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CHAPTER IV 
THE CULTURAL ECONOMY OF HERITAGE IN SIEM REAP 

 
INTRODUCTION  
The temples of Angkor are an unambiguous testament to the preeminence of Khmer-
Cambodian culture and its heritage. An ambiguity, both conceptual and practical, on the 
other hand characterizes heritage non-monumental in form, namely Siem Reap’s cultural 
urban geography. Unlike Angkor, it is not vetted or underwritten by the international 
community. UNESCO’s prerequisite for World Heritage status is that the site demonstrate 
“outstanding universal value” which takes a particular cultural-national-historical production 
and gives it value and  force in the global domain. Scholarly work has argued that such 
heritage debates are squarely located in modernity and its territorialization, and in the longer 
history of the civilizing imperium of the west. Heritage is thus an object as well as a relation, 
part of the economy of representations, its power vested in the performance of space 
(Mitchell 1991, Gregory 2004, Said 1978), and thus another vector of the built environment 
and the urban capitalist economy. Yet everyday heritage is less about architectural 
preservation and perhaps more about ways of building or organizing space according to 
ethical-religious beliefs and economic needs. Unfortunately, present challenges associated 
with accelerated urban and tourism development compromise the understanding of these 
practices. Such challenges, however, do raise important questions about history as a terrain 
of discourse, and heritage managed and produced by and for particular groups of people. 
 
This chapter locates urban heritage under Angkor’s shadow and examines the primacy of 
Angkor in heritage awareness. The second part of this chapter deals with the history of 
management of the Siem Reap-Angkor region, with a particular focus on urban heritage. The 
third section focuses on how heritage has been understood by planning experts working on 
Siem Reap since the 1990s and by the private sector. The aim of this chapter is to provide 
insight on Siem Reap’s urban heritage as demonstrated in restoration and heritage promotion 
efforts, particular the re-conversion of spaces for the tourism economy.  
 

PART I 
SIEM REAP: THE SMALL TOWN AT THE DOORWAYS OF ANGKOR 

Research on the Siem Reap region has historically focused on Angkor, the “spectacular 
remains of a series of metropolitan cities” (Wager 1995b: 419) built between the 9th and 
13th centuries, though oftentimes to the exclusion or marginalization of Siem Reap. Some 
have argued that this disembeddedness has historical precedence with Angkor treated as a 
discrete entity outside its temporal-spatial location (i.e. Winter 2003, Miura 2004, Edwards 
2007). The early “emergency” conservation mandate of ICC and ASPARA, moreover, gave 
conservation priority over urban development with site management, architectural and 
archaeological restoration dominant on the agenda throughout the 1990s. 
 
Angkor was instrumental in the colonial imagination with its emphasis on science and 
empirical scholarship, which later underwrote France’s aim to administrate the region 
politically and economically (Edwards 2007, Winter 2003). It was likely also the main 
impetus in the founding of École Française d'Extrême-Orient (EFEO) in 1899 (Dagens 1995, 
APSARA website). EFEO has since conducted comprehensive restoration and documentation 
projects, expanding international knowledge of Cambodia’s heritage (Wager 1995b). 
Scientific interests were later consolidated territorially with the Franco-Siamese treaty 
prompting the redrawing of the boundaries of the French Protectorate of Cambodge giving 
France full administrative control over Angkor. Thus while Cambodge became part of the 
French Protectorate in 1863, Angkor was only incorporated in 1907. The treaty also allowed 
EFEO to create Conservation d’Angkor, the Angkor Conservation Office, in 1907 (in Wager 
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1995a). Parc d’Angkor was established in 1926 (1925 in some accounts) managed as such 
by the French until 1972. It was the first park in Southeast Asia to be based on the French 
law on historical monuments of Indochina; a model that gave new meanings to museums as 
instruments in public education. Angkor in this case was a kind of open-air museum (Miura 
2004). This separation of Angkor from its region then has had historical precursors in the 
French colonial era with administration established specifically for Angkor’s conservation 
(Winter 2003). This distinction, implicit or not, between archaeological, religious, and 
architectural ensembles as heritage sites versus vernacular architecture is endemic in the 
Asia Pacific Region according to the 2004 ICOMOS report, “The World Heritage List: Filling 
the Gaps – An Action Plan for the Future” (in Taylor and Altenburg 2006).  
 
