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CHAPTER III 
SIEM REAP: THE URBAN ECONOMY IN THE FACE OF TOURISM 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Prior to its World Heritage listing, Angkor had been a travel destination for select groups in the 
centuries preceding it whether French scientists, Spanish missionaries, or Japanese travelers. 
While the tourism industry developed after independence from the 1950s to 1970s, as it had 
during the protectorate period, the vestiges of the political-economic turmoil that followed 
fundamentally wiped out society and economy with effects still tangible today. As the Angkor 
listing dovetailed with the reopening of the country to the global public, expectations that had 
been riding high on tourism development have been tempered by the stark realities of a city 
more characteristically a small town. The economy, and with it the tourism sector, however 
have been undergoing a revival. 
 
The development that had followed Angkor’s inscription onto the World Heritage list can be 
periodized in two phases with the first phase between 1992 and 1999 development under the 
conditions of crisis. These years saw the construction of the first group of hotels and 
guesthouses accompanied by initial efforts to improve roads and transport. The objective during 
this period was to literally accommodate an increase in the number of tourists through the 
provision of basics, i.e. lodging and transport. The second phase of development, which began 
in 2000, was defined by policy that continued to focus on absolute growth in tourist arrivals 
though later articulations of tourism strategies have aimed at ways to lengthen the stays of 
tourists coming to Siem Reap. Risks of a tourism-based economy were made evident from the 
political and economic disruptions and uncertainty that swept throughout the country following 
the coup in 1997 and the regional fiscal malaise from the bailouts occurring throughout 
Southeast and East Asia. Emerging measures in Cambodia have demonstrated the need to create 
a stronger tourism sector through diversification and to offer creative quality products and 
services competitive enough to spread economic benefits among the local economy and 
population.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Because of the primacy placed on the protection of Angkor, with all development in that zone 
unequivocally banned, Siem Reap has naturally become the hosting site or base camp for 
tourist-related services and goods. The position of Siem Reap vis-à-vis Angkor, reflected in 

BOX 1 
HISTORIC SNAPSHOT 

A 1995 PROPOSAL TO MANAGE TOURISM  
 

A 1995 tourism management study by French-based Détente, Score and GIE Villes 
Nouvelles, with the urban plan by ARTE-BCEOM, contained provisions for development for 
Siem Reap and a zoned Hotel City. The study looked at the tourism economy including: 
tourist arrivals and activities, and existing infrastructure and services in the town and in 
Angkor Archaeological Park. 

As a result, the study proposed the creation of a “tourist pole” in Siem Reap organized 
around the temples’ parvis, transport and walking circuits, and basic facilities. The report 
also included forecasts on the economic benefits from such a growth pole. The study 
made recommendations on improving access to Siem Reap and managing an 
anticipated influx of hotel construction by suggesting launching a special zone or the 
Hotel City.  

The region’s future development prospects were outlined in comparison to other heritage 
destinations including Borobudur in Indonesia; Ayuthaya, Sukkhotai and Chiang Mai in 
Thailand; the archaeological triangle of Anuradhapura, Plonnaruwa, and Kandi in Sri 
Lanka; and the Taj Mahal in India. Zoning issues are addressed in the Institutional 
Geography chapter of this report.  
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stakeholder meetings and evident in construction efforts, falls within the order of functionalism 
with the town as the place where visitors sleep and eat. This functionalism however does not 
ever appear to have been the intention of urban planners who sought a comparable level of 
protection for the town and its heritage as well as for the local practices of daily life from the 
intrusions of tourism-driven urban development (see institutional geography chapter and BOX 

1). But there have been shifts in discourse and policy evidencing that Siem Reap is being re-
conceived not as a functionalist hosting place at the doorsteps of Angkor but as an urban place 
in and for itself and a tourist place. This discursive and perceptual shift has had the support of 
international institutions, government authorities and urban planners. 
 
In also 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. Sustainability here is defined as 
the balance between tourism, urban and rural development, and archaeological protection 
(Wager 1995a, 1995b). 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 particularly when it comes to the question of regulation and governance. 
Nevertheless, tourism in Siem Reap is foundational to the economy on various fronts whether 
as a primary source of foreign currency or Angkor’s status as a global and national icon. 
 
The institutional geography of the region, the subject of an earlier chapter, is comprised of two 
regimes of regulation: the strict regulatory apparatus that administrates the Angkor complex and 
the flexible and ad hoc urbanization of Siem Reap. These two regimes together produce gray 
zones of governance. That chapter points to the structural and historical basis of this division. 
Tourism too is seen as divisive whether a threat to heritage conservation (i.e. UNESCO 1993 
and 1996 cited in Winter 2007) to be contained, a needed instrument for growth, or best 
demonstrated in the historic “tug-of-war” relationship between conservationists and tourism 
promoters (Miura 2004). To that end, this chapter addresses the following issues: 1) the place of 
tourism in Cambodia’s national development policy since the 1990s; 2) tourism in the urban 
and regional economy; 3) the development of Siem Reap as a tourist place in terms of facilities 
and infrastructure; and 4) tourist practices and habits based on surveys conducted among travel 
agencies and tour operators. 
 
SIEM REAP AND THE POLITICAL ECONOMY 
Siem Reap, the capital of the province of Siem Reap, is one of the largest regional cities in 
Cambodia. The population of Siem Reap District is estimated at 139,556 (2004) and projected 
to reach 210,643 by 2020 at a per annum growth rate of 2.5 to 2.7%. The urban population is 
smaller, constituting roughly half of the district. In 2004, this population was 68,583 (all figures 
in JICA 2006c). The province however is the third poorest in the country in terms of human 
development based on such indicators as poverty, malnutrition, and access to clean water 
(World Bank 2007, UNDP 2007, see chapter on infrastructure) in FIGURE 1.  
 
