the 
absence of a technically or constitutionally defined area that is equivalent to the city or town1 
though each province has its respective capital. In other words, there is no official urban land 
use classification system in the country. In Siem Reap, the urbanized area best corresponds to 
the metropolitan district (DED 2007c, JICA 2006c). Yet urbanization is also currently taking 
place along the east-west corridor of National Road 6 which is beyond the district’s borders 
while in contrast, the southern quarter of the town has historically been rural. Another 
component of this interlay as noted above have been reforms designed to give municipal 
districts and provinces greater fiscal autonomy and decision-making authority; an issue 
addressed in sections that follow.  
 
This institutional configuration has in ways re-centralized urban planning in Siem Reap and 
fragmented it in others. Executive authority over the built environment has typically been 

                                                
1 In Government Decision number 47 (2003) “Decision on the Structure and the Administration of Srok 
Battambang and Srok Siem Reap,” srok is translated as district though it can also mean city in Khmer. It also 
means nation-state or country. Whether this adds to the overall confusion of administrative responsibility asides, 
the English translation of the decision defines “srok” as district while keeping the Khmer term in the title. Studies 
by JICA (2006), Asia Urbs (2008) define the urban in terms of land use to include that which is urbanized with that 
which is urbanizing. The unboundedness of the term signals the same for claims to the city (see Simone n.d.).  
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centralized and thus planning is determined by scale - larger projects are financed by national 
ministries and smaller ones by provincial governments. This is rooted in 1) the current financing 
and budgetary system of the central government and 2) the absence of a regulatory framework 
for local administration though one is currently taking shape (JICA 2006c). Arguably, the 
institutional geography of Siem Reap-Angkor constitutes an interlay of governance structures or 
multiple overlapping vectors of government in ways peculiar to the region for no other region 
has an authority like APSARA.2 Adler et al. (2008) call this “pervasive legal pluralism” a 
defining feature of institutional arrangements and administrative practices in the country or the 
“numerous, contradictory, and competing sets of rules and norms regulate social, economic 
and political relationships” particularly in relation to land regulation. Regulation creates 
overlapping jurisdictions as some laws are vetted, while others are in the process of being 
created or amended by subsequent legislative measures; all which are selectively applied 
according to prevailing social norms and administrative practices. The tourism sector too has 
been defined by a level of “regulatory uncertainty” also given the overlapping regimes of 
governance of that sector (in MPDF 2008 citing FIAS 2007). Others have explained this 
institutional geography as a complex bureaucratic web organized, at least officially, around a 
desired structure of predictability and rigidity and a system of checks and balances with major 
projects requiring multiple signatures and approvals from the international community, 
APSARA, the provincial authority or the central government located in Phnom Penh (e.g. 
Winter 2007). 
 
PROVINCIAL GOVERNANCE: OUTLINES OF ADMINISTRATIVE FORM 
The 1993 constitution of Cambodia established provinces and municipalities under the 
jurisdiction of the Ministry of Interior (Chapter XI, Article 126). Provincial governors are 
appointed by the Council of Ministers. There is one governor and nine deputy governors in 
Siem Reap Province. Provinces are divided into districts (srok) and further divided into 
communes (khans). Municipalities are divided into khans (quarters, districts), and khans into 
sangkats (wards). Siem Reap province is divided into twelve districts (Ministry of Commerce 
National and Provincial Resources Bank). Siem Reap District is made up of four urban and six 
rural communes that total 76 villages (phum) (ARTE-BCEOM 1995).  
 
Provincial administrations are two-tiered units that are conjoined together or 1) provincial 
departments and 2) provincial divisions of central ministries. This administrative structure in its 
present form was established in 1994. Administration at the provincial level is constituted along 
both center-periphery or vertical lines, and horizontal lines between authorities. The vertical 
system is made up of provisional divisions of line ministries that execute services based on 
policies of each ministry. Horizontal lines between authorities represent coordination efforts 
that have been characterized as piecemeal or incongruous. Departments and ministries in 
charge of urban issues are the provincial divisions of the Ministry of Land Management, Urban 
Planning and Construction (MLMUPC), the Ministry of Public Works and Transport (MPWT) 
and provincial departments headed by the governor and vice-governors.  
 
Among the responsibilities of the province are: managing commercial and construction licenses 
and permits; vehicle registration and land registration. Among the district’s responsibilities are: 
managing registrations of vehicles and livestock. Communes are responsible for social order, 
service provision, and assisting socio-economic development and welfare. Responsibilities of 
the province, district, and communes are outlined in a 1994 sub-decree of the Ministry of 
Interior. 
 
                                                
2 The exception is the Authorité Nationale pour Préah Vihéar or the National Authority for the Protection and 
Development of the Sacred Site of the Preah Vihear Temple created earlier this year with the inscription of the 
temple on the UNESCO World Heritage List (www.preahvihearauthority.org). 
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Roles of the province were amended in March 2005 with the increase from five (5) to nine (9) 
deputy governors. The governor of the province is responsible for leading joint efforts in the 
province while also heading general administration and public order. The governor is also 
responsible for rural and urban development along with the first deputy governor. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 3: Organizational Structure of Provincial Government of Siem Reap (Source: JICA 2006c: III-11-
2).  
 
In addition to urban and rural development, the first deputy governor is responsible for land 
management, planning and construction, coordination with APSARA, as well as trade and 
investments. Responsibilities over public works, transportation, water resources, electricity and 
energy, and the environment are distributed unevenly among the remaining eight deputy 
governors with considerable duplication and gaps. Moreover, the organizational structure of 
the province (FIGURE 3) does not correspond to the work of each governor, while the duties and 
responsibilities of each team office have yet to be fully stipulated. Despite the scope of its 
responsibilities, the province does not have its own discretionary budget and thus cannot 
control or manage urban development projects that take place within it (JICA 2006c). 
 