Institutionally and politically, knowledge of the region has then looked to the past 
concentrating on Khmer civilization, art and architecture, and the design of cities of the 
Angkorian and pre-Angkorian period. The inter-connected relationships between the past, 
present day Siem Reap, and the sustainability of the region’s future development represent 
the complex problem of living with heritage (Miura 2004, Fletcher et al. 1997). The 
seemingly non-contiguous boundaries between Angkor and the city have historically 
paralleled divisions in conservation and economic development efforts if not in scholarship. 
When historicized, this division can be in part attributed to the primacy of Angkor with its 
grandeur institutionalized in various circuits of power and interests beginning with its 
purported “rediscovery” in the 19th century by French botanist Henri Mouhot. This marked 
the beginnings of a narrative that framed Khmer civilization as vanishing, more acute in the 
hands of Cambodians who were considered its undeserving if not illegitimate heirs (Edwards 
2007). Mouhot travels to Siam, Laos, Cambodia, sponsored by the Royal Geographic Society 
in London, was serialized over fourteen weeks in the French magazine Le Tour du Monde. 
While originally written for a French audience, the serial was later translated into German, 
English, and Italian. His description of Angkor, which he visited in 1860, was of a lost 
civilization in the “heart of darkness” (Winter 2003). Of course this rediscovery was more 
political and symbolic, rather than strictly factual as Angkor flourished as a Buddhist 
sanctuary for centuries (Heikkila and Peycam 2008).  
 
Not incidentally the French sought to consolidate empire in dialog not with the métropole 
but with Angkor. These motives were not so much about Cambodia per se but reflective of a 
particular fear of French social decay. This was transposed by the French as an anxiety about 
the prospective loss of Khmer authenticity. The notion of degeneracy was thus instrumental 
for bourgeois and colonial empowerment (Edwards 2007, Rabinow 1989, Wright 1991) 
necessitating new forms of reason and intelligibility. Siem Reap was from this perspective 
considered an incidental village along the river, reflective of a temporal-spatial division that 
began in the 19th century positioning an inconsequential present in contrast to a glorious 
past as cited in various French accounts (Bouillevaux 1874, Delaporte 1880, Loti 1912, 
Mouhot 1872). Cambodia was perceived as strategically economic as the discovery of 
Angkor piqued French interests in the kingdom’s alleged riches and the value of the Mekong 
River as a gateway to China’s southwestern provinces (Miura 2004). 
 
Despite the proximity between the city and the temples, management efforts in the past 
fifteen years have focused on safeguarding antiquity in ways that have been reactive and 
defensive to urbanization and population pressures. Nevertheless, the early 20th century 
also marked the beginnings of Siem Reap’s transformation into a colonial provincial town 
(Vann 2003) described by French travelers as small and picturesque. What is now identified 
as colonial architecture was then part of the functional build up of an administration and 
commerce outpost (see urban history chapter) though the colonial town of Siem Reap could 
have been a heritage site on its own. 
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FIGURE 1 (l): Painting by L. Delaporte; FIGURE 2 (r): Engraving by H. Mouhot. 
 
Angkor too serves as a pivot between antiquity and modernity central to nationalist 
imaginings, as the iconography of Angkor and the iconography of the nation are inseparable 
(Edwards 2007). This is most obvious in the various iterations of the Cambodian flag; the 
only flag in the world to contain a historical monument as its centerpiece. Siem Reap too sits 
at the crossroads of the past and the future though its urbanism has often been 
overshadowed by Angkor. Somewhat like Phnom Penh which was an experimental site of 
modern urbanism, its “rebirth” engineered through principles of French urban design and 
later a site of the post-independence urban renaissance movement associated with the 
Sangkum Reastr Niyum period (Wright 1991, Igout 1993, Bishop et al. 2003, Ross and 
Collins 2007), Siem Reap faces the extraordinary circumstances of being a small regional 
city ensconced in Angkor. This chapter focuses on these tensions. 
 
