
The Poverty-Environment
Challenge of the Tonle Sap

POVERTY AND VULNERABILITY
Despite the richness of its natural
resources, the Tonle Sap provides an
inadequate living for most of the
inhabitants of the provinces that
adjoin it. The indicators of poverty
there are more negative than those for
the population as a whole or, indeed,
other rural areas, and the needs of the
poor are acute. Half of the villages
have between 40–60% households
below the poverty line, about 80% in
some areas. Many households have no
landholdings and depend entirely on
fishing and foraging, with access to
fishing areas often under dispute.

More than elsewhere in
Cambodia, health shocks and chronic
illness are major causes of
impoverishment. The cycle of poverty,
ill health, and high health care
expenditure by households (11% of

household income) cripples families.
About 45% of people borrow to cover
the cost of health emergencies and,
all too often, another response to
health shocks is to remove children
from schools, starting with girls.

Since people frequently rely
on pond water for drinking, children
suffer from repeated attacks of
diarrhea. Malaria, dengue fever,
acute respiratory infections, and
tuberculosis are endemic, and the rate
of HIV/AIDS infection is the highest
in the region. Half of the children
under the age of 5 are malnourished
and, for every 1,000 live births,
115 children die before they reach
that age.

Adult literacy averages 63%.
This figure is inflated, however, as it
includes the partially literate, and
hides wide provincial and gender
differences. Disturbingly, about
70% of children do not complete
primary school, compared with the
national average of 60%. Twice asTH
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many women as men over 15 years
of age have never attended school.
Lack of education limits the ability
to recognize and act on opportunities.
Interestingly, however, a high demand
exists for technical and vocational
education and training. Low literacy
levels, lack of access to environmental
education materials, and a dearth of
basic information (such as copies of
laws, subdecrees, proclamations, and
directives or circulars) are not
propitious to decisionmaking for
natural resource management.

Women are particularly
vulnerable. They have even more
limited access than men to land
ownership and other property rights,
credit, paid employment, education,
and health services. They also have
few opportunities for self-
development or participating in
community decisionmaking since
Khmer tradition ascribes a passive role

to women. Nevertheless, the gender
division of labor is changing overall:
women and men play progressively
interchangeable roles because women
are increasingly called upon to meet
household needs. There are also
many displaced or disabled persons,
who suffer from poverty and other
forms of social deprivation to an even
greater extent than the rest of the
population.

The ethnic minorities living in the
Tonle Sap basin are the Vietnamese
and Muslim Cham. Even though
most of the Vietnamese were born in
Cambodia, they do not have Khmer
nationality and are classified as

immigrants. This status and the
historical animosity between them
and the Khmers limit the Vietnamese
contribution in community-based
natural resource management, despite
the fact that they are among the most
innovative of fishers. The Cham, who
are also fishers, do not experience
segregation despite their conspicuous
identity. But it is a fact that all ethnic
minorities are disadvantaged because
of inadequate representation at
management and legislative levels.
The Vietnamese are further deprived
by lack of property rights and
language barriers.

The communities living on the
Tonle Sap and in its lowland areas
are particularly vulnerable. In the
rainy season, the lake is prone to
heavy swells and high waves that
are liable to topple their floating
structures. The inhabitants pay to
have their houseboats towed to new

anchorage sites to accommodate the
changing water levels and move into
sheltered locations. These and other
costs related to repairing damage to
the houseboats account for as much as
a third of annual expenditure.
Indebtedness is high and returns for
labor are low as most poor fishers are
locked into a system of borrowing
and selling to middlemen. Further,
absence of clean water and sanitation
leads to morbidity and low levels of
life expectancy.

In the lowlands, rural life is
intrinsically linked to the annual
cycle of flooding. The communities
have developed coping mechanisms
to live with flooded conditions, often
for up to 6 months a year. But,
when floods are deeper than normal,
unexpectedly fast in onset, or
unusually prolonged, they can tax
community self-reliance and capacity
to cope.
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Despite the inherent richness of
the Tonle Sap, most indicators of
poverty in the provinces that adjoin
it are worse than those of the
national population
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 Poverty is also related to
extended instability and conflict, and
the resultant harm to the population;
most of Cambodia experienced more
peace and economic growth after
1993, but only since 1998 have areas
northwest of the Tonle Sap enjoyed
their first real respite from war.
Many internally displaced persons,
repatriated refugees, internal
migrants, and demobilized soldiers
are reestablishing their livelihoods
in what remains a fractured society. 

RESOURCE USE MANAGEMENT

The TThe TThe TThe TThe Tonle Sap Basin. onle Sap Basin. onle Sap Basin. onle Sap Basin. onle Sap Basin. Cambodia’s
main feature, the Tonle Sap basin,
extends over 80,000 square
kilometers, or 44% of the country’s
total area. It is home to about 32% of
Cambodia’s total population.
It comprises three main physiographic
regions
• the lake, extending to a maximum

area of 1.6 million hectares (ha)

in the wet season, now declared a
biosphere reserve, and effectively
bounded by Highways No. 5 and 6;

• the low-lying watershed, mainly at
an altitude of less than 200 meters
above mean sea level, originally
covered with dry open woodlands
interspersed with oases of wetter
grasslands and evergreen forest
but much of which has been
depleted by logging and
conversion to upland agriculture,
and

• the rainforest of the Cardamom
Mountains, rising to a height of
up to 1,500 meters above mean
sea level, large areas of which are
still relatively undisturbed.
The basin is of unique importance

to Cambodia as a source of primary
food production, timber, and
firewood; as a potential source of
water and hydropower; and as a
reservoir of biodiversity.

