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A. Sector Road Map 
 
 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Sector performance. Cambodia remains an agrarian country where 76.2% of the 
population live in rural areas. The country has a narrow economic base dominated by agriculture, 
construction, garments, and tourism. Agriculture accounted for 22.1% of gross domestic product 
(GDP) and 31.2% of total employment in 2019.1 However, the sector performance has been weak 
with an average growth rate of 1.7% during 2010–2019.2 The annual sector contribution to GDP 
growth has been limited, at more than 1% during 2004–2013, barely positive in 2014 and 2015, 
1.4% in 2016, and 1.7% in 2017. This was caused by the persistent low labor productivity in 
unprocessed rice production, declining global commodity prices since 2014, and adverse weather 
(rain and drought) conditions. Women represent 74% of the agricultural workforce and produce 
80% of Cambodia’s food.3 However, women only own 12.4% of the recorded land area and 
receive only about 10% of all agriculture extension services. Given the high shares of rural 
employment and women farmers, agriculture remains critical for poverty reduction.  
 
2. Impact of coronavirus disease. Annual growth rate is expected to dramatically decline 
to –5.5% in 2020, before rebounding to 5.9% in 2021.4 To ensure domestic food security, the 
government announced major restrictions on the export of fish, rice, and paddy. The impact of 
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) on agricultural value chains has not been fully assessed and the 
overall sector performance is expected to fall by only 0.5%. While the shortage of staple crops is 
not anticipated, farmers increasingly face difficulties in accessing seeds and other inputs due to 
lockdown restrictions. On the demand side, “collectors” (traders) and intermediaries cannot 
access farming communities and the farmers themselves cannot sell their produce at markets. 
 
3. Remaining dominance of rice production. In terms of agriculture’s contribution to total 
national GDP, crop production still predominates (13.0%), followed by fisheries (5.5%), livestock 
(2.6%), and forestry (1.6%) (footnote 4). About 70% of the country’s cultivated land remain largely 
dominated by rice, followed by subsidiary and industrial crops (about 20%), rubber plantations 
(about 7%), and permanent crops (about 4%).5 The cultivated area of rice increased from 3.2 
million hectares (ha) in 2017 to 3.3 million ha in 2018 and resulted in an increase in rice production 
from about 10.5 million tons in 2017 to 10.9 million tons in 2018 (footnote 4). The continuous 
dominance of rice production in the agriculture sector explains the weak sector growth due to the 
slow growth in rice production. 
 
4. Limited value addition to agriculture. Only about 10% of Cambodia’s agricultural 
outputs are processed within the country, a figure that has stayed relatively consistent since 1998 
despite the growth of the economy. Processed agriculture exports constituted only 8% of all 
Cambodia’s recorded exports (by value) in 2015.6 Agricultural products are the second-largest 

 
1 International Labour Organization. ILOSTAT Database () (accessed 4 October 2020). 
2 Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2013. Gender Equality in the Labor Market in Cambodia. Manila. 
3 Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. Annual Report, 2017−2018. Phnom Penh. 
4 ADB. 2020. Asian Development Outlook Supplement. Manila. 
5 These crops include cashew, banana, oil palm, coconut, mangoes, coffee, durian, pepper, orange, and other fruits. 
6 Government of Cambodia. Cambodia Industrial Development Policy, 2015−2025. Phnom Penh. Official Cambodian 

trade data from 2016 indicate that timber, plywood, veneer, and other wood products; rice (husked); rubber; sugar; 
fishing; and other agriculture products totalled only $50 million (about 4.5% of all exports by value).  

http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=50264-002-3
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export group, after textile and garment (74.6%), constituting 7.8% in 2018.7 However, most export 
commodities are still in raw form and are heavily dependent on crops such as rice and rubber with 
an increasing share of cassava.8 The underdeveloped agro-processing sector is directly linked 
to the country’s economic structure, which is characterized by (i) a lack of diversity in the industrial 
base, (ii) the enterprise structure dominated by microenterprises, 9  (iii) weak and relatively 
immature entrepreneurship, and (iv) urban-centric distribution of industry (68% of large 
manufacturing enterprises are in Phnom Penh and 13% are in Kandal Province). 
 