There are twelve (12) districts in the province with district councils under the provincial 
government. Siem Reap District is headed by one district chief and three deputy chiefs (per 
Article 3 of Government Decision No. 47). District hall is comprised of these offices: general 
administration, offices of social affairs and welfare, finance and property, and communes. With 
Government Decision 47, the offices of planning and investment, tourism and cultural 
development became part of the district administration.  
 
THE DISTRICT AND DECENTRALIZATION REFORM 
Decentralization and de-concentration reform has been part of the governance agenda since at 
least 1996 organized around the principles of participatory and local planning. Reform has 
been aimed at distributing needed services from below, i.e. from the commune, district and 



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor 

II-18 

provincial levels. Some key moments include: 1) the promulgation of the so-called Organic 
Law which is part of the 1993 constitution; its aim to facilitate knowledge and technology 
transfers from the national to the sub-national level through the establishment of district-level 
administrative councils; 2) the National Committee for Management of the Decentralization 
and De-concentration Reforms (NCDD)3 established in 2001 under the Council of Ministers 
and executed by the Ministry of Interior; 3) the Administration Reform and Decentralization 
Project (ARDP) which began in 2002; its mission to support the promulgation of the Organic 
Law; and 4) the Strategic Framework for Decentralization and Deconcentration Reforms 
approved in June 2005 which affirmed the political commitment of the Royal Government to 
the principles of democratic participation and accountability to Cambodian citizens through 
durable local institutional forms. This was preceded by the Socio-Economic Improvement for 
Local Area (Seila), a program that began in 1996 covering five provinces among them Siem 
Reap and Battambang. Seila was a donor-sponsored project that sought to model local 
governance towards development and public service delivery. Its original focus was, however, 
local development for poverty reduction. While progress has been made, further steps in 
capacity development are still needed (World Bank 2007, JICA 2006c). Overall, 
decentralization will likely rescale governance practices by giving local levels of government 
larger discretion over future tax revenues. 
 
As noted above, the aim of decentralization is to build the capacities of provincial and district 
governments particularly in the fields of land and natural resources management. Emphasis is 
on local participation. An initial project was undertaken with Siem Reap and Battambang 
chosen as pilot districts following Government Decision 47 (2003) which identified new 
governance systems for each district. Each district would be responsible for the administration 
of public services along with coordination of land-use planning and construction, and the 
implementation of an urban master plan. Both districts have been deemed “experimental 
centers” modeling good governance and mobilizing existing resources for local common 
interest. In open-ended fashion, Article 4 of the decision sets out the District’s role that allows 
for varying degrees of flexibility:  
 

In implementing the pilot project, the two Districts shall be delegated with such 
power as to direct, and/or to coordinate, and/or to promote, and/or to supervise 
the formulation of master plan, land use planning, and all constructions as 
approved, to build, repair and maintain roads, to control traffic circulation, to 
register vehicles, to issue licenses and permits to commercial and service 
companies and to small and medium handicrafts, to handle educational, social, 
cultural and health care affairs, to conduct civil registration or certify all 
documents and all photocopied papers. 
 

It is this decentralization reform that framed the Asia Urbs land use projects (2001-2003 and 
2004-2007) in the same two pilot sites. The culmination of these decentralization efforts are the 
land-use plans for Siem Reap and Battambang Districts. Technical assistance was provided by 
the German Service for Development (DED). With an emphasis on local knowledge and 
participation, each district formed a planning team to facilitate information and technology 
sharing. These plans were finalized last year in 2007 and forwarded to the NCDD for approval. 
According to the Decision, moreover, pilot districts have been vested with a new authority in 
regulating construction activities. Building permits for projects less than 500m2 – previously the 
jurisdiction of the province – now must be approved by the district.  
 
                                                
3 The Ministry of Interior recently announced that it has budgeted USD$82 million to NCDD for the 2009 fiscal 
year with a third of the budget ($26 million) from Cambodia’s national budget and remaining funds from 
Cambodia’s development partners (Phnom Penh Post, 11 September 2008).  
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APSARA AUTHORITY  
The provincial government is not alone in its authority over town planning and construction in 
the region. Indeed, one of the conditions of Angkor’s inscription as a World Heritage site was 
the formation of an executive authority with institutional oversight over site management and 
conservation efforts. Cambodia had only at that point in time emerged from entrenched 
political conflict that had fractured its institutions and infrastructure. Political conditions 
thereby necessitated an authority that was autonomous while also inter-ministerial, part of the 
government while also accountable to stakeholders beyond the state. The authority would be in 
charge of the protection and development of Siem Reap-Angkor area. In 1995, APSARA was 
formed. All departments fall under the leadership of the Director General of the authority. The 
authority however faced some initial snags.  
 
In contrast to the scope of its work, APSARA was initially constrained by budgetary and funding 
shortfalls. Its budget was directly apportioned by the government and supplemented by 
international grants, in-kind aid, and revenues from ticket sales. The original ticketing system – 
which grants visitor passes to Angkor Park – was not fully functional or streamlined leading to 
profit losses during the first years the park was re-opened to tourists. Fiscally, APSARA was 
underleveraged unable to provide collateral to guarantee loan repayment (see ICC plenary 
reports 1996-1998). Because human resources were also being slowly assembled, the 1990s 
was a period focused on establishing technical working units and educating its staff.4 To 
improve the internal organization of the authority, a second decree was promulgated in 1999 
(NS/RKT/0199/18) granting APSARA a percentage of sales receipts after ticketing was sub-
contracted out to a private vendor, the oil company Sokimex.  
 