Agriculture dominates the
Cambodian economy, employing

about 75% of the population. Its
contribution to the gross domestic
product, however, has declined from
about 45% in 1993 to 34% in 2002,
in constant 2000 prices, because
of relatively stagnant agricultural
production. In contrast, production
in other sectors, especially textiles
and garments, has grown.

Rice is Cambodia’s most important
crop: it occupies 2.3 million ha of a
total cultivated area of 2.8 million ha
and is the staple of the Cambodian
diet. Rainfed lowland rice accounts
for by far the majority of production
but at less than 2.0 tons per hectare
(t/ha), rice yields are very low mainly
because of limited use of inputs, poor
water control, and weak technical
support and extension services.
Nearly 500,000 ha receive some
irrigation and, in these areas, yields
may rise to more than 3.0 t/ha, but are
still well below yields in neighboring
countries. On the Tonle Sap, floating
rice is grown at the lake’s edge. It is
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Item

Area

Hydrology

Biology

Socio-economy

Characteristic

• 250,000–300,000 hectares in the dry season

• 1.0–1.6 million hectares in the wet season

• 1–2 meters above mean sea level in the dry season

• 8–11 meters above mean sea level in the wet season

• 20% of the Mekong River’s floodwaters are absorbed by the Tonle Sap

• 62% of the Tonle Sap’s water originates from the Mekong River

• 38% of the Tonle Sap’s water originates from the Tonle Sap basin

• The Tonle Sap is connected to the Mekong River by the 100-kilometer long Tonle Sap
River, which reverses its flow seasonally

• The flooded forest contains about 200 plant species

• The flooded forest extended over more than 1 million hectares originally, 614,000
hectares in the 1960s, and 362,000 hectares in 1991

• The Tonle Sap contains at least 200 species of fish, 42 species of reptiles, 225 species of
birds, and 46 species of mammals

• 1.2 million people live in the area bordered by Highways No. 5 and No. 6

• The Tonle Sap yields about 230,000 tons of fish per annum (about 50% of Cambodia’s
total freshwater capture fisheries production)

• Rice production in the Tonle Sap floodplain makes up about 12% of Cambodia’s total

The Tonle Sap at a Glance
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also grown as a recession crop on the
receding floodwaters.

While nationally Cambodia is
considered to be self-sufficient in
rice, for many households rice
production is sufficient to meet
their needs for only half the year.
In 1998, the World Food Programme,
for example, supported 1.7 million
people (15% of the population) for
an average 45 days.

After rice, freshwater fish is the
most important component of the
Cambodian diet and up to half of this
is supplied directly by the Tonle
Sap—the most concentrated source
of freshwater fish in Southeast Asia.
Important types of fish caught include
perch, carp, lungfish, and smelt.
Information on yields is unreliable but
best estimates suggest an annual fish
catch of about 230,000 tons of fish.
While figures for the overall catch
may appear to indicate that yields are
not declining, there is strong
evidence that the catch includes an
ever-increasing proportion of small

and low-value fish as the numbers of
larger fish decline.

Agriculture and fisheries do not
make the only demands on the
natural resources of the basin. Of the
energy consumed in Cambodia, about
82% is obtained from wood. For about
92% of Cambodia’s households, wood
is the major fuel for cooking. Although
wood is a renewable resource, it is
consumed at a faster rate than it is
replanted and firewood extraction has
been an important factor in the
deforestation of the flooded forests
and the lowland dry and evergreen
forest of the watershed. With
population growth, firewood demand

is expected to increase, calling for the
development of alternative sources of
energy and energy conservation and
efficiency.

Despite their depletion, forests in
the Tonle Sap basin remain habitats
of enormous importance. The flooded
forest of the Tonle Sap is still by far
the greatest continuous area of
savannah swamp forest and inundated
forest in the entire Asian region,
hence its incorporation in the World
Network of Biosphere Reserves of the
United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization.

In the current complex of
vegetation communities that makes up

Province

Banteay Meanchey

Battambang

Kompong Chhnang

Kompong Thom

Oddar Meanchey

Preah Vihear

Pursat

Siem Reap

Characteristics and Resources

• Lowlands suitable for agriculture

• Lowlands suitable for agriculture with irrigation potential; Pailin gem mining area on
the border with Thailand; wildlife sanctuary; core biodiversity area; Multiple-Use
Protected Area*

• Tonle Sap River transportation route; wide floodplain agricultural area; wildlife
sanctuary; Multiple-Use Protected Area

• Agriculture and irrigation; wildlife sanctuary; core biodiversity areas; Multiple-Use
Protected Area

• Sparsely populated; protected landscape

• Sparsely populated; historic and cultural attractions; wildlife sanctuary

• Mountainous with hydropower potential; productive forests; wildlife sanctuaries;
Multiple-Use Protected Area

• Angkor Wat and other historical and cultural attractions; Chong Kneas harbor for
water transport to and from Phnom Penh; wildlife sanctuary; national park;
Multiple-Use Protected Area

Characteristics and Resources of the Tonle Sap Basin Provinces

* In recognition of the Tonle Sap’s importance, a Royal Decree designated it as a Multiple-Use Protected Area in November 1993.
Source: Asian Development Bank

Fishing as an “occupation” is
a predominantly male activity
but women play key roles in
processing and marketing
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the Tonle Sap, more than 200 plant
species have been recorded.
The Tonle Sap is also known to be
home to at least 200 species of fish in
the lake alone, more than 225 species
of birds, 42 species of reptiles, and
46 species of mammals.