UNDP explicitly notes that “what is surprising is that Siem Reap does not appear at the top of 
any of the HD [human development] indicators; the spin-off effects of tourism do not appear to 
have benefited the local populace (UNDP 2007: 39). A caveat to such an observation is the 
unit of analysis in the UNDP report is the province. Thus while the urban-rural divide is stark 
between Siem Reap town and Siem Reap Province, this is a widespread phenomena not 
isolated to the region or country alone. Moreover, it is difficult to discuss regional versus urban 
socio-economic constraints and capacities given the scarcity of data though this issue may be 
alleviated with the release of the 2008 census by the National Institute of Statistics. The tourism 
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economy is incredibly cyclical with high season from November to March and low season from 
April to October, creating significant variation in a given year. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 1: Human poverty index in select Asian countries (in UNDP 2007). 
 
Nevertheless, there are some general economic trends worth noting here. Development 
organizations have argued that economic growth, driven mainly by garments and tourism, is 
urban centered with limited linkages to the rural economy where 80 to 90% of the population 
is based (e.g. ADB 2008). The national poverty rate hovers around 34.7% of the population 
(ADB 2008) with Cambodia’s global ranking in human development 129 among the 177 
countries considered (in UNDP 2007). However Cambodia’s economic growth has averaged 
roughly 9% for the past ten years (ADB 2008) with the 2008 GDP growth rate estimated at 7% 
(Economic Institute of Cambodia website) in FIGURE 2 and 3. Indeed, a country’s political 
economy cannot be reduced to a single figure (Kabeer 1994). 
 
Some general observations also can be made about agricultural productivity of the province 
which is a dominant economic sector in the region. Agricultural soil is poor, which constrains 
rice production and other cash crops. There is potential productivity in agricultural sub-sectors 
such as poultry, eggs and mushroom farming. Though while not constrained by soil concerns, 
these sub-sectors do not have needed investment support (excluding support from AFD, in JICA 
2006c). And while Tonle Sap is a crucial source and site of agriculture, transportation and 
inland fish production, comprising nearly 10% of the country’s fish output at 34 thousand tons, 
inland fish is not for export or tourist consumption. Local agriculture is thus not linked to the 
tourism industry as quality, types and volume of products needed cannot meet its demands 
(JICA 2006c, World Bank 2003, Ministry of Environment 1998).  
 
Comprehensive employment figures will not be available until the later half of the year as noted 
above. Based on 1998 census data however, employment in the province has been primarily 
dependent on agriculture and fisheries though the distribution of non-agricultural employment 
has been concentrated in Siem Reap District (in JICA 2006c). Industry data indicates that as of 
September 2004, there were 4,680 employed in tourism with over three quarters of workers in 
the hotel sector coming from the province (Siem Reap Office of Tourism and ILO 2004 cited in 
JICA 2006c). Accounting for indirect multiplier effects, an estimated 55,000 are employed in 
the sector (JICA 2006c). Thus the rural-urban continuum is less likely forged through sectoral 
linkages and more through personal remittance and economic circuits. Nationally, tourism 
employs 225,000 representing 3% of total employment in 2005 (in WSP 2008).  
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FIGURE 2: Incidence of poverty by geographic region between 2003-2004 (in UNDP 2007). 
 

 
 

FIGURE 3: GDP rates over a decade (in UNDP 2007). 
 
LOCATING TOURISM IN DEVELOPMENT POLICY 
With the end of the Vietnamese occupation and the country’s official shift from a state to 
market economy, tourism was seen as a major vehicle in the country’s reconstruction efforts 
particularly given the sector’s favorable high rates of return. Accordingly tourism was an 
identified priority in the first Cambodian Socio-economic Development Plan (1996-2000). Siem 
Reap-Angkor was a centerpiece of this strategy and the engine to kick-start tourism 
development throughout the country. But the National Tourism Board at the Ministry of 
Tourism has not promoted Angkor alone. It has four target categories that include: 1) cultural 
tourism in Siem Reap and Preah Vihear, 2) the capital of Phnom Penh, 3) the K-4 beaches Kep, 
Kampot, Kampong Som (also known as Sihanoukville), and Koh Kong, and 4) eco-tourism in 
the northeast of the country.1 While a diversified tourism strategy had been part of the national 
development agenda beginning in the 1990s, tourism development has evolved slower than 
expected due to the time-intensive nature of infrastructure development which in part explains 
why Cambodian tourism continues to be 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 (MPDF 
2008). However the joint International Finance Corporation-World Bank Foreign Investment 
Advisory Service (FIAS) has identified “regulatory uncertainty” as a top constraint to future 
tourism growth due to the “unclear delineation of responsibilities among government agencies 
                                                
1 Interview with Ministry of Tourism (August 2008). 



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor 
 

III-39 

that has led to the tourism sector being governed by multiple, and sometimes conflicting, 
prakas [decisions] and sub-decrees of different ministries and agencies” (in MPDF 2008). Thus 
the draft Law on Tourism (see BOX 2) was submitted earlier this year to establish greater clarity 
in governance and administration of the sector. Nevertheless, the country hosted one million 
tourist arrivals in 2000 and reached the 2 million mark in 2007. 
 