APSARA was also established to coordinate and lead the management over and development of 
the zoned areas (ZEMP – see chapter on heritage) of Siem Reap-Angkor, in collaboration with 
other government agencies, including ministries and their provincial offices, i.e. departments of 
environment; tourism; and land management, urban planning and construction. Within 
APSARA, the department in charge of urban planning5 would conceive and implement tourist 
infrastructure and urban projects in the area in tandem with the provincial authorities. Yet, the 
division of labor and chains of authority were not clearly established by decree 
(NS/RKT/0295/12). For example, ICEA (2004c) identified difficulties created by overlapping 
mandates of the various government bodies involved in development and planning. The aim of 
the ICEA project was to assist APSARA in its performance, which it had characterized “modest” 
and “embryonic,” particularly on issues related to urban planning and construction. The project 
accordingly had three major aims: 1) to reorganize the internal structure and functions of 
APSARA; 2) elaborate principle administrative processes; and 3) improve its documentation 
center or library holdings. Originally, APSARA was composed of a land management 
department, a bureau of urban affairs, and a financial office per the 1995 sub-decree that 
established the authority. Since then, at least five main administrative reforms6 have 
restructured APSARA with the most recent reform promulgated this year in 2008 aimed at 
defining the responsibilities of each department while minimizing bureaucratic loads more 
generally. An outline of the current organizational structure is noted in BOX 1. The restructuring 
of the authority reflects the shift in focus on sustainable development in conservation work 
following the second UNESCO Intergovernmental World Heritage Conference in November 

                                                
4 Interviews with APSARA director of Department of Urban Planning and Development of the Siem Reap Region, 
Tep Vattho (April 2008) and Deputy Director General, Department of Monuments and Archaeology, Ros Borath 
(July 2008).   
5 Originally the Agency for Urban Development, it was later renamed the Department for the Urbanization and 
Development in Siem Reap-Angkor Region and, with the last APSARA reform of 2008, it is now the Department 
of Urban Heritage Promotion. 
6 Interview with the Deputy Director General, Department of Monuments and Archaeology, Ros Borath (July 
2008).  
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2003 which identified this decade as a critical period of development of Siem Reap-Angkor (in 
Fletcher et al. 2007).  
 
Per this decree, the department of urban heritage is formally responsible for pursuing a balance 
between urban development and urban conservation. While this responsibility has been part of 
the management agenda since APSARA’s formation, no legislative measures had formalized it 
until now and indeed primacy was placed on conservation efforts. That is, the city is seen as 
contiguous and contingent to sustainability rather that a threat to it.  
 
According to the ICC, this period is appropriate for engagement with urban development as it 
follows focalization on archaeological issues (see ICC 2006, 2007). Along these lines, 
collaboration with provincial authorities has become imperative in urban planning, including 
oversight in land use and construction processes. In addition, APSARA plays an advisory role to 
the provincial governor, including identifying prospective areas for public infrastructure, 
tourism promotion and urban heritage management. It appears that this recent reform has 
specific implications in the domain of urban development, redefining the role of APASARA as 
an intermediary for the province and not the final arbiter in land management and construction.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
APSARA however maintains and reserves its full authority over the combined zones of 
Protected Archaeological Reserves (Zone 2) and Monumental Sites (Zone 1) that define the 
boundaries of the Angkor World Heritage Site based on the legislative document 02-BB (28 
June 2004). APSARA also has full oversight over the unimaginatively named “Tourist and 
Cultural City.” According to the 1999 sub-decree which restructured it, APSARA has exclusive 
power over construction and building in the “the whole Angkor site” (Article 6). This provision 
may have actually circumscribed ASPARA’s authority, now officially delimited to zones 1 and 
2. Which authority then is responsible for construction in town? Does establishing APSARA’s 
sole authority over zones 1 and 2 automatically cede control of town construction to the 
province? The legislation produces gray zones on this point, mirroring the overlapping 
mandates and authorities that govern these bodies.  
 
In terms of land management issues for those zones beyond the heritage site, the province has 
in past practice forwarded applications for building permits to APSARA if the proposed site 
exceeds 3,000m2. In such cases, applicants are also required to apply for approval from the 
Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction. Both parties may also review 
applications for building permits in Zone 3, particularly if the application has potential impacts 
on existing urban areas, according to the sub-decree proposed titled, “On the definition, 

BOX 1 
APSARA’S MAIN DEPARTMENTS  

• Monument conservation inside Angkor Park 

• Tourism development of Angkor 

• Land and housing in Angkor Park 

• Rural and community development 

• Water management 

• Management of cultural landscapes and environment  

• Public order and cooperation 

• Cultural development, museums and heritage 

• Urban heritage of Siem Reap 

• Monuments conservation outside Angkor Park 

Per 2008 Decree 
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organization, construction and development of the zone of Siem Reap Angkor” (23 July 2004). 
But this is a de facto process not officially established or formalized by regulation.7 APSARA 
makes recommendations to the Ministry of Land Management on the merits of architectural 
projects proposed by investors and owners, though none of these recommendations are 
binding. The provincial government reserves its right to refuse such recommendations. APSARA 
also engages in small-scale urban projects that it submits to the provincial authority for 
approval.  
 
CONCLUSION 
Three authorities presently have roles and responsibilities in land management, urban planning 
and construction in Siem Reap. They are the provincial department of Land Management, 
Urban Planning and Construction; 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 in 
charge of the management of the region. Secondly, the district’s selection in leading 
decentralization necessitates 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. Another perspective is that APSARA is located at various points of a longer 
chain of authority given that it must seek approval from the provincial administration which 
legally has final say in planning and construction permits. Indeed, the responsibilities of the 
APSARA Department of Urban Heritage Promotion is as collaborator and advisor, and not that 
of a promoter, in planning. 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 are still limited. And the basis of its regulatory capacities is flimsy. 
Regulations on construction are not grounded in a larger set of strategic guidelines, namely a 
promulgated master or land use plan. Currently, the only tools at the provincial government’s 
disposal in controlling construction can be found in the sub-decree for building permits or Sub-
decree 86 (1997). The district also can, now legally, evaluate building permits. 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 again is a matter of scale. The national 
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 promotion also receives building permit applications 
for projects exceeding 3,000m2 that are 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. The following section highlights 
urban planning efforts and projects in Siem Reap-Angkor; a process that began in the 1990s 
with the assistance of international consultants and aid, and in collaboration with one or all 
three of these authorities.  