Within the basin’s catchments are
significant tracts of undisturbed forest,
particularly the central lowland
complex and the rainforest of the
Cardamom Mountains—home to
2,300 described plants, of which
40% have traditional uses; more than
500 species of birds; and more than
130 species of mammals, some of
which have only been discovered in
the last decade. Together, these three
forest areas constitute for Cambodia
an enormously important reservoir of
plants and animals many of which may
be of considerable future economic
significance.

In equal fashion, the productivity
of the Tonle Sap’s fisheries depends
on natural habitats. However, the
flooded forest that once occupied
most of the seasonally flooded area
was, by 1997, estimated to be about
350,000 ha, of which roughly 30% is
in the degraded forest categories of
mosaic and regrowth. It is essential to
preserve the ecosystem of the
seasonally flooded areas as the basis
for sustainable fish capture, while
recognizing that cultivation and
collection of firewood are the only
available sources of livelihood for the
communities living on and around
the lake. Furthermore, structures such
as dams, roads, and flood-control
works can significantly affect fisheries
by blocking migration and spawning
areas, altering water quality and
quantity, changing the temporal and
spatial relationship and nature of the
flood cycle, and degrading or
fragmenting aquatic habitats. Loss of
such habitats could have dramatic
impact on fisheries productivity.

Resolving the conflicts between
production and preservation assumes
particular importance in the natural
habitats of the Tonle Sap basin given
the country’s dependence on rice
and fish—for which no elasticity is

provided by other foods—and
firewood.

Increased agricultural productivity,
essential to the food security and
overall economy of the country,
can only be achieved through a
combination of intensification and
extensification of efforts.
Intensification of fishing effort can
only take place if the flooded forest is
maintained or expanded, and levels
of fish stocks are enhanced by
imposing and enforcing controls and
expanding breeding support
programs. Intensifying rice
production will need more use
agricultural chemical inputs and
increased irrigation facilities.
Fertilizers and pesticides, however,
potentially threaten the lower reaches
of the basin, particularly the lake.
Harnessing the waters of the upper
catchments poses a threat to their
natural habitats and introduces
potentially conflicting uses of the
water for hydropower, domestic
consumption, and irrigation.

Any encroachment into the
forested catchment areas—whether for

harnessing water resources, logging
for timber and firewood, or clearing
forests for food and industrial crops—
will destroy their viability while also
leading to erosion, loss of soil
fertility, down-stream siltation,
flooding, and turbidity of water
bodies.

Any disruption of the lake’s
hydrological balance could have a
severely detrimental effect on the lake’s
fisheries since water levels at peak
flood and fish catch in the Tonle Sap
are strongly correlated. All of this
means that the development planning
of the Tonle Sap must be done
through an integrated, basin-wide
approach.

Community-led approaches should
form part of broader attempts to
address the social and economic
impacts of reduced resource use

5ADB MEKONG DEPARTMENT
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The Tonle Sap basin is home to
about 3.6 million people (1998), most
of whom derive their livelihoods
directly from its natural resources.
About half of those people depend on
the lake and its associated wetlands,
which is also the predominant source
of protein for the whole of Cambodia.

Not surprisingly, competition for
scarce resources is intense. Yet, an
increasing proportion of the Tonle
Sap population is land-less. This
particularly applies to female-headed
households, which are more
vulnerable to shocks and resort to
selling land to meet short-term health
and other crises, and to the ethnic
minorities who can make less claim to
land rights.

Access to common property
is important to the livelihoods of
many people, not just the landless,
who depend on fishing and foraging
for a living. These common property
resources are, however, inadequately
managed and may be hugely
overexploited or become the preserve
of a favored few.

The dismantling of the fishing lot
system in the Tonle Sap in 2000 was
supposed to reduce commercial
exploitation and increase the fishing
area available to local communities.
However, commercial enterprises still
account for a high proportion of the

total fish catch. In the catchments,
commercial logging—mostly illegal—
has eroded the evergreen forest by
about 15% in the last 10 years.
Sustainability of common property
resources hinges on equitable access,
which is best advanced by community
management.

Despite these challenges, the
Tonle Sap basin offers significant
opportunities for supporting
productivity by providing the
irrigation water needed to expand
irrigated rice areas and raise yields to
levels nearer to those of Cambodia’s
neighbors. It has potential for
providing energy from hydropower,
which could reduce some of the
pressures on the forested areas. Its
natural resource base should also
favor the emergence of small and
medium enterprises.

The Mekong River Basin. The Mekong River Basin. The Mekong River Basin. The Mekong River Basin. The Mekong River Basin. The
importance of the Tonle Sap,
however, extends far beyond the
boundaries of Cambodia. In the face
of loss of wetland habitat throughout
Asia, the Tonle Sap floodplain’s size,
habitat diversity, and relative
preservation are of exceptional global
and regional importance. (Other
wetlands in Cambodia and southern
Viet Nam are widely disturbed.) The
ecosystem is essential to the survival

of the many globally significant
species of birds, mammals, and
reptiles found around the lake.

