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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): AGRICULTURE AND NATURAL RESOURCES1 
 

A. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
1. The agriculture sector is a key contributor to the economy and remains an important 
source of rural employment. The sector accounted for 33.8% of GDP in 2010 and is a vitally 
important source of employment (72% in 2010), enterprise formation, and poverty reduction. 
While agriculture has grown by around 5% annually (although at a lower rate than the industry 
and services sectors), the total nominal value of production increased by 73% from 2006 to 
2010. Rice accounted for about half of the total crop value in 2007, while other crops such as 
maize, soybeans, and cassava production have been increasing due to cross-border contract 
farming. Fisheries contribute significantly to national food security and accounted for 7.3% of 
GDP in 2010. Livestock accounted for 4.5% of GDP in 2010, but domestic production is 
projected to grow due to increasing regional demand. 

2. Cambodia’s natural resource base—a major part of its comparative advantage—is under 
pressure. Constraints to better use include increasing demographic pressures, insecure land 
rights, unequal landholdings, increasing landlessness and near landlessness, and low 
productivity and investment. Water distribution is highly seasonal, with increasing risks and 
severity of floods and droughts. Deficiencies in water and natural resources management have 
created pressures on the Tonle Sap ecosystem. Climate change is expected to have significant 
consequences on hydrology and water resources, agriculture and food security, terrestrial and 
freshwater ecosystems, coastal zones, and marine ecosystems. Environmental threats include 
(i) loss of wetland habitats and active flood plains, (ii) unsustainable water consumption,  
(iii) pollution (industry, agricultural runoff), and (iv) overfishing and overharvesting of forest 
resources. While there is a trade-off between environmental concerns and development 
benefits, future economic growth depends directly on sustainable use and management of 
resources. 

3. Public investment in rural infrastructure has been low, but is essential for increasing 
agricultural productivity, improving access to farm inputs and domestic and export markets, and 
connecting primary production with secondary processing. Investment and recurrent 
expenditure allocations are low, especially in rural areas. Innovative ways are needed to 
promote investment through private sector participation and public–private partnerships. 
Adequate funding for investment and attention to operation and maintenance (O&M) for all 
infrastructure remains a concern. 

4. Weak sector governance enforcement hampers the government's ability to protect 
property rights and the common property natural resource base such as forests, river basins, 
and land concession awards. The major central agencies in the sector are the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF); the Ministry of Rural Development; and the Ministry 
of Water Resources and Meteorology (MOWRAM). Public institutions of these ministries are 
diffused with weak field service providers. Sector policy and institutional reforms have been 
initiated and are ongoing but remain unfinished.   

5. Overall sector productivity is rising but returns are comparatively low. The main causes 
are (i) low access to productivity-improving know-how due to limited agriculture research, 
extension, and other information services; (ii) limited access to credit to purchase improved 
technology; (iii) incomplete policy and institutional reforms—continuing weaknesses in public 
institutional capacity to effectively deliver public goods and services to users; (iv) unmet demand 
for rural infrastructure; and (v) limited access to formal credit. The problem of low on-farm 
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agriculture productivity is compounded by off-farm infrastructure and processing conditions that 
disconnect primary production from secondary processing. The limitation of in-country value-
addition further restricts off-farm employment opportunities, thereby constraining backward and 
forward linkages and reducing the value of Cambodia’s agriculture-based trade. Sanitary and 
phytosanitary standards services are largely absent, as are export credits and market 
information. 