5. Access to quality inputs. Informal networks of intermediaries or buyers supply farmers 
with improved varieties of seed from Thailand and Viet Nam. The market demand for quality rice 
seed is estimated to be 50,000 tons in 2020, but in 2015 national availability was less than 9,000 
tons. No seed quality standards have been approved, and the policies and enforcement 
mechanisms essential to making the seed law operational are not yet in place. In recent years, 
pesticide use has increased, especially for vegetable growing and dry-season rice cultivation, and 
is unregulated. Most pesticides are traded illegally from Thailand and Viet Nam. 
 
6. Access to Market. Most farmers continue to sell their major crops to collectors in their 
village just after harvest.10 At this time of relative abundance, farmers tend to be price-takers and 
their returns are therefore depressed, although the system as a whole is reasonably competitive 
and spatial and temporal price differences are minimized. The situation with vegetables and fish 
marketing is broadly similar. About 90% of the products are typically sold to traveling collectors 
or traders, or direct to wholesalers. Collectors will mainly sell the output themselves at local, 
district, or provincial wet markets or to retailers.  
 
7. Transport and logistics. The rural road network continues to deteriorate and constrains 
the efficiency and growth of the agriculture sector. The observed decrease in the transport 
infrastructure quality index (from 3.1 out of 7 in 2010 to 2.9 in 2016)11 was likely because of 
rapidly growing traffic, lack of maintenance financing, poor road maintenance standards, and 
inadequate institutional capacity for road maintenance and management. Cambodia’s domestic 
transport costs remain higher than those of its regional competitors. Transport costs, estimated 
at $10−$13 per 100 kilometers (km) per ton in 2015, are higher than in Viet Nam (about $7 per 
100 km per ton) and Thailand (about $5 per 100 km per ton). Physical market infrastructure is in 
poor condition and requires significant improvement. 
 
8. Access to finance. Microfinance institutions have expanded remarkably to reach the 
villages. However, local businesses often struggle to obtain credit for capital investment, while 
foreign firms usually mobilize funds from overseas. Given the recent growth in credit volume within 
Cambodia, the problem lies with some of the characteristics of local agro-processing enterprises 
rather than with the availability of finance. Their small size, relatively informal nature, and the  

 
7 ADB estimates based on the information provided by the Customs Office of Cambodia. 
8 Rubber is exported in the form of dry sheets or blocks only i.e., with the absolute minimum of processing consistent 

with producing a saleable commodity. 
9 Fully 97.3% of enterprises are microenterprises, 2.2% are small and medium-sized enterprises, and 0.6% are large 

enterprises.  
10 ADB. Reconnaissance Study for Wholesale Fresh Food Markets in Selected Countries in Southeast Asia. 

Unpublished (Study conducted under the ADB-supported Implementing the Greater Mekong Subregion Core 
Agriculture Support Program [Phase 2]). 

11 World Bank. 2017. Cambodia: Sustaining Strong Growth for the Benefit of All. Systematic Country Diagnostic. 
Washington, DC. 
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highly variable prices of their outputs make them more difficult to lend to than some other sectors. 
Agriculture and agribusinesses represented only about 10% of all formal finance use in 2015.12 
 
9. Natural resources management. Cambodia is known for its rich forest resources and 
forest habitat.13 However, the forest cover has reduced dramatically from 13.1 million hectares 
(ha) in 1973 to 8.7 million ha in 2016 due to uncontrolled land use conversion, illegal logging, 
infrastructure development, and urbanization.14 Forest management in the catchment areas is 
also critical to ensure sustainable water management and water supplies to all sectors including 
agriculture. Despite abundant water resources, many of Cambodia’s catchments are constrained 
by extreme water level fluctuation between dry and wet seasons;15 a lack of capacity for water 
storage, especially in the flat topography of the Tonle Sap River Basin group; and water pollution 
and rapid construction of large dams in the basin, water diversion, and flood-plain development. 
 
10. Climate change and disaster risk. Cambodia’s agriculture sector is also highly 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. In 2014, Cambodia’s domestic vulnerability 
assessments indicated that 17.2% of Cambodia’s communes were highly vulnerable and more 
than 31.5% were quite vulnerable to climate hazards.16 Projections suggest that average rainfall 
will increase and become more concentrated, causing both dry periods during the wet season 
and leading to more flood events; mean temperatures will rise; and drought periods will be 
extended. High risks of flood and drought combined with poverty and low adaptive capacity make 
Cambodia one of the most vulnerable countries in the world.17 Weather patterns are becoming 
increasingly unpredictable, essentially resulting in longer dry seasons and droughts, and rainy 
seasons that start late but are more intense. Climate projections to 2050 suggest that Cambodia 
will experience changes in temperature and rainfall with significant adverse impacts on farming 
communities and ecosystems. 
 