ZONING SIEM REAP-ANGKOR: STRATEGIES FOR PROTECTION  
While Angkor is subject to a strict regime of protection, the development of Siem Reap 
hasn’t strictly adhered to the norms scripted in various draft plans. Urban development, 
albeit fragmented and seemingly arbitrary, has continued apace particularly over the last six 
or so years. Two regimes of regulation thus appear to fall in line with a much older division 
between: major heritage, duly protected, and minor heritage of the town that continues to 
grow unabated. While the temples still remain the first order of concern, the policies of the 
early 1990s have made explicit linkages between heritage preservation and economic 
growth through the development of the tourism sector. But before addressing more recent 
efforts, this section takes a look back at the very start of conservation efforts in Angkor.  
 
With legal limitations to protect cultural property and the lack of planning to regulate 
activities around Angkor, in 1989 the Supreme National Council of Cambodia made a 
request to UNESCO to coordinate assistance for the protection of Angkor (Wager 1995b). 
This prefaced what was to become Angkor’s listing as a UNESCO World Heritage 
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archaeological site in December 1992, giving it international visibility as a site of “universal” 
heritage safeguarded not only by national but international measures as well (ICC 1993). The 
impetus behind the listing of Angkor was its status as “heritage in danger” or its condition 
from years of neglect and degradation. As Cambodia had just emerged from a decades-long 
conflict, international assistance was tantamount to reconstruction taking place in the 
country as a whole with the signing of the 1991 Paris Peace Accords.  
 
According to Wager, article 3 of the 1972 UNESCO “Convention concerning the Protection 
of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage” requires that state bodies possess adequate 
protection and development mechanisms in managing a listed site. Its 1992 operational 
guidelines on the implementation of the World Heritage Convention moreover require that 
an overall integrated land-use planning strategy be pursued. It is in this context that strategic 
zoning and phasing became integral mechanisms in sustainable tourism and economic 
development including the mandate for institutional oversight by an executive authority; 
what was to become APSARA and what became the ZEMP study as detailed below (in 
Wager 1995a, 1995b). 
 
More specifically, Angkor’s listing as a World Heritage site was made conditional upon 1) 
the enactment of adequate legislation; 2) the formation of a national agency to coordinate 
site administration; 3) the demarcation of permanent boundaries and buffer zones; and 4) 
international monitoring and cooperation. Strategic zoning and phasing were designed to 
equilibrate sustainability between tourism, equitable development and the preservation of 
Angkor’s environmental and cultural resources. The Zoning and Environmental Management 
Plan (ZEMP, 1992-1994) 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 1993). 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 
had covered the entire province (10,000 km2) in the fields of archaeological heritage, natural 
resources and human settlements. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 3: Protection zones per the ZEMP decree, 1994. Source: Ministry of Culture – UNESCO. 
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The plan also had defined geographical zones for the purposes of protecting important 
archaeological sites, historic areas, and cultural landscapes. It also identified the whole 
province as a zone made up of multiple vectors of the social and political economy. These 
zones were codified in Royal Decree No. 1 (1994). An underlying principle of zoning was to 
protect the most vulnerable areas to be buffered by support zones. Zones contained sub-
zones, allowing subsets to be effectively managed as units. More broadly however, zoning 
was seen as a tool to achieve resource compatibility. An outline of the various zones can be 
found in BOX 1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The combined zones of Protected Archaeological Reserves (Zone 2) and Monumental Sites 
(Zone 1) define the boundaries of the Angkor World Heritage Site encompassing a 401km2 

area with the most important monuments grouped as: 1) Angkor Wat (351km2) and the 
Western and Eastern barays (or reservoirs); 2) Banteay Srei (20km2); and 3) Roluos in the 
south (30km2) (see FIGURE 3). The existing villages located in Zone 1 and 2, allowed to 
remain, cannot be extended given regulations enacted to control construction activity and 
village practices. Zone 1 is accorded the highest levels of protection and as state public 
property, development and construction projects are forbidden (Gaulis 2007, JICA 2006c). 
Only visits to monuments and conservation projects are permitted. Archaeological reserves 
are protected from illegal land use and development given the “universal” importance of its 
areas.  
 