B. Government’s Sector Strategy 
6. The Rectangular Strategy for Growth, Employment, Equity, and Efficiency and the 
National Strategic Development Plan (NSDP) highlight the role of agriculture as a vehicle for 
macroeconomic and rural development. The Strategy for Agriculture and Water (SAW), 2006–
2010, adopted by MAFF and MOWRAM in March 2007, and the Harmonized SAW 2010–2013, 
adopted in 2010, are the overarching frameworks for harmonizing government and development 
partner efforts in agriculture and rural development.2 The overall goal of SAW is to contribute to 
poverty reduction, food security, and economic growth by focusing on six program areas:  
(i) policy and regulation, (ii) institutional capacity building and human resource development,  
(iii) research and education, (iv) food security, (v) water resource management and agricultural 
land management, and (vi) agricultural business and marketing. The Rice Export Policy (August 
2010) and subsequent policy measures for the promotion of paddy production (2010–2015) and 
agricultural products export promotion action plans for 2009–2013 produced by MAFF show the 
country’s strong intention to broaden its sources of growth and international competitiveness.   

C. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
7. Recent ADB support. The agriculture and natural resources programs in the country 
strategy and program, 2008–2010 focused on (i) policy and institutional reform through sector 
development program assistance to (a) promote sustainable market-based agriculture to 
improve agricultural productivity, and (b) improve water resource management and irrigation 
service delivery; (ii) integrated livelihood development and poverty reduction through 
community-based planning, development, and management under the Tonle Sap Initiative; (iii) 
emergency response to the 2008 food crisis; and (iv) infrastructure support for improved small 
and medium-scale irrigation schemes, rural roads, and their sustainable O&M.     

8. ADB evaluation and lessons. While progress has been made with policy reforms, a 
medium-term approach is needed with greater understanding of the political complexity of 
reforms and the capacity of institutions to implement reforms. Progress on institutional capacity 
development and public financial management has been slower. Greater ownership, improved 
capacity, and progress on O&M are needed to improve sustainability. Area and basinwide 
approaches depend on effectively building institutional coordination and capacity. Investment 
designs need to be built on sound policies consistent with institutional arrangements and 
capacity; continuity in capacity-building support is needed. Simple designs are needed but 
recognizing project synergies, such as the combined effect of policy and sector management 
programs and projects and rural infrastructure projects. Interventions across a number of key 
constraints are necessary to address sector issues such as value chains and farm productivity, 
but any one operation should not be overly complex. Project implementation delays are largely 
due to weak institutional capacity. 

D.  ADB’s Future Strategy and Assistance Program 

9. ADB’s sector strategy emphasizes strong alignment with government strategies and 
initiatives, including the NSDP-II, harmonized SAW, Rice Export Policy, and related climate 
change and natural resource management initiatives. The strategy adopts a results-based 
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approach as outlined in the sector road map, which outlines key sector outcomes and outputs to 
be supported by ADB, together with targets and indicators to monitor results. A program-based 
approach will be used where possible to facilitate coordinated sector programming, involving 
parallel financing or cofinancing with other development partners to maximize impact. The 
strategy aims to ensure links to other relevant sectors such as transport, urban development, 
finance, and trade facilitation. The latter will promote integration of rural agricultural areas into 
development of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) economic corridor, particularly the 
Southern Economic Corridor. Finally, the programs continue to focus primarily on operations 
within the Tonle Sap Basin in line with the poverty reduction initiatives of the country strategy 
and program, with strategic prioritization of location, scale, and technology needs, together with 
appropriate considerations of agro-ecological conditions and interconnectivity between towns, 
villages, rural areas, and markets. 

10. Three specific aspects of the future agriculture and natural resources program include 
(i) the promotion of improved goods and service provision with a focus on enhancing private 
sector involvement; (ii) engagement of the poor and non-poor, with improved gender focus; and 
(iii) mainstreaming of environment and climate change. The promotion of private sector 
involvement and the focus on value chains will aim to address constraints to enhanced 
productivity and improved governance, including the financial environment for small and 
medium-sized enterprises to scale up agroprocessing capacity to forge strong backward and 
forward relationships. Opportunities for public–private partnerships for agriculture infrastructure3 
and services will be promoted to the extent possible. Collaboration between ADB’s finance and 
private sector operations will be explored in innovative financing options and credit. 