                                                
7 Interview with APSARA Department of Urban Planning and Development of the Siem Reap Region team 
(August 2008).  
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PART II 
PLANNING OF SIEM REAP-ANGKOR: AN INTERNATIONAL AFFAIR 

With the re-opening of Cambodia and Angkor’s inscription, tourism development and heritage 
promotion have raised the issue of sustainable conservation, management and development of 
the whole region. Several international teams have designed planning projects over the past 
fifteen years (1991 to 2006) at the behest of either national or local authorities. This section 
outlines these projects in relation to the changing urban context of Siem Reap.  
   
ON THE EVE OF THE ANGKOR LISTING: A FIRST GENERATION OF PLANS (1991-1994) 
With the onset of political stability, the management and development of Siem Reap-Angkor 
became relevant particularly with Angkor’s listing and the tourism development that would be 
expected to follow. In 1991 the Director General of APSARA at the time and renowned 
architect, Vann Molyvann, produced a “Master Plan for the Management of Siem Reap-Angkor” 
in collaboration with ARTE-BCEOM, a French agency (ICC 1993). It was never implemented. A 
year later ARTE-BCEOM proposed “Etude préalable à la définition d’un schéma directeur 
d’aménagement de la region de Siem Reap et des sites d’Angkor”8 backed by UNESCO (ARTE-
BCEOM 1995c). The main concept of the plan was to establish multiple poles – a cultural pole 
to serve as point between the archaeological site and the town’s tourist and urban poles 
containing facilities, housing and commercial services. The plan suggested that the town 
develop eastwards following a quadrangular north/south and east/west “weft” that would 
resemble the spatial orientation of Angkorian cities. This study also did not progress beyond its 
initial phases. 
 
The need for a master plan for the Siem Reap-Angkor region had been identified during one of 
the early ICC meetings. The Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) proposed to 
undertake a comprehensive study focused on the cultural tourism sector, forecasted at that time 
to reach one million visitors a year (ICC 1994). The original plan for Siem Reap-Angkor was 
based on a twenty-year timeline with adequate phasing to include a suitable institutional 
framework and administrative design with measures for safeguarding cultural heritage. There 
was also a scaling component that would use Siem Reap to equilibrate tourism in the entire 
country. The national counterpart selected at that time was the Ministry of Public Works. This 
plan, too, never materialized.9  
 
Strategic zoning and phasing were also integral mechanisms in other tourism and economic 
development plans, namely the Zoning and Environmental Management Plan (ZEMP) launched 
in 1992. ZEMP was a comprehensive planning study that located the Angkor World Heritage 
Site in its larger context while providing Cambodian authorities a set of guidelines for zoning 
and managing the Angkor region. ZEMP was funded by the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) and the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) and executed by 
UNESCO on behalf of the Ministry of Culture. With an interdisciplinary team of twenty-five 
Cambodian and international experts, the plan included components on relevant fields 
including archaeological heritage, natural resources, human settlements, and the political and 
social economy. The plan also had defined geographical zones for the purposes of protecting 
important archaeological sites, historic areas, cultural landscapes while identifying the whole 
province as made up of multiple vectors of the social and political economy. An underlying 
principle of zoning was to protect the most vulnerable areas by buffering them with support 
zones. Zones would be made up of sub-zones, allowing subsets to be effectively managed as 
units. More broadly however, zoning was seen as a tool to achieve resource compatibility. 
Emphasis was place on defining the five protected areas and the establishment of an 
                                                
8 In English, “A preliminary study on a master plan for the Siem Reap region and Angkor sites” (authors’ 
translations).  
9 Interview with JICA Phnom Penh (August 2008).  
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institutional and regulatory framework. ZEMP was designed to provide Cambodian authorities 
with a plan and a set of guidelines towards heritage conservation and tourism development (in 
Wager 1995a, 1995b). 
 
Seeing the need for an urban framing of development, the Khmer architect Ros Borath along 
with Aline Hetreau-Pottier, a French architect, collaborated on a report (1993) that focused on 
the town and which mapped urban development over the preceding twenty years. The report 
made recommendations for the existing town and measures for its protection. Among their 
recommendations were 1) to guide growth in the southern reaches of Siem Reap and 2) to 
create a bypass road in the north of Angkor and in the south of the urban area to create a “ring” 
that would facilitate transportation in the region. This would fix the boundaries of urban 
development inside the Khmer Rouge-era defense dike located in the south of Siem Reap town, 
create a cultural pole in the north and promote urbanization in the south of the town. In 
contrast to the earlier ARTE-BCEOM project, which proposed that tourist facilities be located on 
the town’s periphery, Ros and Hetreau-Pottier proposed the build up of existing areas within 
the town to extend outwards from the historic core. Each area of the town would have an urban 
function – eastern Siem Reap for housing and western Siem Reap for tourist facilities.  
 
PLANNING FOR THE TOWN AND FOR TOURISM  
In 1995, a joint urban development plan and tourism study was undertaken per the request of 
the Cambodian government. ARTE-BCEOM oversaw the Plan d’Urbanisme de Référence et 
Projets prioritaires while the Mission d’étude tourisme Angkor Siem Reap10 was conducted by 
three agencies – Détente International, a tourism and leisure consultancy; Score, a specialist in 
hotels and tourism; and GIE des Villes Nouvelles, a consulting group in urban management.  
 