When the Tonle Sap and other
parts of the Mekong system flood
into fields and forests, fish take
advantage of the huge increase in
available food. Some fish spawn in
the main river channels, and eggs
and larvae drift into the flooded
areas. Other species spawn in the
flooded areas. As the floodwaters
recede, fish retreat to main river
channels. Fish migrations from the
Tonle Sap help restock fisheries as far
upstream as the People’s Republic of
China and in many tributaries along
the way.

The lake also helps to control
salinity intrusion and conserve
mangrove forests in the Mekong delta
by acting as a natural reservoir from
which water drains during the dry
season. Just as the productivity and
biodiversity of large areas of the
Mekong River basin derive in part
from the Tonle Sap, so the
preservation of the lake’s unique
ecosystem depends on the water
inflows that originate far from
Cambodia, with 62% of the lake’s
water having come from the Mekong
River. Because a strong correlation
exists between water levels at peak
flood and fish catch in the Tonle Sap,
not surprisingly, there are concerns
that dam construction on the Mekong
River and its tributaries would affect
the level of flooding in the Tonle Sap
and the fisheries and farmlands that
depend on it. There are also growing
concerns over plans to clear rapids
and widen a shipping lane in the
Mekong River to enable cargo boats
to  navigate between the People’s
Republic of China and Thailand in
the dry season.

The countries of the Greater
Mekong Subregion share the forest,
water, and biodiversity resources that
endow the region with one of the
richest natural environments in the
world. There is an interdependence
among all elements of that
environment that crosses national
boundaries, meaning that all the
countries of the subregion must share

6 ADB MEKONG DEPARTMENT

The transboundary environmental
challenges of the Mekong River
exhibit complexity to the highest
degree: all six countries of the
subregion are riparian and all are
eager to boost development using
the Mekong River basin’s land,
water, and biotic resources.
Their perspectives, however,
are not the same
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responsibility for meeting
the transboundary environmental
challenges posed by international
rivers and watersheds, trade in forest
products, and expansion of regional
infrastructure. Better transboundary
environmental governance is
important because the complex
mosaic of national interests creates
a situation in which competition for
regional resources will increase
with further economic growth.

Concurrently, poverty in rural
communities has led to overexploit-
ation of natural resources, with
environmental implications that
extend beyond localities. Large-scale
development activities and illegal
exploitation of natural resources
also threaten local and regional
environments.

What is good for one country
or region might have devastating
consequences for another: Govern-
ments in the Greater Mekong
Subregion will face increasingly
difficult problems as they try to
balance the competing interests of
flood control, hydroelectric power,
shipping, fishing, agriculture,
and environmental protection.
This warrants continuous international
support to the Mekong River

We all are aware that fish is
important to the daily subsistence
of each and every Cambodian.
Cambodia is a fish-eating society.
Fish is an easily accessible food,
obtainable everywhere, in the
rivers, lakes, ponds, irrigation
systems, and even in the rice
fields. We are proud of our Tonle
Sap with its rich stock of fish
that can feed millions of people
and support many whose
livelihoods depend on fishing—
all without relying on imported
fish. As the Khmers say: Where
there is water, there is fish

“

“

Prime Minister’s remarks on the National Fish Day, 1 July 2003
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Commission’s basin development
plan and water utilization program
and operating within the strategic
environmental framework for the
Greater Mekong Subregion prepared
by ADB. 

POLICY, INSTITUTIONAL, AND
MARKET CONSTRAINTS

Despite impressive efforts to establish
a policy framework that supports
sustainable development,
environmental quality and standards
of living in Cambodia continue to
decline. One reason for this is that
existing legislation is not enforced,
either because government agencies
lack technical and managerial capacity
or because of corruption. In the Tonle
Sap basin, the absence of effective
property rights in fisheries, forestry,
and land has made policy failure more
evident. Environmental degradation
has also resulted from subsidies on
resource use and from the failure of
resource pricing to reflect fully
environmental costs.

In some instances, existing
legislation may conflict or provide

insufficient guidance because of
the continued dominance of sectoral
approaches to policymaking and
lack of public participation during
formulation. Preparation of legislation
should be organic and grow out of
experience, local practice,
potentialities, and needs. In addition,
a positive approach toward ensuring
compliance with legislation is
preferable to a negative approach that
requires policing action: experience
demonstrates that negative approaches
encourage bribery and extortion, not
compliance.

Government agencies at the
central level that have traditionally
exercised direct responsibility for
development are still beset with
problems of overstaffing, a command-
and-control mindset among senior
staff, and limited management
capacity. Despite their changed
mandate to perform through
decentralization, they still have
not fully realigned their systems or
capabilities: they are still project
and incentive dependent, with a
preference for large structures and
schemes in the face of low budgets

for operation and maintenance. They
should build community development
expertise and field qualified staff at
the provincial and district levels.

Policy implementation requires
appropriate institutional structures
based on the rights and responsi-
bilities of the people. These can
only be effectively recognized in
a decentralized system, wherein
each government level has a clearly
defined role that maximizes people
participation while providing for an
overall harmonization of activities.

In 2001, the Government
embarked on a devolution of
authority and responsibility to local
governments through decentralization
to commune level and an associated
deconcentration of management
functions to the provincial level
to effect a new era of grassroots
democratization. This has led to
a three-tier structure of central,
provincial, and communal institutions
each with its defined role.

