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ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY)1 
 
A.  Key Environment and Climate Change Issues and Needs  
 
1. Environment. The driving factors behind environmental deterioration are those 
associated with aggregate population and economic growth. These factors are overlaid with the 
impact of external actors rather than local communities. The situation is aggravated by systemic 
institutional shortfalls and market failures leading to under-provision of environmental goods and 
services. Necessary public responses to address environment issues include (i) stronger 
enforcement of existing legal provisions; (ii) closer monitoring and stronger sanctioning of 
potentially damaging large-scale private investments including economic land concessions and 
sand mining; (iii) clearer delineations of authority and responsibilities;2 (iv) much greater and 
more innovative involvement of the private sector, nongovernment organizations, and 
community groups in both resource management and service provision;3 (v) continuing support 
to strengthen and regularize community resource management (especially in fisheries and 
forests, and if necessary based on revised subdecrees); (vi) technical interventions to support 
alternatives to unsustainable and/or threatened livelihood activities; and (vii) the generation of 
better data for public planning and investment design, partly through improved monitoring and 
evaluation. 
 
2. Climate Change. Interventions to mitigate climate change are underway as pilots or 
demonstrations (e.g., biomass energy and green agriculture) or in the early stages of policy 
formulation (e.g., reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation [REDD+]), but there is 
scope for scaling-up and fast-tracking. The most urgent short-term adaptation intervention is to 
improve a hydrometeorological information system (especially warning systems), followed by 
investments in flood protection infrastructure (e.g., dikes and drainage networks) in flood-prone 
areas; rehabilitation of irrigation facilities, roads, and other climate-proofing of infrastructure; and 
changes to agriculture (e.g., soil and water conservation), fisheries (including aquaculture), and 
forestry (both plantings and land use planning). Likewise, stronger legal frameworks (e.g., for 
integrated water resource management) and institutional arrangements (e.g., for river basin 
organizations, including the Mekong River Commission), and increased technical and planning 
capacity (e.g., for vulnerability assessments, gender mainstreaming, and economic analysis of 
climate change) are all needed.4 In the short-term, disaster risk reduction planning and 
response capacities need to be strengthened at the central and local levels within emerging 
fiscal transfer and planning arrangements. Medium-term disaster-related needs include systems 
and data collection for a fuller understanding of local vulnerability and exposure. 
 
 

                                                        
1
  This summary is based on ADB. 2014. Cambodia: Country Environmental Note. Manila.  

2
 The evolving decentralization and deconcentration process will affect the allocation of some formal responsibilities 

between tiers of government, but issues surrounding community forest demarcation, the status of “private” forests, 
hunting and other use rights, management of flooded forests, and fee collection and other aspects of the internal 
organization of community fisheries (as well as conflicts with commercial fishers) all urgently need to be resolved. 

3  This is in principle increasingly supported by the decentralization and deconcentration process, and affords 
increased scope for (i) private companies and farmer water user communities in irrigation services; (ii) farmer 
groups and business associations in green agriculture technology (e.g., biomass, drip irrigation, and seed supply) 
supply and extension; and (iii) providers of clean water (including commercially viable rural water supply services), 
solar power, biodigesters, and gasifiers. It can also include participation of agencies in scaling-up payment for 
ecosystem services pilots. 

4
  Other priorities include: building community resilience through livelihood diversification, ecosystem-based 

adaptation, urban adaptation, adaptation and mitigation synergies, and mainstreaming environment and climate 
change in sub-national planning. 
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B.  Planning and Institutional Capacity for Environment and Climate Change  
 
3. Policy and planning for environment and climate change is a mixed picture. The 2013 
Rectangular Strategy for Growth, Employment, Equity and Efficiency, Phase III with its 
emphasis on “environmental sustainability as linked to favorable macroeconomic conditions,” 
acknowledges that there are a number of challenges in ensuring the sustainability of natural 
resources, “especially weak governance of the natural resource management system, 
insufficient legal and regulatory frameworks; and the need to strengthen coordination between 
related institutions and stakeholders, effectiveness of needed reform programs as well as 
management of the impact of climate and eco-system changes”. The National Strategic 
Development Plan, 2014–2018, the Cambodia Climate Change Strategic Plan, 2014–2023, the 
Green Growth Policy, and the Green Growth Strategic Plan include explicit description of issues 
and acknowledgement of the seriousness of environmental problems. The Cambodia REDD+ 
Roadmap has also recently made progress in laying out some of the technical issues involved in 
large-scale mitigation and in securing funding.  