Historically, this economic development policy has required that Cambodia re-establish itself to 
the global public as a politically and economically stable environment conducive to investors 
and international visitors alike after decades of conflict. Given the state of disrepair of existing 
infrastructure from years of neglect and instability, private investments were badly needed. The 
same was true of the road and utility networks, which originally had been under the purview of 
the government but required development in collaboration with the private and international 
aid sectors. Thus both public and private interventions have been required to establish the 
necessary basis for future growth. A measure of stability returned with the national elections 
and Cambodia’s entry into ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) in 1999 (in Ministry 
of Tourism 2003) that had been momentarily subverted by various political and economic 
crises. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is in this context that a new group of investments came into fruition starting in 2000 in the 
form of hotels, restaurants and service providers many of which concentrated in Siem Reap. 
Cambodia’s public image, as the home of Angkor, became actively mobilized and promoted by 
the Ministry of Tourism in international circuits, trade expos and media outlets.2 With this came 
a widening network of tourism operators who have been instrumental in packaging tours to the 
region. Transport during this period went through a number of upgrades with significant 
improvements in air and road travel. Despite original plans to establish a balance between 
public and private development, most upgrades in infrastructure have come from the private 
and multilateral aid sectors. The main objective of future development is to promote more 
equitable and government-financed development.  

                                                
2 Interview with Ministry of Tourism (August 2008). 

BOX 2 
ESTABLISHING A LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK FOR TOURISM 

 
The Ministry of Tourism recently submitted a draft Law on Tourism to the Council of 
Ministers for approval. The law has two objectives: to promote economic growth and 
meet private sector demands for a more transparent and predictable legal framework to 
minimize business risk and encourage greater investment.  
 
Following MPDF (2008), the most salient issues to the development of the sector include:  

1. Consultation between the government and the private sector on legal and 
regulatory issues, e.g. a Cambodia Tourism Marketing Promotion Board; set criteria 
for issuing tourism licenses and quality assurance standards.  

2. Establishing quality assurance systems, including accreditation standards for 
classifying hotels and tourist services to allow the industry to regulate itself. 

3. Defining the role of the Ministry in the development of industry and business 
associations, and its role in dispute resolution. 

 
Based on this draft law, MPDF recommends that the Ministry refrain from regulating 
quality through licensing mechanisms. The Ministry should instead regulate the sector for 
public health and sanitation while ceding quality control to market mechanisms. That is, 
there is concern that government regulation of quality will likely increase the cost of 
doing business in the guise of informal charges. MPDF also recommends that the Ministry 
take no formal role in the internal operation of business associations, which may give the 
appearance of improper influence and undermine the independence of such 
associations.  
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TOURISM IN CAMBODIA AND SIEM REAP-ANGKOR  
Despite the challenges facing the tourism market globally, the number of international tourism 
arrivals worldwide exceeded 800 million in 2005 or twice as many as in 1990 according to 
UNESCAP (2007). Over this period the number of tourists to the Asia Pacific region had also 
doubled from 85 million in 1990 to 198 million in 2005. The Asia Pacific region represents 
25% of the world’s tourism market with China the largest recipient of international tourists in 
the region with 45 million visitors in 2005 (in FIGURE 4) and the fourth in the world after 
France, Spain and the U.S. However those countries with the greatest numbers of tourists are 
not necessarily those experiencing the most growth (in FIGURES 5 and 6).  
 
It is Cambodia that has experienced the highest growth in the Asia Pacific region with a 
minimum per annum rate of 20% between 1995 and 2005 (UNESCAP 2007).3 Tourism receipts 
in 2007 amounted nationally to $1.4 billion in 2007 from $1.05 billion in 2006 (Ministry of 
Tourism 2008). In 2007, tourism receipts accounted for 16% of GDP from 6.3% in 2000 
(MPDF 2008). Roughly half of all receipts are from visitors to Siem Reap or $240 million in 
2006. While the country’s tourism sector has seen consistent growth since 1993, there have 
been two notable economic downturns: 1) the years between 1997-1998 due to the political 
coup and the fiscal crises affecting the region as a whole as noted above; and 2) the period 
between 2000-2002 during the SARS outbreak and the beginning of the war in Iraq (in FIGURE 

7). 
 
                                
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 4 (l): International tourist arrivals.  
 

FIGURE 5 (r): Tourism receipts as percentage of GDP  
in Asia Pacific Region in 1990 and 2005 (both in  
UNESCAP 2007). 

 
 
 
 

                                                
3 In 1989 there were 20,000 tourists, 60,000 in 1991 and 90,000 in 1992 (in Wager 1995a). 
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During the years that ensued, the country rebounded economically with political stability. In 
2007, Cambodia reached a milestone with 2 million international arrivals that year. Siem Reap 
experienced a 36.4% increase between 2006-2007 from 1.7 million visitors in 2006 (cit. in 
Ministry of Tourism 2008). The region also saw an increase in domestic tourists, with 
Cambodians comprising half the number of foreign visitors in 2004 (FIGURE 8).  
 
Speaking of foreign arrivals to the country requires greater specificity as the tourism economy of 
Cambodia is definitively regional. Of the top ten arrivals by country in 2007, 7 of the 10 
country markets are in Southeast and East Asia (see BOX 3). Based on interviews with the 
marketing division of the Ministry of Tourism in Phnom Penh, the ministry began focusing on 
Asian markets in 2004 targeting South Korea, Japan and China, Hong Kong, Thailand and 
Malaysia specifically. Japan had been the ministry’s target from the onset of its operations in 
1993 and Cambodia’s top tourist market until 2004.  
 
The recent predominance of Korean tourist arrivals to the country is the culmination of older 
efforts and campaigns by the two countries. The Korean and Cambodian governments held two 
World Cultural Expositions in Kyungju in 1997 and in Siem Reap in 2006 that involved high-
level dignitaries, including the former South Korean president Roh Moo Hyun and the fashion 
designer Andre Kim. At present there is an ongoing exhibit on the treasures of Angkor, which 
began in 2005, at the Seoul History Museum. The ministry also has been active in the tourism 
fairs sponsored by the South Korean government that began in 1999 in cities including Seokjo, 
Seoul, Gwangju, Jeju, Gangneung, and Gwangju. According to those interviewed at the 
ministry, there were no Korean tourists to Cambodia prior to 1999. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
According to Winter (2007), this phenomenon of inter-Asian tourism has exploded in the past 
decade. The most obvious spatial and geographical manifestation of this phenomenon is the 
business corridor along National Road 6 with its integrated networks of travel agents, 
restaurants, souvenir shops, and hotels that target segments of this market. Chartered bus travel 
and packaged tour schedules determine the space-time dimensions of these tourists’ 
movements. Though the development along NR6 could be characterized as unregulated (one 
notable case is a hotel built over an Angkorian cannel), this is less specific to the corridor per 
se. Regulation does take place though its practices are better characterized as piecemeal and 
contingent given the absence of a promulgated planning strategy for the region (see institutional 
geography chapter).  
 