The management of natural
resources, however, must be effected
at lower institutional levels if it is to
achieve long-term and equitable
sustainability and environmental
protection. This will require
strengthening of the lower levels of
the institutional structure, including
Village Development Committees,
Village Administrative Groups, and
demand-based organizations such as
water-user groups or parent-teacher
councils which also have major roles
to play. At the same time, it must be
recognized that the basin is an
ecological entity whose overall
management calls for basin-level
coordination at a multisectoral level.

Poverty reduction requires that
the poor access interlocking markets
and services for agricultural and
fisheries products and inputs,
production support and credit,
information, assets, labor, and food
and other consumer goods. However,
the terms under which the poor enter
and participate in these markets and
services are all-too-often inequitable.
Many of them are merely passive
participants, often obliged to sell low

8 ADB MEKONG DEPARTMENT

And I have ordered in whatever
forest people are collecting resin,
don’t cut it… Move quickly to
give people ownership rights in
this concession area, so that
concessionaires don’t violate people’s
rights. One part must be saved for
people, and made as reserve forest,
or reserve land, and we will create
a community forest

Prime Minister’s inaugural speech for the Tumring Hun Sen School,
29 August 2001

“

“
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(immediately after harvest) and buy
high, with little choice of where
they conduct their transactions,
with whom, and at what price.
With the liberalization of domestic
markets and the globalization of
international markets, marketing has
become more open, with more
choices. But it is also more complex
and uncertain.

Enhancing access to markets
is a pressing challenge and it is vital
to understand better how they
operate. In the Tonle Sap provinces,
for instance, fishers cannot realize
the true value of fish because of lack
of information: the trade dynamics
and volume, the market structure,
and power of traders are not
understood. There is also little
knowledge of trade-related
population movements to the lake. 

ADB’s Response

THE TONLE SAP BASIN STRATEGY
Population and development
pressures are taking their toll, and
consumptive use of the Tonle Sap’s
resources is intense. The threats to
the lake’s ecosystem are manifold.
They include overexploitation of
fisheries and wildlife resources, dry-
season encroachment and land
clearance of the flooded forest, and
degradation of natural vegetation in
watersheds, with associated changes
in water and soil quality and siltation
rates.

Each threat to the Tonle Sap has
multiple root causes, the severity of
which conditions the speed and
manner in which they can be
addressed. Never has the Tonle Sap

been called upon to supply so much
to so many. Even greater challenges
lie ahead: conversations with stake-
holders confirm that the number and
diversity of issues are overwhelming.
Solutions are elusive.

The Tonle Sap basin strategy forms
the basis for setting priorities and
planning investment and development
assistance over the next 5–10 years.
It meets the key elements of ADB’s
Poverty Reduction Strategy within the
unique context of the Tonle Sap basin.
It marks the introduction of basin-
level strategic planning and favors
projects that promise the biggest
return in terms of poverty reduction.

The strategic planning process is
iterative and provides regular
opportunities for inputs in support
of the Country Strategy and Program,
2005–2007 and its annual updates.

9ADB MEKONG DEPARTMENT

Meeting ADB’s Country Strategy and Program, 2005–2007

Poverty Reduction

Pro-Poor,
Sustainable

Economic Growth
Access to Assets

Management of
Natural Resources

and the Environment

Core Areas of Intervention
Operating Outputs

Activities

Core Areas of Intervention
Operating Outputs

Activities

Core Areas of Intervention
Operating Outputs

Activities
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It concentrates attention and
encourages discussion and further
work to guide operational directions.
While primarily providing the desired
ADB focus on the Tonle Sap basin,
it also aims to catalyze bilateral and
multilateral endeavors. 

GOAL AND DEVELOPMENT
OBJECTIVES
Based on ADB’s overarching goal,
the strategy aims to reduce poverty.
Toward this goal, its development
objectives are to foster, promote,
and facilitate pro-poor, sustainable

economic growth; access to assets;
and management of natural resources
and the environment. 

STRATEGIC PRINCIPLES
Sustainable Livelihoods.Sustainable Livelihoods.Sustainable Livelihoods.Sustainable Livelihoods.Sustainable Livelihoods. An
understanding of what can be done
to help the rural poor is still low.
The challenge is to focus on the
multiple aspects of their livelihood
assets. Livelihoods draw on the
resources accessed and the activities
undertaken in order to live.

However, in Cambodia, human
capital was seriously affected by the

extermination of a generation of
leaders, low levels of health and
education, and women shouldering
heavy responsibilities as a
consequence of male deaths during
the protracted civil war and genocide.
Social capital has been severely
diminished, and democratic processes
have only recently been introduced.
Natural capital, especially forests and
fish, is under growing human
exploitation. Physical capital,
particularly roads and water supply, is
inadequate and there is poor coverage
of schools and health posts. Access to
financial capital is restricted.

The structures and processes
that underpin the five categories
of assets are institutions, policies,
legislation, culture, and power
relations. They determine access,
terms of exchange, and returns;
shape the livelihood strategies of
the poor; and govern their
outcomes.

Tackling poverty in Cambodia
means working with the rural poor,
initially where livelihood assets are
being affected by unfavorable trends,
e.g., overfishing, drought, pest out-
breaks, floods, or deterioration of
infrastructure. Such trends are
obvious in the Tonle Sap basin.