11. The strategy recognizes that engagement of both the poor and non-poor is needed to 
generate employment and link the poor to mainstream economic activities. While agriculture 
sector performance and poverty reduction are inextricably linked, a balance is required between 
poverty focus and commercialization, and between household farms and medium-to-larger 
scale commercial farming. Gender mainstreaming will be intensified to ensure (i) equal access 
to land, resources, finance, and extension; (ii) participation in commercial and high-value 
agriculture, cooperatives, associations, and other forms of collective action; (iii) equal wages for 
women workers in farms and agroprocessing; and (iv) disaggregated data collection to monitor 
and assess women’s role in productivity and agriculture value chains. 

12. Mainstreaming of environment and climate change will be intensified by (i) integrating 
resource conservation and environmental management in sector planning and detailed project 
design, (ii) building climate resilience in the planning and design of key rural development 
sectors and their investment projects, (iii) supporting pilot mitigation efforts in bioenergy and 
forestry for improved food security and biodiversity, (iv) leveraging finance for climate change 
purposes,4 and (vi) exploiting synergies between national and subregional programs to share 
innovative regional knowledge and tools to address common issues on environment and climate 
change. A description of three support areas follows. 

13. Support area 1: Sustainable natural resource development, management, and 
conservation. This strategic area will target improved water and natural resources 
development and management of the Tonle Sap's resources, and improved land and watershed 
management. ADB assistance will continue to focus on improving the policy, legal, and 
institutional framework to enable sustainable natural resources development and strengthened 
measures for environmental management, particularly in the Tonle Sap Basin. The strategy will 
                                                 
3  Agriculture infrastructure includes farm-to-market roads, water for irrigation, agroprocessing facilities, wholesale 

markets and trading centers, information and communication technology.  
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continue to support enhanced government capacity to manage land and water resources and to 
deliver irrigation and agricultural extension services, as well as build technical skills and human 
resources capacity to meet future needs of the natural resources sectors. It will provide 
complementary support to strengthen government capacity to collect, analyze, and maintain 
basic hydrologic and meteorological data, and to generate accurate and timely flood and 
drought forecasts in collaboration with MRC. It will also support complementary climate-resilient 
sustainable forest and biodiversity management through a corridor approach by strengthening 
government capacity to prevent and/or mitigate fragmentation of biodiversity-rich forest 
landscapes as a result of improved connectivity of economic corridors.   

14. Support area 2: Food security, improved agricultural productivity, diversification, 
and commercialization. This strategic area will support agriculture sector reform, service 
delivery, and value chain development to improve productivity and facilitate agribased 
enterprises and competitive agricultural commercialization (including promoting rural access to 
information and communication technology and facilitating farmers’ access to market 
information) to maintain overall food security. ADB assistance will include (i) continued support 
for policy and institutional reforms to advance market-based agricultural growth; (ii) improved 
agricultural productivity with improved access to seeds and inputs, water, extension services 
and credit, and formation of farmers in marketing associations; (iii) innovative mechanisms to 
promote private sector participation in value chain development and service delivery; and 
(iv) refined livelihood approaches based on stronger community institutions for sustainable 
resource management and production, and wider development partner and nongovernment 
organization partnerships. Strengthening the community’s resilience to flood and drought is an 
integral part of production and diversification support. Efficient utilization of biomass and small-
scale biofuel development aims to meet rural energy needs while alleviating food insecurity and 
increasing rural incomes. In addition, support in the areas of improving sanitary and 
phytosanitary standards will complement productivity, diversification, and commercialization 
support by improving export opportunities.   