While less strictly regimented, the largest zone identified is the whole of Siem Reap 
Province, or Zone 5; an optic onto sustainable development for the region. Other zones 
include Protected Cultural Landscapes (Zone 3) and Sites of Archaeological, Anthropological 
or Historic Interest (Zone 4). Zone 4 is made up of generally small and freestanding sites 
important for research, education or tourism and has the same level of protection as the 
Archaeological Reserves of Zone 2. One of the Departments of Monuments at APSARA is at 
present conducting field research to mark these sites. Protected Cultural Landscapes are 
defined according to their traditional features in terms of land use, historic buildings and 
residential construction. This zone contains significant roads and waterways, including Siem 
Reap River, demarcating the historic core of the town and the boundaries of a prospective 
urban heritage protection area. The heritage of Siem Reap is thus intrinsic and expansive, 
possessing meaningful aspects and historic and aesthetic values (Decree No. 1, Article 5, 
1994).  
 

BOX 1 
ZONES AND LEVELS OF PROTECTION 

 
According to Royal Decree No. 1 (1994) article 2, the zoning 
plan for Siem Reap-Angkor established five areas of 
protection to control regional development.  

• Zone 1: Monumental sites 

• Zone 2: “Buffer” zone or protected archaeological reserves  

• Zone 3: Protected cultural landscapes 

• Zone 4: Sites of archeological, historical or anthropological 
interest 

• Zone 5: Socio-economic and cultural development 
perimeter of the Siem Reap-Angkor Region 
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While Zone 3 had not been legally guaranteed protection in the original plan, areas marked 
as Cultural Landscapes were protected by Sub-decree 79 (1995); the sub-decree which 
created the Hotel City. In order to properly maintain the characteristics of Cultural 
Landscapes – their residential features and low-density – the area 500m from the banks of 
the Siem Reap and Roluos Rivers would be closely monitored. The sub-decree also 
identified the 250m from National Road 6 (between the southern span of the road to its 
northern reaches abutting Zone 2) as another urban protection zone. Every project would 
have to be fully authorized by APSARA. However the sub-decree was suspended in 1999 
(JICA 2006c: III.1.30).  
 
Subsequent efforts by APSARA to draft a sub-decree on building regulations have not been 
successful. None of the drafts have been promulgated by the national government (see 
chapter on institutional geography). The last draft completed in 2004 has functioned as a de 
facto set of guidelines used by APSARA in approving building permits. Given that this is a de 
facto administrative practice, other authorities have not used the same guidelines in reviews 
of construction permits.1  
 
NATIONAL REGULATIONS ON HERITAGE PROTECTION 
Government regulations on cultural heritage protection have existed since 1996. Such 
regulations contain provisions on the preservation of built heritage in Siem Reap to fall 
under the jurisdiction of APSARA. Legislation has required the following: 
 
• An inventory of “objects” (a general term that applies to any historical artifact or building 

identified as valuable) slated for protection. 
• Classification and registration of these objects to prevent arbitrary demolition or 

renovation.  
 
The defined standards of heritage as objects and artifacts have been too broad to be 
meaningful. While such legislation in spirit promotes heritage protection, no guidelines exist 
to clarify how such objects are to be selected. Even though heritage protection is ratified by 
law, there have not been commensurate movements or projects to protect the urban heritage 
of Siem Reap. Thus while notions of heritage have become popularized and more 
democratic, practical legal frameworks have failed to follow suit.  
 