 

BOX 3 
TOP 10 MARKET ARRIVALS TO CAMBODIA IN 2007  

  
      Country  Total  % 06-07 
1. S. Korea   278,572   (+26.1%) 
2. Japan   125,170   (+0.5%) 
3. US   108,595   (+11.2%) 
4. Vietnam   102,577   (+62.7%) 
5. Taiwan   98,797   (+51.6%) 
6. China   94, 374   (+48.2%) 
7. Thailand   78,413   (+32.7%) 
8. France   68,801   (+23.3%) 
9. Malaysia   67,370   (+9.6%) 
10. UK   66,975   (+15.6%) 

 
(Source: Ministry of Tourism 2008) 
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DEVELOPING SIEM REAP AS A TOURIST TOWN 
Tourism has two basic requirements in order to function. They are transport and hosting 
infrastructure (i.e. hotels and restaurants) (MIT 2005). Access to Siem Reap was restricted in the 
early 1990s with the newness of political stability and the degradation of the roads and limited 
accommodation options. This section examines projects that deal with 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. The broader issue of roads is the subject of the 
chapter on infrastructure. Road-based transport represents only a small percentage of tourist 
travel though the road system has allowed for greater integration of the country in terms of 
communication and trade. Chartered bus travel, of course, is popular with tour groups though 
run by private operators. Available data on international tourist arrivals to Siem Reap by mode 
of transport indicates that most arrive by air (FIGURE 8). In 2004, 70.1% of international travelers 
arrived by air made possible in part to increase air traffic at Siem Reap Airport. The first half of 
this section examines tourist facilities, namely accommodations and recreation, as emerging 
urban architectural forms that play an important role in the transformation and expansion of 
Siem Reap. 
 

 

 
 
FIGURE 6: Regional figures on tourist arrivals and GDP composition, 1990 to 2005 (in UNESCAP 2007). 
 

   
 
FIGURE 7 (l): International arrivals to Cambodia from 1993 to 2007; FIGURE 8: Visitors to Siem Reap 
between 2000 to 2004 (Ministry of Tourism 2007, 2003).  
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HOSTING INFRASTRUCTURE: HOTELS AND GUESTHOUSES 
In the 1990s, the Grand Hotel was the only hotel in Siem Reap as the few accommodations 
built between the 1950s and the 1970s had been destroyed by the Khmer Rouge or were 
seriously damaged. The first set of hotels came at the heels of UNTAC, which brought in 
22,000 people over a period of 18 months between 1992 and 1993, totaling 424 rooms among 
12 hotels in 1994 (Détente, Score, GIE Villes Nouvelles 1995). Siem Reap residents at this time 
also began to open their homes to foreigners, giving birth to the first guesthouses in the area.  
 

 
 
FIGURE 8: Tourist arrivals to Siem Reap by mode of transportation from 2002 to 2004 (Source: Ministry of 
Tourism Statistical Yearbook 2002 to 2005).  
 
Hotel construction undertaken in the 1990s was primarily situated along the city’s main roads 
along the river, the National Road, Sivatha Boulevard, and Wat Bo Road. By the end of the 
decade, there were 15 hotels and 40 guesthouses. Building activity intensified beginning in 
2000 though it was the period between 2006 and 2008 that is best characterized as a boom. 
While 49 hotels opened in the five-year period between 2000 and 2005, 56 new hotels opened 
in the two-year span between 2006 and 2008 (JICA 2005). The rising cost of land and the build 
up of hotels along the city’s existing major roads prompted investors to plan for hotels behind 
the first line of roads even in areas that are remote or only accessible by laterite, or clay, roads.  
 
The number of rooms in Siem Reap in 2006 totaled 7,804 (hotels) and 2,722 (guesthouse) or a 
total of 10,526 rooms. This reflects an increase in the number of hotels given 2004 figures 
which put the number of hotels rooms at 5,691 and guesthouse rooms at 2,689 totaling 8,380 
rooms (in JICA 2006c). There appears to be a saturation of the market given that even during 
peak season, occupancy rates average 30% during the year and do not exceed 60% even 
during peak season (2006 figures in JICA 2006c). 
 

 
 

FIGURE 9: Number of rooms in 2005 (in JICA 2006c) 
 
Considering that hotels are recent additions to local building culture, their proliferation appears 
to be transforming the traditional urban shapes of the town and have contributed to the process 
of urban expansion. In Siem Reap, where modernization of the town is principally led by 
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tourism development, hotels are notable sites of architectural innovation. Some are an 
international in form referencing architectural models that are shared worldwide. Other hotels 
take on the task of incorporating local forms and models of construction and to reinterpret them 
through new spatial and architectural compositions. Hotel construction thus seems to be 
situated at the nexus of architectural innovation and filtered tradition based on different 
exigencies and functions.  
 
Hotels and guesthouses as vectors of transformation of urban form 
This section outlines representative forms in the city with the purpose of highlighting urban 
production and change in the face of tourism. These examples are by means exhaustive.  
 