11. Urgent need for food safety control improvement.  In 2016, there were about 1,000 
reported cases of food poisoning throughout the country.18 The problems affecting food safety 
can be summarized as (i) the lack of a food safety policy and technical standards on food safety 
and management; (ii) no clear distinction in function on food safety control between the 
government and private sector, and resultant underinvestment by the private sector; (iii) poor 
interministerial coordination and overlapping responsibilities; (iv) lack of effective border controls 
for inspection and monitoring; (v) insufficient food safety administration staff; (vi) lack of staff 
trained in the use of laboratory equipment and testing kits; and (vii) inadequate national laboratory 
facilities. In addition, the absence of consumer representation and voice limits the pressure for 
improvement. International trade requirements drive the government’s food safety agenda: 
sanitary and phytosanitary standards, global hazard analysis and critical control points and 
International Organization of Standardization certifications are applied much more to rice than to 
horticulture or aquaculture, where food safety standards are almost nonexistent. Agencies’ 

 
12 United States Agency for International Development. 2015. An Analysis of Three Commodity Value Chains in 

Cambodia: Rice, Horticulture, and Aquaculture. https://www.marketlinks.org/sites/marketlinks.org/files/resource/ 
files/ LEO_Cambodia_Value_Chain_assessment_FINAL_508_Compliant_v3.pdf. 

13 Cambodia is endowed with the largest remaining forest habitat in the Southeast Asia and 80% of the region’s most 
valuable and endangered indigenous tree species. 

14 Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Environment. 2018. Cambodia Forest Cover 2016. Phnom Penh. 
15 Salvadore E and W Bastiaansson 2017. Water Accounting in Selected Asian River Basins: Pilot Study in 

Cambodia.  
16 Department of Climate Change, General Secretariat, National Council for Sustainable Development. 2016. The 

National Climate Change Monitoring and Evaluation Framework. Phnom Penh. 
17 Verisk Maplecroft. 2018. Climate Change Vulnerability Index. https://maplecroft.com/about/news/ccvi.html 
18 Khmer Times. 2017. Food safety a health concern for Cambodia. 12 October. 

https://www.marketlinks.org/sites/marketlinks.org/files/resource/%20files/%20LEO_Cambodia_Value_Chain_assessment_FINAL_508_Compliant_v3.pdf
https://www.marketlinks.org/sites/marketlinks.org/files/resource/%20files/%20LEO_Cambodia_Value_Chain_assessment_FINAL_508_Compliant_v3.pdf
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mandates overlap, especially in food safety where the Food Safety Law, 2010 is not yet ratified,19 
and the responsibilities of the public and private sectors are not delineated. 
 
12. Opportunities for agricultural transformation. Cambodian agriculture is in transition 
and needs to be transformed. Given the better job opportunities in other sectors and neighboring 
countries, Cambodia is losing agricultural labor. The sector needs to provide better on-farm 
income through diversification and mechanization, while value chains need to be developed for 
off-farm and nonfarm job opportunities. For competitive value chain development and agricultural 
transformation, engagement of the private sector and the government’s policy direction for 
providing an enabling business environment are critical. 
 
 2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
13. Cambodia’s National Strategic Development Plan 2019–2023. Agriculture 
development continues to be a priority in the national development strategy. The Agricultural 
Sector Strategic Development Plan, 2019−202320 and the draft Agricultural Sector Master Plan, 
2030 support the sector with four programs: (i) enhancement of agricultural productivity, 
diversification, and commercialization; (ii) promotion of livestock farming and aquaculture; (iii) land 
reforms; and (iv) forestry reforms. The strategy includes water resources and irrigation system 
management under the development of physical infrastructure and the development of small and 
medium-sized enterprises under the private sector development and employment. To support 
agriculture, the Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology’s Strategic Development Plan 
2019−2023 targets increasing the irrigated area by 30,000 ha per annum to reach 2 million ha of 
irrigation command area by 2023.21 
 
14. Cambodia’s Industrial Development Policy, 2015−2025. Development of the agro-
industry sector is as one of the four key sectors under Cambodia Industrial Development Policy 
2015−2025.22 The policy aims to diversify the industrial structure, which is highly concentrated in 
the garment sector. The garment industry grew rapidly because of foreign direct investment, but 
it mostly manufactures and exports outputs of low quality using imported inputs. Agro-industry is 
expected to become a driver for economic growth, job creation, and export promotion. 
 