Moreover, buildings are not legally vetted as cultural heritage. Building renovations and 
restorations are however subject to the legal guidelines of Sub-decree (anukret) 86 on 
Construction Permits (1997). The sub-decree stipulates that “reconstruction, expansions and 
floor additions,” “renovations” and “demolitions” must be authorized by the appropriate 
authority. In the absence of a land use plan, permit applications are subject to review by the 
provincial or municipal committee on the basis of general construction rules contained in 
the same sub-decree. But these rules have been either selectively applied or ignored. 
According to one survey, renovations of historical buildings are not in accord with the 
procedures outlined in the sub-decree.2  
 
CONCLUSION 
As a condition of its inscription, the Angkor region was subject to a comprehensive plan that 
categorized zones of protection according to each zone’s respective heritage value. Certain 
zones were accorded value deemed “universal” and affirmed by the international 
community represented by UNESCO. But zones themselves are not equally universal in their 

                                                
1 Interview with APSARA urban heritage department (August 2008).  
2 Interview with owners and tenants of historic buildings (February to July 2008).  
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BOX 2 
RECENT URBAN HERITAGE PROJECTS BY APSARA 

 
Two kilometers of the city’s riverfront were earmarked for clean-up by Siem Reap 
district with assistance from the Association internationale des maires francophones 
completed in August 2007. This was followed by a beautification project which 
included installing walkways along the riverbanks (in ICC 2007). Other projects include 
a botanical garden between Siem Reap and the southern edge of Northern Baray as 
part of a walking tour (in ICC 2002, 2007).  

Different walking tours have been slated for the riverfront area as ways to feature 
certain landscapes and pagodas. In 2008, APSARA proposed small-scale urban 
projects such as tree plantings in the historical districts, a wooden pedestrian bridge in 
the Old Market area, better signage for tourists and improved access to pagodas. 
These proposals represent efforts to deal with the aesthetics of the city rather than 
heritage revitalization. Nevertheless, all projects are part of the broader aim to 
encourage tourists to spend more time in Siem Reap and benefit the local economy 
(ICC 2006-2008). 
  

   
Proposed pedestrian bridge on Siem Reap River. 

 
 

    
Proposed tree planting in Old Market Area. 

value. Conservation is accordingly based on a hierarchy of normative values that are 
relational and also economic. In relation to the city, several legislative measures have aimed 
to properly demarcate urban protection zones. Actual zones created by decree however are 
disregarded in practice or are too ambiguous to have regulatory teeth. Even with the basic 
outlines of protected urban zones, procedural norms and practices are not clarified in law. 
National-level regulation on heritage conservation is too broad in its definition and absent of 
specificity for actual safeguarding. Thus urban conservation advocates must deal with these 
regulatory issues before conservation can be an operative tool. 
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PART II 
URBAN HERITAGE AND THE CONSERVATION AGENDA 

The previous section outlined normative understandings of Cambodia’s heritage along with 
the legal and policy tools to identify it for protection. This section will examine heritage from 
the perspectives of other stakeholders (i.e. planners, building owners, residents) as they 
intersect with urban architectural projects. The economic base of Siem Reap is tourism and 
the town continuously undergoes changes in the face of its demands. How then is urban 
heritage perceived by planning experts, business owners and operators who want to 
maximize the potential of the urban economy through the use of urban space? Or tourists 
who come to Siem Reap for heritage? How are these perceptions related to heritage 
awareness? How is heritage awareness of urban and architectural forms filtered by tourist 
expectation and economic profit?  
 
PLANNING HERITAGE AND CREATING VALUES 
Various urban study plans done in the 1990s have foregrounded heritage conservation along 
with urban regulation. The Plan d’Urbanisme de Référence et Projets prioritaire (1994) by 
French-based ARTE-BCEOM in 1994 and the 1999 report by Groupe 8 recognized the 
constitutive characteristics and value of the town. The plans noted that the town possessed 
low-density traditional dwellings, historic colonial architecture and endowed with dense 
vegetation and water sources. The aim of regulation, according to these plans, was to 
control urbanization in order to protect the traditional features of human settlement and 
practices of life. Urban conservation would be inevitable given the intrinsic value of urban 
heritage in the face of accelerated tourism development. Indeed, the making of the tourism 
zone, or the Hotel City, would enable concentrated growth of tourism without taxing Siem 
Reap.   
 