The administrative district 
The progressive transfer of urban service facilities and administration to the outskirts of Siem 
Reap town has resulted in fenced in lots awaiting sale and development. The hotels in the area 
reflect low-rise construction on large lots of land that liberally draw upon colonial architectural 
form. The area however is prone to flooding and sewage backup and requires the restoration of 
the old roads and footpaths in addition to more comprehensive infrastructure upgrades.  
 

 
  

 
 

 
FIGURE 10 (l): Day Inn in the administrative district; FIGURE 11 (r): Fenced lot available for rent (Photos by 
Adele Esposito 2008). 
 
Sivatha Boulevard, eastside  
The swapping of state land in the administrative district will likely have impacts on the edge of 
Sivatha Boulevard that borders the administrative district. A major road, Sivatha Blvd. is being 
transformed with the construction of shophouses that have replaced individual homes, shops 
and public facilities.  
 

  
 
FIGURE 12 (l): A large hotel forms the center of a courtyard lined on all sides by shophouses; FIGURE 13 (r): 
Shophouses for rent on Sivatha Boulevard (Photos by Adele Esposito 2008).  
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Urban area southwest of Sivatha Boulevard and Taphul Road 
Smaller hotels and guesthouses have emerged from actual residential dwellings. The 
concentration of buildings have generated “tangled” urban forms as small pathways cut across 
private properties to access houses set back from main roads. Here, the fences are 
discontinuous and the limits between private and public uncertain.  
 
The riverfront 
The riverfront was one of the first locations of hotel construction. Some are low-rise occupying 
historical buildings renovated for tourism, or are located in bungalows surrounded by fences. 
Others, more recent, are higher and massive and tend to compromise the landscape of the 
riverbanks. 
 

       
 

FIGURES 14 and 15: Guesthouses along Taphul Road (Photos by Adele Esposito 2008). 
 

   
 

FIGURES 16 and 17: Hotels along the river (Photos by Adele Esposito 2008). 
 
Wat Bo Road  
Along Wat Bo Road and in the eastern area behind it are local homes transformed to host 
tourists. Homes of traditional form, namely wooden houses surrounded by dense vegetation, 
villas and some shophouses built in the 1960s were used to accommodate sectors of the 
tourism industry. More recently, concrete guesthouses and structures have started to shift the 
characteristic landscape along the road.  
 
Hotels as “pioneers” of urban expansion 
Recently, hotels and guesthouses have been built in areas that are not yet fully urbanized. Their 
remote location and the absence of urban facilities, as well as the unattractive suburban 
landscapes they create, raise questions of their success as investments.  
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FIGURE 18 (l): Hotel on Taphul Road; FIGURE 19 (r): Soria Moria Hotel on Wat Bo Road (Photos by Adele 
Esposito 2008). 
 

 
FIGURES 20 and 21: Guesthouse in Wat Bo area; Road in Wat Bo area with a concentration of 
guesthouses (Photos by Adele Esposito 2008). 
 
 

 
FIGURE 22: Hotel in outskirts of Siem Reap; FIGURE 23: Urbanizing area with strong presence of hotels and 
guesthouses (Photos by Adele Esposito 2008). 
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TOURIST ENTERTAINMENTS FACILITIES 
In the past several years, investments in the tourism sector have included entertainment 
facilities aimed at lengthening tourist stays. Such facilities were built according to the demands 
of the tourism market for sport, commerce, culture and leisure. Two golf courses are now 
operational – the Angkor Golf Resort in the southwest of the town and the Phokeethra Golf by 
Sofitel in the northwest. Another course close to Roluos has been proposed by a Korean 
company and is currently under review by the local authorities. Its proposal includes a hotel, 
several villas, a field for horseback riding, and restaurants and leisure facilities in an area 1.6 
million m2 in size.  
 
Other tourism facilities include the Cambodian Cultural Village (CCV) which opened in 2003 
by an overseas Cambodian. The village recreates the forms of traditional Cambodian 
settlements and includes two museums with important historic figures and events. The park 
appears to be geared toward Cambodian tourists in search of leisure activities. 
 
The Angkor Night Market opened in 2007 in recognition of tourist demand for restaurants and 
bars, shops and entertainment. The urban retail sector moreover has recently surged and 
includes the Angkor Trade Center, owned by EFG Co., Ltd. part of RM Asia Group, on the 
riverside and Lucky Mall, part of the Lucky Market Group, on Sivatha Boulevard which both 
opened in 2008. The Royal Shopping Galleries on Vithei Charles de Gaulle on route to Angkor 
Wat, developed by KC Gecin Enterprises, and The Angkor Shopping Arcade on National Road 
6 and financed by Canadia Bank are both under construction. These shopping centers target 
middle-income to affluent local shoppers and visitors (Phnom Penh Post, 21 August 2008). 
 
The Angkor National Museum also opened in 2007. Owned by a Thai company that invested 
$15 million in its construction, the museum exhibits pieces once held at the Conservation 
d’Angkor on loan from the government. As a privately owned and foreign backed institution, it 
seems to be somewhat of a misnomer to call the museum national. The building, located on a 
parcel of former state land on Charles de Gaulle Avenue, includes a shopping mall and 
restaurant.  
 

 
FIGURE 24 (l): Angkor National Museum; FIGURE 25 (r): Cambodian Cultural Village (Photos by Adele 
Esposito 2008). 
 
INSIGHTS ON TOURIST PRACTICE  
Surveys with travel agents and tour operators in Siem Reap and in Phnom Penh were used to 
get a sense of the types of products, places and practices promoted and whether tour operators 
advocate tourists to visit other parts of Siem Reap-Angkor apart from the temples. Surveys were 
used to determine the kinds of accommodations promoted and based on what sorts of criteria. 
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Finally they were asked to approximate the average length of stays in Cambodia and in Siem 
Reap. Some preliminary findings reveal certain trends.  
Tourism promoters selected capture a representative segment of the industry according to 
nationality of the owners and of the customers for whom they generally work.4 Most in the 
industry specialize in the European-North American-Australian market, or in one Asian country 
primarily Korea or Japan. The first group appears to be a homogenously construed market and 
the latter defined by practices specific to provenance. 
 