4. On the other hand, as experienced by many other countries, the plethora of plans, 
policies, and strategies prepared for the various sectors and at different levels are typically 
produced on a one-institution basis with little regard for national or thematic perspectives on 
environment and climate change. The technical content of most plans and policies is typically 
thin. Desirable states, objectives, and targets are often well described, but strategies are rarely 
resourced or fully operationalized, and the qualitative dimensions of biophysical performance 
are not determined. Basic data available for agencies dealing with environment and climate 
change to use for planning is generally limited. Across the institutional landscape, a number of 
problems persist. First, there is still an inherent and systemic undervaluation of environmental 
assets in public policy-making and investment decisions. Second, prevailing institutional 
perspectives strongly tend to favor centralization and control of infrastructure development, and 
are likely to add to existing pressures. Third, systemic coordination problems, and functional 
overlaps and discontinuities affect institutional performance at all levels, and the ongoing 
evolution of the decentralization and deconcentration process further complicates public roles 
and responsibilities in environmental management. Fourth, individual performance incentives 
are weak. Finally, funding levels for environment activities are low and financial management is 
weak with opaque and highly aggregated agency budgets in which resource allocations are not 
clearly linked to stated purposes.5  
 
C.  ADB: Performance Assessment in Environment and Climate Change in Cambodia 
 
5. At the country level, before the 2011–2013 country partnership strategy (CPS) the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) recognized that engagement with a weak natural resource 
governance situation posed risks for the success of investments. Experience proved that, while 
it was possible to change legislative frameworks (e.g., for land, fisheries, and water), ensuring 
real changes on the ground required intense effort thorough diagnostic work, efficient project 
designs, strong partnering arrangements, and integration with regional programs’ objectives. 
The strategy of ADB has been to (i) selectively focus on areas where a policy agenda has 
reasonable chance of success (e.g., in water sector reform), (ii) work through both the 
incorporation of environmental objectives in projects in individual sectors, and (iii) apply its own 

                                                        

5 The Ministry of Environment has made recent efforts to introduce program budgeting and improve financial 

management, and start decentralizing its responsibilities and functions at a sub-national level. 
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safeguards. Such an approach was preferable to directly tackling areas in which ADB may have 
little expertise or where government ownership is modest.  
 
6. Prior to the start of the last CPS period, ADB learned from evaluations of previous 
projects that more innovative approaches to tackling environment and climate change issues 
and the adoption of a more programmatic approach are needed. Approaches include (i) policy 
and regulatory changes (e.g., to implement integrated water resource management and basin 
planning, and agricultural land management and land zoning; (ii) institutional capacity building 
(e.g., for development of official regulations and technical skills acquisition); (iii) creation of 
wider partnering arrangements (e.g., farmer groups’ operations support, and promotion of 
sustainable contract farming) to complement and overcome limited government institutional 
capacity; and (iv) physical investments (e.g., climate-proofed irrigation, and rehabilitation of 
medium- and small-scale irrigation schemes). ADB’s geographic focus in Cambodia has moved 
away from the earlier almost exclusive focus on the Tonle Sap, partly because of the national 
scope of the climate change agenda.  
 
7. Regarding tackling environment and climate change objectives through Cambodia’s 
participation in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Economic Cooperation Program, various 
evaluations have concluded that (i) in tackling environment issues, the Core Environment 
Program Biodiversity Corridors Initiative, Phase I (CEP–BCI I) faced the same institutional 
problems as had earlier country-level investments, and the orientation of its work had to address 
institutional issues more than had been anticipated at design; (ii) across all CEP–BCI I 
components, there was little connection between national and subregional objectives; and (iii) 
under the Core Agriculture Support Program (CASP), Phase I, (a) opportunities for partnering 
with specialist regional agriculture institutions were not exploited, (b) there was little focus on 
truly subregional issues (as opposed to national issues being undertaken at the same time), (c) 
focus on the economic corridors was diluted, and (d) natural resources management issues had 
a low priority among the many topics covered by CASP I. Like operations at the country level, 
recent GMS operations have tended to both increase the relative importance of climate change, 
and more closely intertwine environment and climate change objectives and activities 
specification, thereby implicitly recognizing that many practices that conserve natural resources 
also promote climate resilience and can facilitate mitigation practices.  
 