15. Cambodia’s Climate Change Strategic Plan 2014–2023. The government pursues the 
balance between economic growth and sustainable management of natural resources and 
ecological systems under the National Strategy Development Plan 2019-2023. Environmental 
protection and conservation and climate change are other important area in the strategy. Under 
its climate change strategic plan, the government pursues the reduction of climate change 
vulnerability and promotion of green, low-carbon development.23 
 
B. Major Development Partners: Strategic Focus and Key Activities 

 

 
19 Food Safety Law an Inter-Ministerial Prakas No. UATH.BRK 868 dated 22 October 2010, on the Implementation and 

Institutional Arrangements of Food Safety Based on the Farm to Table Approach (IMP868). 
20 Government of Cambodia. 2019. National Strategic Development Plan 2019–2023. Phnom Penh. 
21 Government of Cambodia, Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology. 2018. Strategic Development Plan for 

Water Resources and Meteorology, 2019-2023. Phnom Penh. 
22 Government of Cambodia. 2015. Cambodia Industrial Development Policy 2015–2025: “Market Orientation and 

Enabling Environment for Industrial Development.” Phnom Penh. (Approved by Council of Ministers, March 2015) 
23 Government of Cambodia, National Climate Change Committee. 2013. Cambodia Climate Change Strategic Plan 

2014−2023. Phnom Penh. 
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16. Development partner support in the sector has been focused mainly on production, 
especially in the rice industry. Specific support to agricultural value chain development includes 
(i) the Cambodia Agricultural Value Chain Program, funded by the Government of Australia, with 
a focus on rice; (ii) the Helping Address Rural Vulnerabilities and Ecosystem Stability, funded by 
the United States Agency for International Development, with focus on horticulture; and (iii) the 
Accelerating Inclusive Markets for Smallholders Project, supported by the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development, covering crops and livestock. Official development assistance capital 
investment increased from $728.4 million in 2016 to $768.6 million in 2018. The table lists the 
major initiatives that prioritize agriculture, natural resources, and rural development.  
 

Major Development Partners  
Development 
Partner  Project Name Duration 

Amount 
($ million) 

ADB Climate-Friendly Agribusiness Value Chains Sector Project 2018−2024 90.00 
 Irrigated Agriculture Improvement Project 2019−2025 117.00 
AFD Water Resources Management & Agricultural Transition for Cambodia, 

Phase 1 and 2 
2014−2025 67.90 

DFAT Cambodia Agricultural Value Chain Program Phase 1 and 2 2010−2021 144.70 
IFAD Sustainable Assets for Agriculture Markets, Business and Trade Project 2019−2025 54.40 
 Accelerating Inclusive Markets for Smallholders  2016−2023 36.26 
 Agricultural Services Programme for Innovation, Resilience and 

Extension  
2014−2022 53.84 

 Tonle Sap Poverty Reduction and Smallholder Development Project 2009−2023 23.38 
JICA Southwest Phnom Penh Irrigation and Drainage Rehabilitation and 

Improvement project 
2014−2026 58.00 

World 
Bank 

Mekong Integrated Water Resources Management Project 2017−2021 15.00 
Cambodia Agricultural Sector Diversification Project 2019−2025 91.67 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, AFD = Agence Française de Développement, DFAT = Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, IFAD = International Fund for Agricultural Development, JICA = Japan International Cooperation Agency, KOICA = Korea 
International Cooperation Agency, PRC = People’s Republic of China. 
Source: Asian Development Bank estimates. 
 