Cambodia is part of the Southeast Asia tourist circuit that include neighboring countries, Lao 
PDR, Vietnam, Thailand that are linked by regional flights on Lao Airlines, Bangkok/Siem 
Reap Airways and Vietnam Airlines. Cambodia is not generally selected as the sole 
destination but thanks to its rapid development in infrastructure, the trend of choosing 
Cambodia as a single destination is growing among both European and Asian tourists. 
Destinations in the country proposed include Siem Reap-Angkor followed by Phnom Penh, 
Sihanoukville and coastal destinations, and Kratie, Stung Treng, Rattanakiri for eco-tourism.  
 
In the Siem Reap-Angkor region, tour operators propose temples further away (e.g., Preah 
Vihear, Beng Melea, Koh Ker) and the Tonle Sap Lake with its floating villages. Also, for more 
adventurous tourists, tours to the countryside can be organized. Also, practices linked to 
voluntarism are becoming popular including visits to orphanages and local communities, where 
tourists can volunteer their time or teach English. Of course, these destinations are targeted to a 
limited group who are generally younger. The diffusion of tourism in Cambodia, as well as in 
the Siem Reap-Angkor region, has been possible since the end of the 1990s thanks to political 
stability and the improvement of tourism infrastructures in the country. Prior to this, tourists 
visited only the most famous temples, and the only tourist destinations in the country were Siem 
Reap and Phnom Penh.  
 
In Siem Reap town, visits to the pagodas (Wat Bo, Wat Thmey and Wat Athvear) are the most 
popular as is the Old Market area. The Artisans d’Angkor, which features local arts and crafts, is 
also a favorite destination among tourists. According to those surveyed, tourists perceive the 
town as a place for relaxing, shopping, and eating after a day spent at the temples. Not 
surprisingly, the town offers a range of restaurants, bars, shops and markets. Also new outcrops 
of practices include arts and cultural exhibitions, cooking lessons and horseback riding.  
 
Travel agents and tour operators work with a limited number of hotels and do not deal with 
guesthouses. They also operate according to an informal classification system based on self-
designation by the owner or evaluation from the promoter. Based on interviews with the 
marketing division of the Ministry of Tourism, tourists from countries of the North Atlantic and 
Australia generally stay longer for periods of 5 to 7 days and general travel alone. In contrast 
Asian tourists travel in groups of twenty or more and stay for shorter periods of time 
averaging five days and two countries with approximately two to three days spent in Siem 
Reap-Angkor. Most employ guides who speak their language and such tourists generally 
travel by private car or chartered bus due to perceived concerns over safety. Most package 
tour groups stay in hotels and patronize restaurants along the National Road. 
 
IMPROVING ACCESS: TRANSPORTATION DEVELOPMENT 
Siem Reap is accessible by air, road and water.  

• The airport, originally built in the 1960s, is located on National Road 6 eight kilometers 
from the town center. 

• A port on Tonle Sap Lake links Siem Reap to Phnom Penh and Battambang.  

                                                
4 Tourism operators interviewed: Siem Reap International Travel, Indochina Services Cambodia, NCI, Cambodian 
Association of Travel Agents, EHA Travels Hotels Angkor, Korea World Travel Co. Ltd and Destinations Asia.   
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• All of the country’s national roads form part of either the southern corridor of the 
Greater Mekong Sub-region (connecting Bangkok to Ho Chi Minh City via Phnom Penh) 
or the central corridor (connecting Lao PDR to Sihanoukville port) (in ADB 2007). Road 
rehabilitation began in the 1990s after years of neglect (see chapter on infrastructure).    

 
Siem Reap airport was first built during the 1960s by Chinese engineers later abandoned during 
the civil war from the 1970s and 1980s. The State Secretariat of Civil Aviation (SSCA) was 
established in 1996 under the Council of Ministers and is responsible for civil aviation policy 
and regulatory issues. It also operates smaller domestic airports in the country. SSCA used to 
oversee the management of Pochentong (Phnom Penh) and Siem Reap airports until operations 
were handed over to Société concessionnaire des aéroports (SCA) in a forty-year BOT (build, 
operate, transfer) concession.  
 
SCA began managing Siem Reap in 2000 and Pochentong in 1995, and began oversight of 
Sihanoukville airport in 2006. SCA is a joint venture of the Paris Airport Authority and a 
subsidiary of VINCI. The concession stipulates exclusive right over operation in the Siem Reap 
region and a guaranteed internal rate of return of 13.5%. With the assistance of the French 
government, SCA has injected USD$100 million into both airports with the first payoff expected 
in 2011. Projects include an ongoing upgrade of Siem Reap’s domestic terminal based on a 
forecasted inflow of 1.5 million passengers per year (in ICC 2002, JICA 2006c).  
 
Air traffic control is also under a twenty-two year concession to the Thai company Samart 
through its Cambodian subsidiary Cambodia Air Traffic Services Co. Ltd (CATS). Starting in 
2001, CATS has the excusive rights to develop and operate civil air navigation (Phnom Penh 
Post 26 July 2008). SCA currently employs 1,300 workers. This figure does not include those 
working for supportive service sectors involved with the airport.  
 