The livelihoods approach is a
way of thinking about the objectives,
scope, and priorities for develop-
ment. It seeks to develop an under-
standing of the factors that lie behind
peoples’ choice of livelihood strategy
and then to reinforce the positive
aspects and mitigate against the
constraints or negative influences.
Its core principles are that poverty-
focused development activity should
be people-centered, responsive and

“

Prime Minister’s remarks on the National Fish Day, 1 July 2003

“ I call on all citizens in all areas
to help preserve and protect our
fishery resources in order to
sustain local communities.
We must avoid the use of
destructive fishing equipment
and practices such as tight nets,
mosquito nets, electric tools,
poison, and the taking of fish
eggs. These instruments and
practices destroy the root of
fishery resources, and make fish
harvests scarce. Eventually,
we will lack fish for food

10 ADB MEKONG DEPARTMENT
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Goal (5–10 years)
Poverty reduction

Development
Objectives (5–10 years)

Pro-poor, sustainable economic growth

Access to assets

Management of natural resources
and the environment

Core Areas of
Intervention (3–5 years)

Rural development and
the environment

Human development

Operating Outputs
(annual)

Investment approvals

Technical assistance approvals

Efficiently-managed project portfolios

Resources and cofinancing mobilized

Activities (regular)
Economic and sector work

Thematic studies

Programming and processing

Project administration

Aid coordination

Strategic Principles
Sustainable livelihoods

Social justice

Basin-wide approach

Crosscutting Themes
Vulnerable groups

Governance

Resource cooperation

The private sector in development

Operating Principles
Long-term perspective

Selectivity and concentration

Partnerships

Country ownership and delegation

Informing and listening

Judicious use of modalities
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participatory, multilevel, conducted
in partnership, sustainable, and
dynamic. The livelihoods approach
puts people at the center of
development, thereby increasing
the effectiveness of development
assistance.

Social Justice. Social Justice. Social Justice. Social Justice. Social Justice. Social justice is the
pursuit of a society that offers equal
opportunity to access freedoms and
choices and encourages the develop-
ment of all the capacities of all
members. It is a precondition to
poverty reduction. For that reason,
Cambodia’s Second Socioeconomic
Development Plan, 2001–2005
highlights social justice: it identifies
the need for economic growth to
include sectors in which the poor
derive livelihoods; social and cultural
development; and sustainable use of
natural resources and sound
environmental management.

However, extreme inequality of
access to assets (evidenced by a
highly skewed distribution of
wealth whereby the lowest 10% of
households receive just 3% of
estimated total household income
while the highest 10% receive nearly
35%), insufficient or nonexistent
rights of tenure, and cultural and
ethnic divisions strain
intragenerational responsibility and
equity and threaten the environ-
ment. Women, for example, make up
a disproportionate share of the poor
and their condition is reflected in
indicators such as access to social
services and illiteracy. What is more,
the importance of meeting the needs
of the present without compromising
the ability of future generations to
meet their needs adds force to the
case for intergenerational
responsibility and equity.

Inclusion of the full spectrum of
stakeholders is crucial to achieving
social justice. This calls for social
development that puts people first
and empowers the weaker groups in
society to gain access to assets. Social
support programs must respond to
the needs of the poor, women, the
aged, and the otherwise disadvan-

taged; ensure equity in development;
and maintain the social cohesion
necessary for continued growth. Law
and policy reform also has a vital role
to play, especially when it relates to
fair treatment regarding the develop-
ment of environmental laws,
regulations, and policies.

Basin-Basin-Basin-Basin-Basin-WWWWWide Approach.ide Approach.ide Approach.ide Approach.ide Approach. There is a
worldwide trend toward planning
and managing land, water, and biotic
resources on the basis of basin or
catchment units. Over the coming
years, the Tonle Sap’s natural
resources would be best protected
through the mechanism of long-term
natural resource management plans
developed collaboratively by local,
provincial, and national stakeholders.
A basin-wide approach will allow
stakeholders to focus on issues that
transcend boundaries and greatly
increase understanding of the
poverty-environment challenge. The
rationale behind the basin-wide
approach stems from the fact that
natural resources do not recognize
interjurisdictional boundaries and that
planning and management decisions
in one part of a basin can have signifi-
cant impacts on natural resources else-
where. An early imperative is to dev-
elop better institutional arrangements
for basin management.

Natural resource management
plans developed in partnership by
communities and the Government
would outline a transparent and
equitable process of resource manage-
ment over the next 10 years. They
would incorporate community
aspirations regarding natural
resources and contain the necessary

rules relating to their management.
They would need to provide both a
period of resource security to natural
resource users, such as fishers, and an
ability to change plans over time to
adapt as new information becomes
available. Individual plans might
include water management plans,
regional vegetation management
plans, and fisheries management
plans. There would be regular
reporting between the Government
and communities on the extent to
which the plans are being effective in
achieving their objectives. In this way
there would be more accountability to
communities to ensure that all efforts
and investments are best placed to
deliver on results.

A Tonle Sap basin blueprint would
incorporate and integrate individual
natural resource management plans. It
would set priorities for the basin as a
whole, consistent with national and
provincial policy, and in line with the
specific areas for action promoted by
ADB’s water policy. It would be the
way in which communities and the
Government can reconcile competing
demands on natural resources and
balance long-term environmental
outcomes and social and economic
aspirations.