During this period in 1996, Frederic Mauret conducted an urban study of the Old Market 
(Psar Char), or the colonial quarter, to examine urban and architectural forms from the 
French Protectorate period. In particular, his study examined shophouses and several 
landscape sequences along Siem Reap River captured in his detailed drawings. He too 
proposed guidelines for the classification of urban heritage (Mauret 1996). In spite of this 
study, it remains unclear whether any of the buildings surveyed since its completion were 
ever listed as protected structures. Building renovations are only subject to permit approval 
and not regulatory oversight, which would undermine protection. Later planning proposals 
as well as APSARA’s own discourses have more recently embraced the city’s heritage as an 
engine of urbanism. The river is identified as a central component along with the Old 
Market district – to be protected and enhanced with trees and pedestrian walkways (see BOX 

2) – as well as the ancient canal system and traditional wooden homes. Following this logic, 
access to pagodas would have to be improved. Together these movements would make 
Siem Reap a place for tourists to stay for longer periods of time. 
 
If the objective of urban planning and regulation during the 1990s was to protect Siem Reap 
from tourist development, the current aim appears to be to promote urban heritage for the 
purposes of tourism. It seems that the accelerated pace of urban development of the last 
fifteen years has made conservation both a possibility and an obstacle. Tourism 
development does not outright protect urban heritage and yet urban heritage conservation 
requires such tourist-based economic pressures. Indeed tourist facilities that should have 
been isolated away from the town in a separate enclave have reshaped urban and 
architectural forms. In addition, it appears that local authorities are willing to promote urban 
heritage to prolong tourist stays. Heritage in this case is not based on any sort of recognition 
of the city’s values and characteristics though the economic benefits to the national and 
local economies are crucial. Rather tourism has become the vector of heritage awareness for 
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local authorities. In the face of budget limitations, urban heritage protection efforts by 
institutional actors like APSARA depend on an alliance with the tourism economy which is 
at present the only means it can raise money and accordingly implement needed projects.3  
 
URBAN HERITAGE IN THE TOURISM ECONOMY  
While certain projects and legislative measures have reflected growing concern over urban 
heritage conservation in practice stakeholders operate in an ambiguous space characterized 
by a lack of specificity in protection measures and limited governance structures and 
capacities. On one hand, urban development has prompted the demolition of a large 
number of historic traditional buildings (see FIGURES 2 and 3). On the other, based on 
interviews, conservation efforts have materialized at the hands of individual owners who 
have restored and adapted historical buildings to cater to emerging, and oftentimes tourist-
related, needs. These projects reflect individual tastes in architecture and design. Yet in spite 
of the variety of individuals involved, together they share a common concern for aesthetics 
and economics, designed with an eye towards tourist expectations and urban demands 
evident in restored colonial buildings and Khmer wooden houses that have become hotels, 
galleries, restaurants and bars (see FIGURES 4 and 5).  
 
The Old Market district is the best example of this trend which began at the end of the 
1990s. Located in the former colonial quarter, the area’s buildings convey a historical 
encounter between western aesthetics that are both familiar and strange (Knafou 2005, Urry 
2002). Nevertheless, urban heritage in this case is part of the expanding base of the 
economy driven by accumulation and profit demands. 
 
CONCLUSION 
If the normative framework for the protection of urban heritage lacks specific measures for 
its safeguarding, the urban projects in Siem Reap town reflect a shift in the conception of 
heritage: from the preservation of urban heritage for its intrinsic value to its valorization for 
its economic potential and tourist demand. 
 
The latter trend has been supported or stimulated by the private sector as owners, tenants 
and investors choose to convert historical buildings for tourist functions. The culture of those 
projects reflects individual tastes on built heritage of the town. This opens up a discussion on 
what is perceived as “typical” and “traditional” heritage and how each is valorized or 
remodeled for the tourist gaze.  
 