C. Institutional Arrangements and Processes for Development Coordination  
 
17. The mechanisms for development coordination in Cambodia include the Cambodian 
Development Cooperation Forum—the highest level of policy and reform discussion—supported 
by the Government Development Coordination Committee (GDCC). Working as subsidiaries of 
the GDCC are 19 technical working groups, including the technical working group for agriculture 
and water, in which the Cambodia Resident Mission of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
participates. The GDCC collaborates with the Cambodia Rehabilitation and Development Board 
of the Council for the Development of Cambodia in liaising with development partners, and both 
are focal points for government ministries in matters of development assistance. 
 
D. ADB Experience and Assistance Program 
 
18. ADB’s support to the agriculture, natural resources, and rural development sector has 
been both multilayered and multifaceted to address food, jobs and livelihood, and environment 
holistically. It has engaged with policy and institutional reform processes as well as with 
investment projects. ADB has worked on various rural development dimensions with several line 
ministries, including the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, the Ministry of Water 
Resources and Meteorology, and the Ministry of Rural Development. The major lessons learned 
from the experience include the following. 

https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/project-detail/P163264
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(i) Effective implementation and coordination arrangements among ministries are key 
for successful project design and implementation. 

(ii) Investments for increasing productivity must be supplemented with value chain 
development support for agricultural diversification and commercialization. 

(iii) Upstream work on policy development support is needed. 
(iv) Provinces should be carefully selected and coordinated to maximize the impact 

and meet the needs. 
(v) A programmatic approach is needed to maximize complementarity and synergy 

among projects and tackle fundamental issues in the longer term. 
 
19. ADB’s strategy and assistance program. ADB’s sector strategy prioritizes three main 
areas: enhancing agricultural productivity, strengthening agricultural value chains, and 
strengthening natural resources management and disaster resilience.  
 
20. Enhancing agricultural productivity. Enhancing agricultural productivity involves 
addressing the crucial gaps in agricultural production. A whole-of-system approach will be 
undertaken through the National Water Resources Management and Sustainable Irrigation Road 
Map and Investment Program 2019−2033.24 Profitable agriculture is fundamental for an irrigation 
investment that secures a reliable water supply for different types of crops, supports fully 
functional irrigation schemes, and enables sustainable operation and maintenance. The Irrigated 
Agriculture Improvement Project, approved in 2019, will support the modernization and climate 
proofing of irrigation schemes and nonstructural measures.25  
 
21. Strengthening agricultural value chains. In line with the Siem Reap Action Plan, ADB 
supports competitive, safe, environment-friendly, and resource-efficient agricultural value chain 
development.26 Engagement of the private sector is key to ensuring value chains are competitive. 
ADB will support the value chain approach through the Climate-Friendly Agribusiness Value 
Chains Sector Project, approved in 2018;27 the Agricultural Value Chain Competitiveness and 
Safety Enhancement Project, for approval in 2020; and the Inclusive Coastal and Marine Fisheries 
Value Chain and Sustainable Tourism Development, for approval in 2021. 
 
22. Strengthening natural resources management and disaster resilience. The 
sustainable management and conservation of natural resources and the environment is an 
integral component of ADB’s water resources and agriculture investment project. ADB will 
continue to engage with government counterparts and key stakeholders in the sector to identify 
appropriate investment projects and associated technical assistance in these areas. At a regional 
level, the Greater Mekong Subregion Core Environment Program Strategic Framework and Action 
Plan, 2018−2022 prioritized a set of investments on land use management, rural environmental 
quality improvements, and climate resilience and disaster risk reduction. The priority investments 
are included in the Greater Mekong Subregion Regional Investment Framework, 2018−2022 and 
the regional investment pipeline will inform future programming discussions in Cambodia.

 
24 Government of Cambodia. 2019. National Water Resources Management and Sustainable Irrigation Road Map and 

Investment Program 2019-2033. Phnom Penh. 
25 ADB. 2018. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and 

Administration of Loan and Grant to the Kingdom of Cambodia for the Irrigated Agriculture Improvement Project. 
Manila. 

26 ADB. 2017. Strategy for Promoting Safe and Environment-Friendly Agro-Based Value Chains in the Greater Mekong 
Subregion and Siem Reap Action Plan, 2018−2022. Bangkok. 

27 ADB. 2019. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and 
Administration of Loan and Grant to the Kingdom of Cambodia for the Climate-Friendly Agribusiness Value Chains 
Sector Project. Manila. 
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Problem Tree for Agriculture, Natural Resources, and Rural Development Sector 
 

 
 
 
  