15. Support area 3: Rural infrastructure. This strategic area is expected to lead to 
increased access to markets, and to more efficient use of irrigated water for crop production. 
Benefits will accrue from improved cropping and irrigation intensity, enhanced agricultural sales, 
and improved and lower-cost access to inputs and markets. Activities will include continued 
development of rural infrastructure, including roads, irrigation, and water management 
infrastructure. The approach will focus on integrated designs through (i) feasibility studies for 
rehabilitated and new infrastructure that use participatory approaches, account for 
environmental and social impacts, and ensure linkages to related sector investments; 
(ii) integration of climate-proof physical infrastructure; (iii) improved emphasis on life-cycle costs; 
and (iv) strengthened and operating farmer water user communities that practice effective and 
increased self-financing of O&M.  

16. ADB support areas will be complemented by ongoing and future public financial 
management reform programs in the three ministries supporting rural development by improving 
monitoring and evaluation of public spending, and assessing their policy and financial support to 
the agriculture sector. Attention needs to be given to the pace of institutional capacity 
development, especially locally through progress on budget alignment, local revenue 
generation, and direct roles and responsibilities of farmers. Gender mainstreaming will continue 
to be an important focus of rural development efforts. 
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Problem Tree for Agriculture and Natural Resources Sector

Limited inter- and 
intrasector connectivity; 
limited regional and global 
agricultural trade 

Poor natural resource 
management; increasing 
exposure and 
vulnerability 

Large areas of 
poor and/or 
sandy soils 
 
Low availability 
of fertilizers and 
other inputs  
 
Few improved 
varieties and no 
domestic seed 
production 
 
Limited 
irrigation and 
drainage 
 
Poor animal 
nutrition 

Weak control of 
use of 
agriculture 
inputs (pollution, 
contamination) 
 
Land concession 
process not 
rational or 
transparent 
 
Lack of 
preparedness for 
climate change 
impacts (water 
use, coastal 
zones, rural 
infrastructure) 
 

Inadequate 
and/or 
incomplete 
legislative 
provisions 

Weak 
institutions, 
limited capacity  

Poor natural 
resource 
planning (no 
IWRM, no 
resource 
pricing) 

awareness of 
the value of 
biodiversity and 
ecosystems 

Deficient 
rural 
infrastructure 
stock (roads 
and 
irrigation) 
 
Poor 
regulatory 
environment; 
businesses 
remain small 
and informal  
 
High cost 
and 
unreliability 
of rural 
power 
supplies 
 

Farmers’ own 
knowledge 
base is low 
 
Weak 
agriculture 
extension 
services 
 
Lack of access 
to production 
and 
development 
credit (limited 
funds, no 
collateral)  
 
Inadequate 
and inefficient 
processing 
facilities 

Lower than average sector contribution to economic growth (and exports), modest 
impact on poverty reduction, limited contribution to reducing national vulnerability  

National 
Impacts 

Core 
Sector 
Problem 

Deficient 
Sector 
Outputs 

Sector 
Impacts 

Main 
Causes 

Restricted 
farmer and 
enterprise 

profitability; 
limited 

enterprise 
formation 

Low sector 
value 

addition 

Low primary 
output 

volumes and 
values; very 

modest 
exports 

Land, forest, 
and biodiversity 
losses; erosion 
of quantity and 

quality of 
resources 

Nondeveloped, unintegrated, and increasingly compromised 
agriculture and natural resources sector 

Low factor (land and 
labor) productivity; 
limited technology 
base 

Poor physical 
international 
links (ports, 
roads, rail) 

Absence of 
export market 
information, 
bulking, 
bonding, 
and/or 
forwarding, 
SPS, and 
quarantine 
services 

Under-
capitalization 
(trade and 
investment 
finance) 
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Sector Results Framework (Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2011-2013) 

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 

Sector Outcomes 
with ADB 

Contribution 

Indicators with 
Targets and 
Baselines 

Sector Outputs 
with ADB 

Contribution 

Indicators with Incremental 
Targets 

Planned and Ongoing ADB   
Interventions 

Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Interventions  

Sustainable 
natural resource 
development, 
management, and 
conservation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Improved 
agricultural 
productivity, 
diversification, and 
commercialization 

 

 

 

 

 