8. Since the 2011–2013 CPS, the GMS Economic Cooperation Program has been 
reformulated, and climate change is now identified as a major regional issue driving the need for 
both mitigation (and thus the importance of forestry stocks) and adaptation (requiring new 
agriculture technologies), and raising the relative importance of agriculture generally. The CEP–
BCI II, 2012–2016 has also been reformulated. The program’s expected impact of “improved 
biodiversity conservation and climate resilience across the GMS” and its expected outcome of 
“pro-poor environmental management and climate-friendly measures adopted” clearly links the 
environment and climate change agendas, and is highly relevant to Cambodia. The CEP–BCI II 
addresses (i) biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation, noting that infrastructure and 
other development are major drivers of ecosystem fragmentation and destruction; and (ii) 
climate change adaptation and mitigation, which are key concerns because of potential negative 
impacts on food and energy security, and the ongoing deterioration of biomass from the 
subregion’s forests (especially Cambodia’s), which frustrates efforts to control greenhouse gas 
emissions.  

9. The near-simultaneous reformulation of the CASP II, in 2011–2015, involved refocusing 
of its objectives on the basis that two of the four main drivers of change in the GMS are (i) 
degradation of the natural resource base, and (ii) climate change (including recognition of 
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agriculture and deforestation as contributors to greenhouse gas emissions). The CASP II vision 
emphasizes climate-friendly agricultural development, and its broad strategy includes the 
delivery of environmental services (including clean water and mechanisms for carbon 
sequestration). Accordingly, Pillar 2 of CASP II promotes climate-friendly agriculture and natural 
resource management (climate-resilient farming systems; weather-based insurance systems; 
and control of transboundary invasive species, pests, and animal diseases). Pillar 3 promotes 
agriculture as a leader in rural renewable energy technology and ecofriendly cross-border 
supply chains. In urban areas, the GMS Southern Economic Corridor Towns Development 
Project tackles environment issues, such as wastewater treatment and solid waste 
management, in several secondary towns, and addresses climate resilience through climate 
proofing and flood control measures in these locations.  
 
10. In sum, since the 2011–2013 CPS, there is now (i) increasing attention by ADB to 
climate issues at both national and regional levels; (ii) increasing links between traditional 
environment operations (both natural resource management and urban investments) and the 
climate change agenda; (iii) considerable change at the country level to more holistically 
address environment and climate change issues across both sectors and all the regions of the 
country; (iv) greater relevance of, and synergy between, subregional programs for addressing 
environment and climate change issues; and (v) greater complementarity between the content 
and objectives of subregional programs and those of country operations in addressing 
environment and climate change objectives. The CPS 2011–2013 Final Review suggested that 
the new CPS might incorporate an explicit disaster risk reduction theme, giving this a higher 
priority in the development agenda.  
 
11. ADB cannot address all of Cambodia’s environment and climate change agenda, 
counterfactual information to assess impact is rarely available, and it is also true that some 
national natural resource environment indicators (notably forestry) have continued to worsen in 
recent years, and that economic land concessions and environmental impact assessment 
practices remain poor. This suggests that more rigorous results management of individual 
investments with natural resource and urban environment objectives could be beneficial, and 
that an environment and climate change results framework for the CPS as a whole would be 
useful. 
 
D.  Implications for Country Partnership Strategy 2014–2018 
 
12. The following considerations should inform the 2014–2018 CPS: (i) the imperative to 
address environment issues in Cambodia has intensified since the last CPS; (ii) response to, 
and preparedness for, disaster risks need to become more routine in ADB operations; (iii) ADB 
has comparative advantage in the depth of its regional knowledge and contacts; (iv) urban 
environment and climate change problems are intensifying and will become important in the 
medium term; (v) a more balanced approach to national climate change investments should 
combine adaptation and mitigation support; (vi) targeting national climate change objectives will 
expand the geographical scope of ADB’s support for environment and natural resources beyond 
a focus on the Tonle Sap; (vii) promoting stronger partnership and coordinating with other 
development partners to avoid replication and maximize synergies and (viii) substantial capacity 
building will need to be an integral part of ADB support for environment and climate change 
investments under the 2014–2018 CPS.   


