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RAILWAY BENEFITS 
 
The costs of rehabilitating the railway are substantial, but 
there are significant benefits to seeing a functional 
railway return to Cambodia. While many of these  
benefits will be felt early in the project – such as 
additional employment – most will come in the future. 
Overall, ADB estimates that the project will generate an 
economic internal rate of return of about 28% in fixed 
prices during the first 20 years of railway operation. 

Savings in time and transportation cost; in fuel 
consumption and reduction in CO2 emission and other 
air pollution; reduced road traffic, improved road safety; 
and additional job creation are just some of the many 
benefits Cambodians will see as the railway returns to life. 

 
1. Time and Cost Savings.  

Rail transport is highly efficient over long distances of 300 kilometers and more. Reconnecting the 
railway with Thailand, for example, will reduce container transit times between Bangkok and Phnom 
Penh from about 11 days by sea and road, to about 20 hours by rail. The cost of moving the container 
between the two cities will drop by about 67% (see Table below). 
On shorter distances, rail transport is often slower than road transport but can operate more regularly 
and reliably, since it does not depend on road traffic conditions. Typically it is also cheaper by up to 
40%.  

Re-establishing the railway gives 
domestic transport users a choice 
between fast but expensive road 
transport and slower but cheaper and 
more regular rail transport. Transport 
users who need fast transportation may 
choose to stay with road transport, 
while others less sensitive to time may 
prefer the lower cost of railway 
transport. The fact that users will have 
a choice makes imports and exports, as 
well as domestic transport, more 
efficient and ultimately cheaper in the 
long run. 

 

2. Reduced Road Traffic.  
Some of the country’s growing freight transport will shift from the road to the railway. Likely estimates 
are that the railway will capture about 40% of freight traffic between Phnom Penh and Sihanoukville, 

Net Transport Cost ($/TEU) of Moving Containers from Laem Chabang 
Port to Phnom Penh 

($ per TEU) 
Thailand by Sea via Singapore Road Rail 
Cambodia by Road Rail Road Rail 
Distance (km) 828 813 648 696 
Duration (hours) 270 272 13 19.5 
Total Cost 983 953 404 317.5 
Cambodia Cost  22 19 17 13 

Source: ADB staff estimated 
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and about 50% between Phnom Penh and Poipet. This will significantly reduce congestion on National 
Roads 3, 4 and 6, which in turn will reduce their requirements for maintenance and significantly delay 
the need for expensive widening of these roads. To illustrate, one fully loaded heavy truck causes as 
much wear and tear on a road as 7,000 passenger cars, even when the truck is not overloaded. Having 
fewer heavy trucks means the roads will last longer with less maintenance, and be less congested.  

 
3. Improved Road Safety.  

Heavy trucks pose dangers for other vehicles, and those living near roadways. Some trucks carry 
dangerous or flammable cargos, such as the fuel trucks driving between the oil terminal in 
Sihanoukville and Phnom Penh. Shifting that cargo 
onto the railway is much safer because trains are 
constantly monitored and assessed by trained traffic 
controllers while road traffic is not. In addition, trains 
will not derail if the driver falls asleep – the train 
simply stops.  

 

4. Fuel Savings and Reduced Air Pollution 
and CO2 Emission.  

Railways are fuel efficient, requiring less than 20% of 
the fuel used by commercial trucks to move the same 
quantity of cargo over the same distance. This 
reduces operating costs and drastically reduces CO2 
emissions and other air pollution (see Figure). 

 

5. Job Creation.  

In the short term, rehabilitating the railway creates about 300 temporary jobs. Operating the railway 
initially requires 120 staff, but that number will grow as train traffic increases. The main gain, however, 
is that giving transport users a choice increases the efficiency and competitiveness of the economy, 
which makes Cambodia a more attractive place to invest. Depending on future developments, that 
could create tens of thousands of new jobs in agriculture, industry and logistics services. 

 
 

Source: Member of The Chartered Institute of Logistics 
and Transport, UK (MILT) and Central Japan Railway 
Company 