One of the main objectives of the report was, like its predecessors, to develop a coherent tourist 
growth pole, combining conservation demands and economic development needs. It focused 
on quality tourism or the creation of an “international and cohesive tourist resort” to control 
visitor loads and distribute benefits of tourist spending (see chapter on tourism). The study 
included a strategy on developing tourist-related infrastructure, namely a plan for a special 
zone of investment (following the 1994 Law on Investments) or what would become a city 
within the city aptly dubbed the “Hotel City.”  
 
The Hotel City would be, according to this project, developed in the northeastern corner of 
town in anticipation of a new access gate to Angkor that was scheduled to open there, located 
at the intersection of two major roads. The area would host a visitor center, shuttle service and 
parking. This plan also recommended that the western district of Siem Reap be maintained for 
agriculture while the town develop eastwards. Priorities identified included reforesting areas of 
the archaeological park, creating a road parallel to National Road 6 to guide tourist-based 
infrastructure development, and mapping a water network for future growth in the southeast 
area of the town. The project coordinators recognized the need to establish a legal framework 
on land issues – on property expropriations and land transactions – as the basis of a land 
management strategy. This would also serve as the institutional means for APSARA to leverage 
land assets through required legislation. The project was organized around two phases of 
implementation with target years 2005 and 2010. The first phase would be devoted to 
necessary infrastructure development in a three square kilometer urban core, demarcating 
urban zones in both the city center and along NR6, beginning with the construction of the 
Hotel City. 
 

                                                
10 In English, “Urban reference plan and priority projects” and “Project study on tourism in Siem Reap-Angkor”  
(authors’ translations). 
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FIGURE 4: Urban plan with 2010 target (Source: ARTE 1995). 
 

 
 

FIGURE 5: Proposal for Hotel City Project (Source: ARTE 1995). 
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Some general planning measures were given for the 2010 target. The project study outlined 
urban protection zones which were later codified in Royal Decree. The 50-meter strip along the 
length of the river was to be zoned for protection while construction activities within 500 
meters of the river would be regulated. Adopted in a 1992 Royal decree, it was repealed in 
1999 (in JICA 2006). The study suggested that the 500-meter perimeter of National Road 6 be 
zoned as well (see chapter on infrastructure). 
 
The Hotel City was designed to host up-market hotels of more than 200 to 250 rooms. Hotels 
with less than 60 rooms would be located in the town. The first phase of the plan for the Hotel 
City was scheduled to be completed within a two-year time frame to correspond to two hotels. 
The following five-year phase would correspond to the completion of five hotels. The 
implementing agency for this project would be APSARA who would be responsible for 
attracting investment. A list of building regulations was also proposed that stressed low-rise 
architecture properly landscaped in harmony with the water networks. The built environment 
would reflect while reinterpret the spatial form of Angkorian cities associated with integrative 
hydraulic and agricultural systems. While the project, as it appears now, has run into 
conceivable delays (including land acquisition and consolidation, and financing issues) its 
principle ideas have survived in subsequent planning studies. While the Hotel City has yet to 
materialize, it was legally established through sub-decree (79/ANKR/PK, 13 October 1995) and 
preserved conceptually at least for future growth. 
 
In 1999 with funding from AFD, the French agency Groupe 8 assisted APSARA in formulating 
regulations and guidelines for urban construction. In Assistance pour l’établissement de 
documents d’urbanisme réglementaire de Siem Reap Angkor11 the urban development 
components originally in the ARTE-BCEOM proposal had been adopted and recalibrated here 
according to the change in conditions since the writing of the former including an onset of 
hotel construction. The Kantha Bopha Hospital also opened it doors during that period, built on 
land conceived in the ARTE-BCEOM plan as part of the road that would link the Hotel City and 
the airport. The northwest area of Siem Reap, Phum Thmey (or New Village), considered for 
reforestation was in the process of urbanizing.  
 
In less than four years, the urban plan by ARTE-BCEOM had become outdated if not impossible 
to implement due to actual existing urbanization of the town. For example, ARTE-BCEOM 
prescribed a hotel enclave – to house large hotels in one area – that was re-adapted in the 
Groupe 8 plan as hotel corridors along Commaille Road and Charles de Gaulle Avenue. Hotel 
construction had already begun and not within Hotel City, which was still in its planning 
phase.  
 
EFFORTS IN URBAN REGULATION (1999-2002)  
Groupe 8 also delineated regulations corresponding to each zone in terms of land occupancy, 
road networks and parking, minimum surfaces areas, construction processes, and landscaping. 
These urban regulations were formalized first in a Land Use and Construction Plan (PUSC or 
Plan d'Utilisation des Sols et de la Construction) contained detailed building regulations 
including zoning, height and colors. It was ratified in national Sub-decree number 35 in 2000. 
The sub-decree, “Land Use and Construction of Siem Reap” would give APSARA the authority 
to regulate construction according to the land-use categories set out in PUSC. These 
regulations, however, were considered too onerous and stringent and the decree was repealed 
the following September. The PUSC was re-drafted on these points: 1) the elimination of the 
stipulation on building clearance guidelines for hotels as the 1999 version required 30m 
setbacks from National Road 6 and 300m between hotels; 2) the requirement that developers 

                                                
11 In English, “Assistance to establish urban regulatory code in Siem Reap-Angkor” (authors’ translations). 
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protect the existing drainage system (JICA 2006). The sub-decree approved on September 23, 
2002 and repealed the next day (in KOSAN, IGIP, BURGEAP, 2007). It was revised again in 
July 2004 and is still awaiting ratification. 
 
 

     
 
FIGURE 6: Hotel construction in Siem Reap began during the 1990s. One of the first hotels built along 
Commaille Road; FIGURE 7: Along Charles de Gaulles Avenue, parallel to Commaille Road and the main 
access road to the temples (in Groupe 8 1999, Photos by Adele Esposito 2008).  
 