There are other conceptualizations of heritage. Daravuth Ly, the director of the Reyum 
institute in Phnom Penh, for example talks less of heritage per se but of the “common” or 
collective, which include places names that are “landmark[s] of memories” that are not 
excluded to “obvious symbols of heritage but also places, people and memory” and as 
“collective memory constitutes a repository of a local urban history” (in UNESCO 2006). A 
similar idea of heritage is identified in Miura (2004) which in Khmer is ker morodak or ker 
damnael. Heritage can mean both collective or personal property or inter-generational 
legacies. Neither ker morodak or ker damnael differentiates between national, communal, 
family or individual inheritance. Nor do they include intangible heritage, like folk tales, 
which are generally referred to as ruoeng. On the one hand, discourses on heritage have 
treated heritage as more inclusive (one example the concept of “living heritage”) in the work 
of UNESCO and by scholars while on the other the usage of heritage in political speeches 
denotes national or collective heritage as captured by the newer Khmer term petekaphoan 
which is a literal translation of the French term patrimoine.  

                                                
3 Interview with APSARA urban heritage department (August 2008). 
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FIGURE 4 (top): The colonial cinema in Old Market Area (Photo by Helene Glowinski 2005); FIGURE 5 
(bottom): The cinema was destroyed in 2006 to make room for the Canadia Bank (Photo by Adele 
Esposito 2008). 



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor 

 IV-65 

   
 
FIGURE 6 (l): Old Market District with renovated shophouses aimed at tourists; FIGURE 7 (r): la Rue de 
la Soif or Pub Street also located in the Old Market District. The colonial era shophouses were 
renovated into restaurants, bars and shops (Photos by Adele Esposito 2008).  
 
Angkor functions as a major national symbol with its importance to Cambodia’s identity and 
a site of universal value per the internationally recognized criteria of UNESCO. The 
grandeur of this monumental site in terms of Cambodian history and national identity has 
justified the focalization of heritage awareness, and therefore the conservation efforts, on 
archeological sites given the international recognition of its value. Other forms of heritage, 
and in particular urban heritage, are not subject to identification, regulations and 
conservation efforts. This may be justified by a muted awareness of urban heritage in 
Cambodian culture as traditional values are more linked to the sacral in the organization of 
human settlements and not necessarily obvious in the materiality of a building. For example, 
pagodas as structures can be replaced and substituted. However it is the value of place and 
location that are fixed as sacred emplacement, which is permanent. So the heritage of Siem 
Reap town, and by extension its material conservation, has been readily identified by 
planning and regional experts. The impacts of accelerated urban development on heritage 
have not yet been fully integrated in local strategies. Arguably heritage awareness is linked 
to economic exploitation. And recognizing different types of heritage depends on the 
tourism economy and the values promoted by conservation experts and stakeholders in 
deference to tourist tastes and expectations.  
 
Although Angkor is a unique cultural landscape, it shares the challenges and opportunities 
faced by other World Heritage sites. Three that resonate particularly with Siem Reap are: 
Petra, Jordan, the Pyramids of Giza, Egypt and Machu Picchu, Peru. Two major challenges 
facing all of these sites include: 1) Intensified urban development within and around 
archaeological sites and 2) physical pressures from direct human interaction with sites that 
heighten different risks. Pressures stem largely from tourist activities, i.e. walking and 
climbing ruins, touching bas-reliefs and ancient objects. Indirect tourism-related activities 
also include retail activities, food services, infrastructure (ex. toilet facilities), and 
transportation that put pressure on the integrity of site structures (see BOX 3). 
 