Ideally, responsibility for prepa-
ration of a basin blueprint is given to
a basin management organization
constituted to take on this role or to
play a major part in it. Such organiza-
tions transcend administrative boun-
daries and are best placed to under-
stand the implications of competing
or conflicting use of a basin’s total
resources. A basin management orga-
nization can also be the coordinating

Institutions governing land,
water, and biotic resources
rarely represent the complete
range of stakeholders in the use
of these resources

12 ADB MEKONG DEPARTMENT
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mechanism for externally funded
activities across the basin. 

Operational Program

CORE AREAS OF INTERVENTION
Rural Development and theRural Development and theRural Development and theRural Development and theRural Development and the
Environment. Environment. Environment. Environment. Environment. While much has been
done in recent years to develop an
improved understanding of the
multiple dimensions of poverty in the
rural areas of Cambodia, the
livelihoods of the communities in the
Tonle Sap basin—particularly those
that most directly depend on the lake
and its immediate surrounds—present
an exceptional level of complexity.
The relationships between rice
production and fishing, the massive
seasonal movement of people
between the lake and its lower
catchment areas, issues of access to
common property resources, and
trade patterns in aquatic resources

must be better understood to come
up with both relevant and appropriate
interventions. Much also needs to be
learned about the breeding,
sustainable extraction rates, and
migratory patterns of the fish taken
from the lake.

The livelihoods of the Tonle Sap
basin communities entirely depend
on a unique hydrological regime that
is under threat from a wide range of
structures already built or planned
both within and outside of Cambodia.
If livelihoods are to be preserved,
much more needs to be known about
the influence of such structures.
The overall process of developing
the basin should be founded on
expansion of the knowledge base.

The majority of the Tonle Sap
population lives on the lake and in
the seasonally flooded areas and
lower lying catchments. Much needs
to be done to improve and ensure
livelihood sustainability if

communities there are to be lifted
from poverty. It is necessary to
recognize their current assets and take
a positive approach toward building
on them.

Under the strategy, specific
interventions may include
• investing in irrigation and

research and extension,
• enhancing fish stocks in the lake

and rice fields,
• improving the rural and primary

road network to connect villages
with markets,

• providing affordable rural electric
supplies,

• developing alternative
livelihoods,

• promoting small and medium
enterprises,

• strengthening the legal
environment, including land titles
and equitable access to common
property resources,

• promoting the status of women in

13ADB MEKONG DEPARTMENT
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the agricultural sector,
• increasing the efficiency of both

input and output markets for
farmers and provision of credit
facilities, and

• reducing the vulnerability of rural
communities to natural disasters.
None of the measures that might

be introduced to improve the liveli-
hoods of the Tonle Sap communities
can be effective or sustainable without
addressing the overall environmental
management of the basin. Protection
of the watershed, particularly the
forested upper catchments, is essential
to livelihood sustainability.

Under the strategy, specific
interventions may, therefore, be
attributed to measures to improve
catchment management, such as
• applying the Forestry Law to

provide a permanent framework
for sustainable forestry
management,

• rationalizing the forest concession
system and delineating permanent
forest estates,

• enhancing forest productivity,
• developing community forestry

and land-use planning, with long-
term tenure rights to local
communities and indigenous
peoples,

• developing alternative livelihood
systems for communities whose
current activities are incompatible
with environment conservation,
and

• providing alternative energy
sources and more efficient use of
existing sources.
The mitigation of environmental

threats, such as pollution of the lake
arising from increased use of
persistent organic pollutants and from
human habitations would also be
supported.

The strategy recognizes that
interventions in rural development
and the environment require an
appropriate legal and institutional
framework. In particular, the Tonle
Sap basin must be managed as an
entity but that management must be
genuinely representative of all
stakeholder interests and must

include effective mechanisms for the
exchange of information and views.
Resource management is multilayered
and must embrace the lowest strata of
governance, such as Village Develop-
ment Committees, Village Administra-
tive Groups, and demand-based orga-
nizations as well as providing for an
integrated basin planning approach.

ADB would support the Govern-
ment’s efforts to decentralize, with
particular emphasis on building
community-based natural resource
management systems, and would
assist in examining appropriate
organizational structures for
integrated basin management.
Support to the ongoing improvement
of the regulatory and management
framework for inland fisheries,
particularly community fisheries,
would continue.

Human Development.Human Development.Human Development.Human Development.Human Development. The strategy’s
interventions in the core area of rural
development and the environment,
which are based on enhancing the
natural and physical assets of the
people living in the Tonle Sap basin,
can only be effective if they are
underpinned by the development of
their human assets, particularly
through improvements in health and
education.

Poor education and high rates of
adult illiteracy in rural areas constrain
human development. This situation
has been particularly severe in the
Tonle Sap basin, where investment in
education remains low. Education is
fundamental to poverty reduction.
People without literacy or numeracy
skills have little opportunity to
improve their economic status or even
to participate fully in society. In the
Tonle Sap basin, community-based

natural resource management is being
emphasized, and it is important that
all members of society be on an equal
footing. This applies in particular to
women who, despite heading a high
proportion of households, have
literacy levels lower than those of
men.