The pending sub-decree has in the meantime been informally adopted by APSARA as a set of 
guidelines in land-use planning, particularly in evaluating building permits. In the plan, Siem 
Reap is divided into several zones by land use with lot boundaries and distance from main 
roads defined. The zones are: the Cultural and Tourist City of Angkor covering 1,007 hectares 
(approximately 2,488 acres)12 or Zone A; Zone B, a buffer zone on both sides of NR6, 
each 250-meter wide; the zoned areas within 500 meters of the banks of the Siem Reap River 
designated as Zone C; the protected area of Angkor Park is Zone D; future urban areas make up 
Zone E; environmental and agricultural zones are Zone N, and Angkor Park itself is Zone Z. 
There are general provisions that cover all zones namely issues like road networks and parking. 
 
A NEW GENERATION OF PLANS FOR SIEM REAP:  
MASTER PLAN STUDY BY JICA (2006) AND LAND USE PLAN BY DED-ASIA URBS (2007) 
Between 2004 and 2006, the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) oversaw the 
Study on Integrated Master Plan for Sustainable Development of Siem Reap / Angkor Town 
completed and delivered to the Cambodian government in March 2006. The government 
partners of the JICA study were Siem Reap Province and APSARA Authority.  
 
The study notes that urbanization is the highest in the northeast parts of the city adjacent to the 
built of core of the city. The western span of National Road 6, which leads to Siem Reap 
Airport, is also a high-density area with a mix of new hotels, roadside shops, and residential 
units with regulation on building setbacks to guarantee future width of road of 50m. Land use, 
i.e. coverage and floor-to-height ratios and height restrictions, is an important mechanism to 
regulate urban growth. JICA characterizes regulation as “good” though it notes that construction 
takes place without consideration of existing neighborhoods or building stock necessitating the 
provision of comprehensive construction law and its implementation (in JICA 2006c).  
 
To its advantage, the district boasts a number of key qualities relative to its counterparts in the 
rest of the country. Siem Reap is the host of the World Heritage site of Angkor and as a 
consequence, the region has received policy support from the national government and 
technical assistance in regional and urban development. The province is also readily accessible 
                                                
12 Interview with APSARA Department of Urban Development (July 2008). 
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via air, water and land (in JICA 2006a). It’s naturally compact as most of the city is contained in 
a two-kilometer radius, conducive to sustainability efforts in energy and transport efficiency 
(JICA 2006c). Siem Reap District is 292.8km2 in area (the province is 10,298.9 km2) with an 
estimated population of 126,600 persons. Accordingly the population density of the district is 
432.5 persons per square kilometer in contrast to the province of 74.1; the province total 
841,000 (2004 figures in JICA 2006c). 
 
The JICA study is organized around what it identifies as the major issues facing Siem Reap: 1) 
Siem Reap’s overdependence on mass tourism, 2) the lack of trickle-down benefits from the 
tourism industry, 3) the absence of urban amenities, 4) sustainable future growth, 5) insufficient 
urban infrastructure particular in terms of water and sanitation, and 6) limited local capacity to 
manage development. The plan established a strategic vision for Siem Reap with plans that 
correspond to each of the six issues identified above. 
  
The objectives proposed correspond to these issues. They are: 1) up-market tourism 
development, 2) localizing the economic benefits of the tourism industry through agricultural 
development and product design, 3) environmental sustainability, 4) environmental-friendly 
projects and eco-tourism promotion, 5) a stronger local administration and 6) public-private 
partnerships. Priority projects were also defined according to their level of importance and 
urgency. 
  
The objective of urban development is to create a suitable urban environment for tourists and 
residents alike and to enhance the city’s endowed compactness for efficiency in both growth 
and the economy. It identifies the Old Market area as an important heritage district and notes 
that infrastructure must be properly upgraded and public areas transformed into urban parks. 
Emphasis is on wide-reaching beautification of the town, its densification and the provision of 
infrastructure, as well as cleanliness and comfort for both tourists and citizens. 
 
Implementation of the master plan presupposes governance reform or the proposed Organic 
Law. The study master plan accordingly proposes a prospective reorganization of the province 
to enhance its urban management capacity through proper budgetary allocation and financing, 
including the formation of the Development Committee for Siem Reap that will evaluate 
projects and coordinate ministries, donors and investors operating in Siem Reap. The master 
plan was developed by two Japanese consultancies, Nippon Koei and Kokusai Kogyo. A JICA 
urban management advisor has been assisting Siem Reap Province since May 2008 to 
implement the master plan. Indeed JICA’s work in its present form is a preliminary study that 
requires official adoption by local authorities. That is, a sub-decree should ratify the plan into 
law as the first step towards implementation. 
 
The Asia Urbs land use plan (LUP), led by DED (German Development Service) and funded by 
the Konrad Adenauer Foundation (KAF), organized a technical team composed of 
representatives of various local authorities with the plan focused on the district (which excludes 
zones 1 and 2 and the floodplains of the Tonle Sap). The objective of the project was to 
produce not only a planning document but to strengthen the team’s capacity in urban planning. 
With population growth of over 60% expected in the next fifteen years, attention is on the 
balance between tourism and town development along with private investments, conservation 
and environmental issues (Asia Urbs 2008).  
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FIGURE 8: Zoning as defined by the Plan d’Utilisation du Sol et de la Construction or Plan for Land Use 
and Construction, 1999.  
 

 
 

FIGURE 9: Zoning in the legal decree proposed by APSARA No. 35 (2002, revised in 2004). 



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor 

II-29 

 
 

FIGURE 10: Draft Land Use Plan by JICA 2006. 
 