Access to Siem Reap was previously restricted as the airport was a domestic hub only with all 
international flights arriving through Pochentong. Government policy required that all travelers 
enter the country through the capital and then transfer flights to Siem Reap; part of design to 
disperse tourism and overcome the lack of facilities in Siem Reap (Wager 1995a). This policy 
changed in 1998 when the Royal Government of Cambodia established the “Open Sky Policy” 
allowing direct flights from abroad (in Pel et al. 2008). There are continuing concerns – both 
economic and structural – about international flights to Siem Reap given the vulnerability of the 
monuments in the archaeological park susceptible to vibrations from aircraft and the 
concentration of single-destination travel to the region as Siem Reap is the main pole of tourism 
to Cambodia. The Open Sky Policy was prompted by the political instability caused by the 
1997 coup that made Pochentong airport unsafe leading to the first direct flight from Bangkok 
in 1997. In order to protect international tourism to Angkor during this period, Bangkok 
Airways was authorized to fly directly to Siem Reap.  
 
In the early 1990s, UNESCO and ICC had recommended that the airport be relocated from its 
current location given the structural risks cited above. While plans were initiated to build a new 
airport further south closer to the planned Hotel City, they faced a significant hurdle when a 
$35 million loan from ADB was approved in the late 1990s for the expansion of the existing 
airport (Wager 1995a, Winter 2007).  
 
Moreover, actualizing a new airport further away from the town would take ten to fifteen years 
with studies, financing, and construction costs amounting from between $380 to 400 million. 
Thus the question appears to be not whether to build a new airport but how to develop the 
existing airport with one constraint – no flights over the archaeological zone (in ICC 2002). 
Despite posing tremendous constraints on capacity, the airport can be expected to handle 2.5 
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million visitors yearly. The number of visitors may exceed the cap needed to protect the 
archaeological park taking into account that the Ministry of Tourism forecasts this figure at 5 
million visitors per year.5 However this growth potential, and the balance between the number 
of arrivals and air traffic volume, also depends on the average length of stay of the average 
visitor (in ICC 2002). In 2007, the airport received 1.7 million passengers.  
 

 
 
FIGURE 26: Destination maps from Phnom Penh and Siem Reap (Source: Cambodia International Airport 
Profile 2008). 
 
Siem Reap’s location as a node within regional Asian travel (see FIGURE 27) is due to its 4C 
status under the International Civil Aviation Organization Office, which means that it can 
accommodate A320 and B757 aircraft. Only with special authorization can the airport receive 
B757 (JICA 2006c).  
 
There are three types of air travel to Siem Reap: 

1) As a smaller regional hub to large Asian cities that receive international tourist flows, 
i.e., Singapore, Bangkok, Ho Chi Minh, Hanoi and Kuala Lumpur. 

2) Part of the direct circuits connected to cities in Korea, China and Japan; or popular 
points of departure for tourists coming to the region. 

3) Part of the heritage circuit that includes towns such as Chiang Mai and Luang Prabang.  
 
At present, the government seeks to develop three international airports in Siem Reap, Phnom 
Penh, and Sihanoukville in order to ease air traffic pressure in Siem Reap and to facilitate a 
wider spread of tourism.  
 
Port Projects for the Tonle Sap 
The port of Chong Kneas on Tonle Sap Lake has historically been the entry point for travelers to 
Angkor beginning in the 19th century. Now, the small harbor ten kilometers south of Siem Reap 
is used as a depot to transport fish from the lake. It is also an entrepôt for cargo including fuel as 
well as for passenger traffic to Phnom Penh, Battambang, or other tourist destinations around 
the lake including flooded forests, the wetlands, the floating villages and the wildlife sanctuary 
at Prek Toal. In 2002, 110,000 tourists visited Chong Kneas for trips on the lake. In the same 
year, 56,500 long distance passengers used the harbor facilities. Estimates forecast 534,100 
tourists and 220,400 long-distance passengers by 2018.   
 
                                                
5 Interview with the Civil Aviation at Siem Reap airport, July 2008.  



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor 
 

III-51 

The existing landing facilities are rudimentary made primarily of a single ancient earthen 
embankment and channels. Activities at the landing move 5 to 6 kilometers during the course 
of the year between the water’s edges to Phnom Kraom. Phnom Kraom is a steep hill that rises 
some 140m above the surrounding land with an early Angkorian temple on its summit and a 
community at the base. When the water is at its highest, the phnom is almost entirely 
surrounded by water. It is linked to Siem Reap by roads comprised of raised embankments.   
 
Approximately 1,150 households live in Chong Kneas according to an informal government 
survey done for ADB-Placenter. Many live in houseboats or in raised thatch and bamboo 
homes that can be moved according to the changing levels of the water. When the water level 
is at it’s lowest between April and May floating villages can be found on the open lake. The 
vessels are unable to negotiate the lower reaches of the Stung Siem Reap with loading taking 
place on shore. When the water level is at its highest between September and October the 
villages move towards Phnom Kraom. The majority of the population is landless and the 
community and local environment generally poor.  
 
Presently the earthen embankment performs a number of functions: as the main route for traffic 
to and from the landing area, a parking area for vehicles, a storage area for goods, the main 
access point for those who live on the edges of the embankment and a base for commercial 
activities associated with the landing. This causes frequent congestion on the thoroughfare.  
 
In 2004, a technical assistance project by ADB with financing from the government of Finland 
aimed at the environmental improvement of Chong Kneas through: 
 

• Construction of a new 45ha harbor to replace the existing landing facilities. 
• Management of a 70ha plot of land on which the population, or 1,250 households, of 

Chong Kneas could be resettled after the construction of the new port to include utilities 
and social facilities. The land would be state owned and managed by a public entity 
created for that purpose with long-term leases of 99 years granted to relocated 
households. 

• Social development measures for assisting the population (in Placenter 2004).  
 