The Government aims to improve
education. Its Education Sector
Support Program, 2001–2005 is
committed to
• increasing access to educational

services of improved quality and
internal efficiency, particularly for
the poor and vulnerable;

• expanding enrollment in basic
education to all children by
providing additional classrooms,
teaching materials, and teachers;

• reducing inequality in education
by providing targeted scholarships
for vulnerable groups, including
indigenous groups and girls in
primary school; and

• promoting nonformal education
and technical vocational
education and training.
ADB would address these broad

objectives in the Tonle Sap basin,
providing both targeted and
multisectoral support in view of the
basin’s special circumstances. In
addition to tackling gender-based
inequality in education, it would also
consider the Tonle Sap basin’s
cultural and geographical diversity
and the problems associated with
large seasonal movements of people.
Given the history of successful
cooperation with nongovernment
organizations, they would be
considered key partners.

Ill health keeps the poor in
poverty, reduces their ability to
produce food or earn money, and
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“

Department of Fisheries, National Fish Day, 1 July 2003

“ Natural resource protection
is an obligation for all
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leads them into indebtedness. Major
health shocks often result in the sale
of land and other assets, and reduce
further the ability to cope. Women are
generally most prone to ill health
given the stress of childbirth and
raising children. In the Tonle Sap
basin, waterborne and water-related
diseases associated with lack of
sanitation and safe drinking water,
e.g., cholera, diarrhea, and malaria,
are also endemic and cause morbidity,
particularly among children.

Interventions to improve health
in the Tonle Sap basin would support
the objectives of Cambodia’s Health
Sector Strategic Plan, 2003–2007
which commits the Government to
• increasing health financing,
• widening coverage through

improvements in the public
health system and public-private
partnerships,

• developing the institutional
framework,

• improving the quality of sector
services,

• expanding activities to prevent
HIV/AIDS, and

• building health care skills.
This is expected to step up

achievement of the United Nations
Millennium Declaration of September
2000, with its key focus on health.

In the Tonle Sap basin, particular
attention would be given to ensuring
access to clean water and sanitation
for the floating and mobile communi-
ties on and around the lake, as well
as to meeting their special needs for
health services. Throughout, ADB
would again build on past successes
in cooperation with nongovernment
organizations: history shows that the
quality and coverage of health services
is better, by almost any measure,
when such organizations are
contracted to deliver them. 

CROSSCUTTING THEMES
VVVVVulnerable Groups. ulnerable Groups. ulnerable Groups. ulnerable Groups. ulnerable Groups. Vulnerable
groups include widows and female
heads of households, the physically
and mentally disabled, the orphaned,
landless, and the aged with no young
to support them. Many demobilized

soldiers also seek to reintegrate
communities.

The burden of poverty has fallen
disproportionately on women,
particularly when they head
households or have no male labor.
Since they play a vital role in
agriculture and an even greater role
in fisheries, poverty cannot be
reduced unless policies and programs
address the situation of women.

Therefore, the strategy intends,
in particular, to reduce gender-based
disparities and improve gender equity
in credit, health, education, access to
natural resources, socioeconomic and
political empowerment, and legal
protection. The Tonle Sap also has a
sensitive ethnic dimension, and inter-
ventions would seek to ensure that
the interests of the Vietnamese and
Cham minorities are considered.

Governance. Governance. Governance. Governance. Governance. Poor governance
constrains, retards,  and distorts
development and has a disproportio-
nate impact on the weaker sections of
society. The most vulnerable victims of
inefficient and inadequate social
sector spending and ill-designed
social sector programs are the poor.
Inaccessible, unpredictable, and
inefficient legal systems also
discriminate against them. Similarly,
corruption often affects the weakest
groups in society the most.

To improve governance, it is
necessary to empower communities,
individuals, and groups so that they
can participate in decisions that affect
their lives and interests.

In Cambodia, the trend toward
greater devolution of government
services and participation by
stakeholders offers the promise of
more inclusive development.
Therefore, the strategy would support
Cambodia’s Governance Action Plan,
2001 through deconcentration and
decentralization initiatives and
incorporation of key legislation
governing security of public access to
natural resources.

Resource Cooperation.Resource Cooperation.Resource Cooperation.Resource Cooperation.Resource Cooperation. Regional
cooperation around natural resource

issues in the Mekong River basin has
been tempered by the mixed
motivations of individual countries.
Ultimately, however, it is the
knowledge and appreciation of
the Mekong River basin’s natural
wealth that will drive regional
governance efforts to sustain its
health for the good of all people.

Many see issues such as shared
waters as the first vehicle for
cooperation that can be extended into
other areas. The strategy takes a basin-
wide approach and would encourage
emergence of a Mekong basin vision.
To this intent, it would disseminate
knowledge as widely as possible and
contribute to greater recognition of
the importance of water and related
natural resources and the need to
develop them in sustainable ways.
Whenever possible, interventions
would build on the Mekong River
Commission’s efforts to ensure
harmonious cooperation among its
four signatory countries.

The Private Sector in Development.The Private Sector in Development.The Private Sector in Development.The Private Sector in Development.The Private Sector in Development.
The private sector can play a key role
in reducing poverty by providing
growth opportunities and creating
employment. In the Tonle Sap basin,
significant private sector growth
has taken place in the tourism sector
over the past few years and this
trend is expected to continue.

Additional opportunities may exist
in pro-poor, value-adding private
sector activities to develop natural
resources. The strategy would support
creation of small and medium
enterprises (including micro-
enterprises). In parallel, it would
foster the legal environment, market
information systems, and financial
services required. 
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