The main principle of the land use plan is to promote sustainable development and to make 
Siem Reap “a town of water, a green town of culture and education, town of tourism” by 
encouraging longer visitor stays and by providing sufficient infrastructure. The LUP defines land 
use categories and related building regulations though a proposed zoning plan for the entire 
district. Each zone is defined by function and supported by quantitative indicators including 
indices for site occupancy, floor space, building heights, setbacks and parking standards. 
Measures for road development include shifting axial or linear roads to a more “reticular” 
pattern of ring roads. The plan includes developing a corridor linking the town to Tonle Sap 
Lake for recreation and leisure purposes. 
 
Three basic land use categories are adopted in the plan: urban, suburban and rural.13 
According to the plan, suburban areas, characterized by low-density settlements or traditional 
Khmer homes on large plots of land, are not viable for future development given their 
infrastructure demands. Present suburban areas thus must become denser to fall within the 
compact city model, the ideal type of urbanization promoted in the plan. 
 
In October 2007, the land use plan by Asia Urbs was approved by the District Council. The 
plan was forwarded to NCDD, which is under the Ministry of Interior. The plan has yet to be 
forwarded to the Ministry of Land Management which is responsible for its final approval.14 

                                                
13 The three categories employed in capturing land use type – urban, suburban and rural – are defined on the 
basis of the density of buildings and population. However, these categories appear to be ill suited for Siem Reap. 
The characteristic forms of the town indeed make it difficult to typify an urban area from a village or rural area. 
The exceptions are the historic colonial districts comprised of shophouses that are definitively compact and 
organized around grid roads. Urban form historically has been tied and proximal to rural form. Large green 
parcels of land, the historic hydraulic system, and traditional houses on wooden stilts continue to coexist with 
urban types, such as commercial shophouses along the main roads.   
14 The plan has to follow the procedure described in the law on Land Management, Urban Planning and 
Construction of 1994. Interview with Ruth Gruber of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation (August 2008).  
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Despite a capacity building component in the Asia Urbs plan, it does not specify measures that 
would allow for greater district autonomy in planning. 
 
To note, the JICA study master plan contains a draft land use plan as well. While both the plans 
by Asia Urbs and JICA employ the same land use classification system, each proposes different 
regulations given that collaboration between the two teams only took place at the tail end of 
the JICA project. Thus another objective of the JICA task committee is to find a compromise 
between the two LUPs. Iterations of similarly oriented urban plans and various attempts to 
codify construction highlight a common difficulty faced by each proposed plan – that of 
implementation. Different conceptualizations of the town in these plans and the actual 
development of Siem Reap propelled forward by tourism pressures are future avenues of 
research and policy dialog. 
 

    
FIGURES 11 and 12: Artistic renditions of possible beautification projects in the town center. The image on 
the left is of a shopping corridor, now the Angkor Night Market. The image on the right is of an urban 
park  (in JICA 2006c: III-1-40).  
 
THE HOTEL CITY REVISITED 
The Hotel City was first proposed by ARTE-BCEOM in the Plan d’Urbanisme de Référence and 
legally ratified in 1995 (Sub-decree 79/ANKR/PK). At present all that exists of this hotel enclave 
are roads. The original intention of the Hotel City was to regulate tourism investments and 
encourage sustainable development. The principle of such an enclave was that hotels located 
in designated areas along with investments in supportive services would not compete with local 
needs. Construction guidelines that emphasized vernacular styles would encourage low density 
and low-rise development. Using local materials and craft labor would accordingly benefit the 
local economy. While the Hotel City was a strategy to regulate territory and by extension 
development practices, the ZEMP proposed regulation of investment and administrative 
practice through a Tourism Development Corporation. The TDC would encourage responsible 
development in Siem Reap including planning and implementing needed infrastructure as well 
as attracting high quality developers (Wager 1995b). The tourism board too never fully 
materialized.
 
A 560 ha (increased later to 1,007 ha) plot of land was zoned for the construction of up-market 
hotels with its location in Zone 2 (JICA 20006c). APSARA would be responsible for land 
acquisitions or expropriations along with attracting investments to the area, including surveying 
the zone. In 1999 APSARA, with the support of Groupe 8, proposed a new layout for the Hotel 
City given financing and implementation difficulties of the ARTE-BCEOM plan. The modified 
Hotel City plan contained simpler design models to give prospective investors greater freedom 
of choice. The Hotel City was later re-branded the Tourist and Cultural City based on the 
momentum generated during the December 2000 World Tourism Organization conference in 
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Siem Reap as its emphasis was on high quality cultural tourism in alignment with ICC and 
APSARA’s objectives to make Angkor an up-market destination (Winter 2007). Indeed, the first 
generation of hotels built in Siem Reap contributed to a more integrative urban project with not 
just hotels but entertainment, recreational and sports facilities.  
 
APSARA proposed a sub-decree following the Groupe 8 project that was last revised in July 
2004. In it are indications for a Tourist City that requires a regional environmental and 
landscape master plan to guide project development. In absence of such a plan, each building 
proposal slated for this area must be individually evaluated by ASPARA. The plan allows for 
hotels ranked two stars and above (despite the absence of a certified hotel ranking system, JICA 
2006), leisure centers and sports facilities in the Tourist City.  
 
Basic infrastructure, i.e. water and electricity, has yet to be built in the area which has 
discourage prospective investments like high-end hotels that demand the provision of adequate 
utilities. AFD, in the long term, may provide drainage for the area. In 2001, AFD funded the 
construction of two roads designed to structure future expansion – a north-south road with its 
terminus a new entrance to Angkor Park and an east-west bound road leading to the airport. 
The latter never fully materialized as the Kantha Bopha Hospital was built in the middle of the 
proposed road. Yet the hospital was on land that was part a state concession granted in 1997.  
 