 



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor 

 IV-66 

BOX 3 
OTHER HERITAGE SITES – CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

PETRA, JORDAN 
Inhabited since prehistoric times, Petra (rock in Latin and Greek) is an ancient city carved from 
sandstone and limestone cliffs in what is now Jordan. Situated between the Red and Dead Seas, 
Petra served as a historic nexus of the caravan trade routes crossing Arabia, Egypt and Syria-
Phoenicia. It was designated a World Heritage Site in 1985. Petra has experienced development 
pressures, especially after designation, due to a) population growth in the nearby villages of Wadi 
Musa and Um Sehun; b) increased tourist arrivals from 31,000 in 1966 to 580,000 in 2007), and c) 
related construction and development.  

The area surrounding Petra is not governed by an official land-use plan and thus informal 
encroachments and unregulated development are common. Demographic and tourism pressures 
have motivated and exacerbated this development, with implications for the area’s cultural and 
natural heritage and resources. Over the last thirty years, a major concern of conservation experts 
has centered on appropriate management of the site though often to the exclusion of local 
inhabitants. Other priorities, particularly economic development, underscore the complexity of 
managing heritage preservation and the local economy. Some experts have suggested that an 
integrated approach between governmental and non-governmental organizations is needed for 
effective conservation and management in Petra (see Aysar Akrawi. 2000. “Petra, Jordan” in 
Management Planning for Archaeological Sites, pp. 98-112). 

PYRAMIDS: GIZA, EGYPT 
Approximately 2.5 million tourists visit Egypt’s archaeological sites annually. Many begin their visit at 
the Pyramids of Giza on the edge of Cairo. Each tourist spends an average of USD$1,100; the total 
which amounts to 6% of Egypt’s GNP. Although money from tourism generates the largest 
percentage of Egypt’s foreign receipts, conservation experts have expressed concerns about 
increasing tourist loads. Urbanization pressures, namely proliferation of building projects, industrial 
quarrying, large-scale land reclamation and nearby irrigation projects, also pose threats to the 
pyramids. 

Villages around the pyramids have also, over time, turned into cities. In 1984, the Egyptian 
government relaxed height restrictions allowing construction of buildings up to six stories high in the 
area around Giza, including structures within a few meters of the Sphinx. Government-planned 
cities, such as Khafrel-Gebel approximately five kilometers southeast of the Sphinx, have entailed 
extensive facilities construction (i.e. schools, gas stations, retail outlets) that compete for 
infrastructure and natural resources. Traffic near the pyramids, tourist buses, trucks, and taxis, are the 
source of increasing carbon emissions. Vibrations from vehicles also threaten the structural integrity 
of the pyramids (see Zahi Hawass. 2000. “Site Management at Giza Plateau: Master Plan for the 
Conservation of the Site” in International Journal Of Cultural Property 9: 1-22; Willeke Wendrich. 2005. 
“Archaeology and Sustainable Tourism in Egypt: Protecting community, antiquities, and 
environment” in Neville Agnew, ed. Of the Past, for the Future: Integrating Archaeology and 
Conservation (Los Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute, pp. 184-90). 

MACHU PICCHU, PERU 
Machu Picchu, inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1983, stands 2,430 meters above sea-level 
shrouded by a tropical mountain forest. It was likely the most spectacular urban settlement created 
at the height of the Inca Empire with its giant walls, terraces and ramps that appear to have been 
carved naturally from the continuous rock escarpments. Rapid tourism growth at Machu Picchu 
(from 200 to more than 500 thoursand annually over the past decade) has brought with it tourist-
related infrastructure (e.g., hotels, railways, shops and restaurants). The growing tourist industry has 
also been recognized as one of the sources of population growth in the nearby town of Aguas 
Calientes, its population rising from 500 to 4,000 in the last decade. Increased growth has 
compounded environmental pressures, such as soil erosion, river pollution, and waste management. 
Tourism has furthered the social disenfranchisement of Peru’s indigenous communities who are 
increasingly disconnected from their cultural heritage and have little voice in heritage management 
policies. The Peruvian government is implementing a master plan for the development of Machu 
Picchu, though as of yet the plan does not elaborate a sufficiently long-term vision for the 
conservation of the site specifically in the face of growing mass tourism. 
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