 
 
FIGURE 27: The road from Phnom Kraom to Tonle Sap, freshly tarred by Sou Ching Enterprise (Photo by 
Adele Esposito 2008).  
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FIGURE 28 (top): Proposed harbor layout. 
FIGURE 29 (bottom): With layout of settlement (Placenter for ADB 2004). 
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The project objectives were two-fold: to improve the conditions of life of the resident 
population and diversify tourism through the construction of a new harbor and waterfront area. 
The executing agency for the implementation of the project was to have been the Ministry of 
Public Work and Transports for harbor construction and the Ministry of Land Management, 
Urban Planning and Construction for the resettlement of the population. An environmental 
impact assessment was completed, taking into account 1997 Tonle Sap’s status as a biosphere 
reserve by UNESCO.  
 
Both the harbor and the resettlement were planned to be built at the base of Phnom Kraom. As 
notable from Figures 12 and 13, each household would receive a parcel of land in effect 
marking a shift in the nomadic fishing practices of the community. At present, the project does 
not appear to have been implemented nor are there any indications on what the authorities 
plan to do with the project in the foreseeable future. Another project proposed for the port does 
appear to be underway: the $2 million project to be built by Sou Ching Investments Co. Ltd, a 
Cambodian company with South Korean backing. The Council for the Development of 
Cambodia approved the port project in May 2007. This project too proposes a new harbor and 
tourist attractions along with the expansion of roads and canals.  
 

     
 
FIGURE 31 (l): New road towards port development on Tonle Sap; FIGURE 32 (r): The notice board for the 
port development project by the company Sou Ching (Photos by Adele Esposito 2008).  
 
The project has garnered controversy. Earlier this year, 300 families living along the 
embankment were evicted by district authorities with little due compensation (Phnom Penh 
Post January and April 2008). Construction efforts also have posed obstacles to the business 
activities of the 220 locally-owned boats that bring tourists to the Tonle Sap.  
 
The ADB project seems to have been put on hold despite the advanced stage of negotiation 
between the aid agency and the government. Unlike the ADB project, the Sou Ching project 
does not contain stipulations for community protection or environmental safeguards for 
traditional forms and landscapes.  
 
CONCLUSION 
This chapter highlighted issues related to the rapid development of Siem Reap as a host of the 
tourism economy, specifically from the point of view of transport and facilities upgrades. The 
tourism sector requires proper grounding in the political economy and accordingly the chapter 
underscored some key development indicators that provide segues into important issues of 
urbanization, economic growth and poverty. The chapter also touched upon the regional 
nature of the tourism economy along with its definitive urban and spatial forms, in addition to a 
preliminary overview of tourist practices in the region. 
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BOX 4 
REGIONAL COOPERATION IN TOURISM 

ASEAN AND MEKONG TOURISM DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 
 
Tourism in ASEAN Countries 
The Association of Southeast Asian Countries (ASEAN), established in 1967, is comprised of ten 
countries with the goal of accelerating economic growth, social progress and cultural 
development while also promoting peace and stability in the region. Cambodia joined ASEAN in 
1999. One of the main areas of cooperation of the association is the tourism sector with all 
member countries making up “ten perfect paradises” of the region.  
 
The recent ASEAN Tourism Conference in Bangkok held in January 2008 highlighted a strategy to 
recast the region as a complete unit and tourism a unique and diversified product. Uniqueness 
would derive from each member-country’s shared policies on regional air travel that would 
facilitate intra-regional movement as well as the diversity embedded in each target destination. 
In other words, the ASEAN tourism market would be both cooperative and competitive. From a 
conceptual point of view, emphasis is put on two apparently contrasting concepts – the 
“homogeneity” of this community of Southeast Asian countries and the individual identities of 
each of its ten members. 
 
With the ASEAN strategy, what appears to be promoted is not the product itself (i.e. services and 
facilities) but the image of diversity in cohesion, crucial to the success of tourism strategies in the 
region. Logistical considerations aside, establishing mental connections between visitors and 
place appear tantamount to this campaign. Accordingly, slogans are used to convey the 
richness and diversity of ASEAN destinations. Cambodia is the “home of world heritage” with 
Angkor its highlight; a contrast to the more general if not vague slogans for Laos, “the jewel of 
the Mekong” and Brunei, the “kingdom of unexpected treasures (in TDRI 2008).  
 
Mekong Tourism Development Project 
A less strictly commercial endeavor is the Mekong Tourism Development Project (MTDP) of the 
Asian Development Bank. The project recognizes that tourism to the larger Greater Mekong Sub-
region (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Vietnam) has become multi-country, and that each country’s 
tourism sector can only remain competitive in the world tourism market through strong regional 
linkages by promoting “one holiday, several destinations” type of tourism. MTDP’s aim is poverty 
reduction with its specific objectives sustainable tourism in the lower Mekong basin through 
infrastructure improvements, community and private sector participation, and sub-regional 
cooperation via tourism marketing and promotion boards (Ministry of Tourism website, 
www.mot.gov.kh/mtdp/index.htm) 

BOX 5 
PRO-POOR TOURISM DEVELOPMENT 

 
GTZ, the German development agency, is responsible for a rural and economic development 
program, “Regional economic development: Green Belt Siem Reap Province, Cambodia.” The 
program addresses poverty in the province, which is among the highest in the country in spite of 
international tourism.  
 
The project aims at meeting sectoral demand for vegetables, fruits and handicrafts by cultivating 
local markets and products and contains several strategies for developing and promoting local 
products.  
 
At present, these goods are imported from Thailand and Vietnam with some handicrafts coming 
all the way from Nepal! The current market conditions indicate a mismatch between supply and 
demand with the poor excluded from the benefits of tourism revenues. This project is part of the 
Pro-Poor Development Fund established by the government in 2006, which aims at making 
tourism revenues of Siem Reap-Angkor available for pro-poor development activities.  However, 
the percentage of such revenues has yet to be defined.  
 
(Source: GTZ. 2007. “Mission report: Ex-ante poverty impact assessment”) 
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