In 2004, ICEA (Ingénieurs Conseil et Economistes Associés) in collaboration with APSARA 
undertook a “Project of urban development of Siem Reap-Angkor.” The project was aimed at 
providing institutional and technical support for the district and for APSARA. In particular its 
goals were to oversee the drainage system in the east part of the town and to complete a 
comprehensive master plan for water management in Siem Reap. The project included a 
proposal for commercial development of the Tourist and Cultural City namely public projects 
including a textile museum, a new headquarters for APSARA, and a visitors’ center that would 
constitute the core of this area. ICEA also proposed launching an international competition to 
determine and select a developer to oversee the operation. Private management of the area was 
seen as preferable to management by the likes of APSARA given the associated financial risks 
that would be difficult for a public institution to absorb. The developer would be allowed to 
manage the area according to market conditions and not state preference. In order to 
implement this strategy, ICEA proposed that a team of experts assist APSARA in launching an 
international competition. 
 

       
 
FIGURE 13 (l): Intersection of the north-south and east-west roads built in 2001 for the Cultural and Tourist 
City; FIGURE 14 (r): Cultural and Tourist City now, northeast sector (Photos by Adele Esposito 2008).  
 
APSARA has had difficulties financing the necessary payouts for expropriated land. And the 
general laws on land transactions, in particular on expropriation and compensation, have been 
insufficient. The time needed to identify landowners and to undertake negotiations to acquire 
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private land has taken longer than originally planned. Currently, APSARA has secured 470 ha 
of the 1,007 ha. Though it owns all of these hectares by law, the actual acquisition of the land 
has been more complex. While the authority is legally in charge of attracting and dealing with 
prospective investors, investors may also deal directly with the Royal Government and the 
Council on the Development of Cambodia (CDC) normally in charge of large-scale 
investments.15 For example, a proposal for a private investment project by a large hotelier has 
been under review by APSARA though this process has been pending for the past two years 
though the review process under the CDC is 45 days (see BOX 2). 
 
CONCLUSION 
This chapter outlined various iterations of plans for the region that could be grouped into these 
cohorts: 
 

1) The Zoning Environmental Master Plan that followed the listing of Angkor was 
favored among the 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 which, in the face of future tourism and urban development, 
proposed a comprehensive strategy for city and regional management that included a 
zoned Hotel City. From these proposals, only the Hotel City was adopted in a sub-
decree that established a land reserve in the northeast of town. The Hotel City has yet to 
take form though APSARA is in the process of consolidating land parcels. 
 
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 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.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
15 Interview with APSARA Department of Urban Development (July 2008). 



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor 

II-34 

BOX 2 
INSIGHTS ON INVESTMENTS IN LAND AND DEVELOPMENT 

 
INVESTMENTS 
An emerging economy, Cambodia is a frontier market sheltered from the ongoing 
global credit crisis crippling the U.S. and more profitable than the diminishing returns of 
developed markets. China, South Korea, and Malaysia have poured investments 
totaling $2.6 billion in 2006 from $340 million in 2004 according to the IMF. Advantages 
of investing in the economy are numerous: most industries (excluding land) can be 
100% foreign owned with generous incentives including nine-year tax breaks. Moreover, 
repatriation restrictions and price controls do not exist. The dollarized economy allows 
for unrestricted capital movement with the absence of foreign exchange controls.  

Dollarization, a legacy of the destruction of financial and economic institutions during 
the 1970s and the arrival of UNTAC in the 1990s, lowers the risk of devaluation of the 
local currency, the riel, which is a boon to investors (Economics Today, 17 December 
2007). Despite these advantages, there are drawbacks including legal frameworks (i.e. 
lack of some key commercial laws), unpredictable legal implementation and 
enforcement, the high cost of operational and sunk costs, and a lack of investment 
financing though the stock exchange is expected to open in 2009 (in DFDL 2007). Per 
the 1994 Law on Investment, the Council for the Development of Cambodia (CDC) 
chaired by Prime Minister Hun Sen and other high-ranking officials is responsible for the 
evaluation and approval of all projects related to rehabilitation, development and 
investments. Investment applications submitted to the CDC are reviewed with a 45-day 
turnaround.  

LAND AND DEVELOPMENT 
Land is the most productive asset and means of accumulated wealth in the country 
with roughly 70 to 80% held in the form of land (Sik 2000, Pel et al. 2008). According to 
the classification system set out in the 2001 Land Law, there are three types of land:  

1) State public property: any property of natural origin (i.e. forests and bodies of 
water), property developed for general use (i.e. quays, railways, airports), 
property for public use (e.g. roads, public parks), natural reserves, and 
archaeological and cultural-historical patrimony (2001 Land Law, Chapter 2, 
Article 15). 

2) State private property: property that may be subject to sale, exchange, 
distribution, or transfer of rights as determined by law. It includes property that 
can be leased or contracted. Starting from the date of the law, encroachment 
of private land is forbidden. However, vacant state private land may be 
distributed to persons demonstrating need of land for social purposes as set out 
in sub-decree (Chapter 2, Article 17). 

3) Private land 

Land is fundamental to development. However state law is not the exclusive reference 
point around which claims to land rights occur. According to a report by the Justice for 
the Poor of the World Bank (2008), land regulation has been “most successful when it 
attempts largely to formalize, rather than radically transform, existing social norms and 
power relations.” And contrary to common perception, tenure in Cambodia is 
generally more secure than assumed. While few households possess formal title, claims 
of general tenure insecurity are hard to substantiate. Insecurity of tenure has less to do 
with land per se but the vulnerability of population in question who occupy land 
contested by the state whether informal urban settlements, forests or floodplains. 
Statistically, less than 2% of plots of land have been subject to conflict and while 49.3% 
of land plots are reported to have an official certificate of ownership, over three-
quarters of plots are used as collateral in loans (Adler et al. 2008 citing 2004 Cambodian 
Socio-economic Survey).  
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