Improved rural 
accessibility and 
infrastructure 

 

 

Government 
policies, plans, and 
laws on water 
resources 
operationalized by 
2013 

Forest cover 
maintained for 
inland forest (2008 
baseline: 59%; 
2015 target: 60%) 

 

Quality and 
sustainability of rice 
exports improved 
(2009 baseline: 
13,000 tons milled 
rice; 2015 target: 
1 million tons milled 
rice) 

Increased paddy 
yields (2008 
baseline:  7.17 
million tons; 2013 
target: 7.95 million 
tons 

Rehabilitated rural 
roads of 28,000 km  

Increased irrigated 
area (2008 
baseline: 1,120,000 
ha; 2013 target: 
1,245,000 ha) 

 

Improved policy, 
legal, and 
institutional 
framework for 
water resources 
management    

Strengthening 
planning systems 
for mainstreaming 
environment 

Reforestation and 
biodiversity 
conservation 

Agricultural 
commercialization 
and natural 
resources 
conservation 

Agricultural 
extension and 
support to farmer 
organizations 

 

 

Rural 
infrastructure 
rehabilitation 

Sustainable 
rehabilitation of 
existing small and 
medium-scale 
irrigation schemes 

 

Government policies, plans, 
and laws on water resources 
operationalized (2010 
baseline: subdecrees drafted; 
2013 target subdecrees 
approved) 

Functional inter-ministerial 
committee on national water 
resources management 
operating by 2013 

Reforestation (2008 baseline: 
10,810 ha; 2013 target: 
73,000 ha) 

Increased paddy yields (2008 
baseline: 2.74 tons/ha; 2013 
target: 3.00 tons/ha 

Human resource capacity of 
FWUCs strengthened (2010 
baseline: 114 FWUCs 
registered with MOWRAM; 
2013 target: 139) 

Numbers of agribusinesses 
increased by 10% over 4 
years (2009 baseline: TBD; 
2013 target: TBD) 

Rehabilitation of 600 km rural 
access roads by 2013 

Rehabilitation of 20,000 ha 
wet season and 5,0000 ha dry 
season irrigation by 
MOWRAM (2010 baseline: 
nil; 2013 target: 80,000 ha 
wet and 20,000 ha dry 
season) 

Planned key activity areas
− Sustainable natural resource use and 

conservation  
− Food security, improved agricultural 

productivity, diversification, and 
commercialization of rural 
infrastructure 

Pipeline projects 
− Agriculture Commercialization and 

Conservation   
− Flood and Drought (GMS)  
− Irrigation and Water Resources II   
− Climate-Friendly Bio-Energy Project 

(GMS) 
− Low Carbon/Climate Resilience 

(GMS)  
− Core Environment Program and 

Biodiversity Conservation Initiative 
(GMS) 

 
Ongoing projects 
Tonle Sap projects:  
− Environmental Management 
− Sustainable Livelihoods 
− Lowlands Rural Development 
− Poverty Reduction and Smallholder 
− Technology Demonstration for 

Productivity 

Other ANR projects: 
− Northwest Irrigation Sector 
− Water Resources Management Sector 

Development  
− Biodiversity Conservation Corridor 

Project (GMS) 

Coordination of water 
resources management 
and IWRM improved 
(National Water 
Resources Management 
Committee operating) 

Organizational structure 
operations of MOWRAM 
improved  

5,600 ha natural forest 
land rehabilitated 

35,000 ha of small-scale 
irrigation schemes 
rehabilitated  
− Wet and dry season 

paddy yield increased  
− Cropping intensity 

increased  
− Diversified farming 

systems introduced 

600 km of rural access 
roads improved 

Share of household 
income from rice reduced 

Marketed farm and off-
farm products increased  

ADB = Asian Development Bank; FWUC = farmer water user communities; GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion; MOWRAM = Ministry of Water Resources and 
Meteorology; TBD = to be determined 




