
Country Partnership Strategy: Cambodia, 2014–2018 

 

1 
 

POVERTY ANALYSIS (SUMMARY)1 

1. Demographic update. In 2013, Cambodia had a population of 14.68 million. Of the 3.16 
million households, 2.50 million were rural and 0.66 million were urban. Cambodia is still 
overwhelmingly rural, but urbanization is increasing; the urban population grew from 19.5% of 
the total in 2008 to 21.4% in 2013. The population distribution is uneven, with most people 
concentrated in a diagonal band that stretches from the northwest to the southeast. This has 
implications for targeting the poor, as the areas with the largest number of poor people may not 
have the highest poverty incidence. Two clear demographic trends emerge from the latest data: 
Cambodians are on the move and the population is aging. The policy implications of aging and 
of migration will be significant. 

2. Profile of income poverty and vulnerability. Cambodia’s consumption-based measure 
of poverty has fallen dramatically, but many families have moved only just above the poverty 
line. With a very large share of the population concentrated at the bottom of the income 
distribution, the poverty rate is highly sensitive to where the line is drawn. Vulnerability to 
poverty has increased, and urban poverty may be rising. New official poverty lines introduced in 
2013 show that the poverty rate fell sharply from 47.8% in 2007 to 22.9% in 2009, 19.8% in 
2011, and 18.9% in 2012. Regional differences persist and about 80% of the poor live in rural 
areas. The rural poverty incidence fell from 24.6% in 2009 to 20.0% in 2012. In 2011 the 
incidence of urban poverty was higher for the first time in other urban areas than in Phnom 
Penh. In 2012 it fell to 14.5% in other urban areas and 16.3% in Phnom Penh.  

3. Inequality rose during 2004–2007 but has fallen since 2007, although the data may be 
unreliable. The share of total consumption of the poorest 20% of households increased from 
7.5% in 2007 to 9.3% in 2012, while the share of total consumption of the richest 20% of 
households fell from 46% in 2007 to 41% in 2009. However, given that average per capita daily 
consumption was just $3.75 in the richest quintile in 2009, it is unlikely that the socioeconomic 
surveys accurately capture the top of the income distribution.2 

4. The World Bank’s new poverty measurement methodology is broadly similar to that of 
the government, but some of the technical choices differ, resulting in different poverty lines. The 
overall national trends are very similar, particularly in 2009 onward, and both approaches show 
the most dramatic poverty reduction occurring during 2007–2009. However, there are 
differences of about 10 percentage points in the national poverty headcounts for 2004 and 
2008. The government’s poverty rate is higher for 2004, and the World Bank’s is higher for 
2008.  

5. Extreme poverty measured by the international poverty line of $1.25 per person per day 
also shows a sharp reduction.3 In 2011, 10% of the population lived on less than $1.25 per day, 
down from 31% in 2007, a drop of 21 percentage points in 4 years. However, in 2011, 41% of 
the population still lived on less than $2 per day, and 72% lived on less than $3 per day. 
Demonstrating the growing vulnerability in Cambodia, in 2007, 28.5% of the population fell 
between the $1.25 and $2.00 per day poverty lines. By 2011, this had grown to 31.2% of the 
population, or about 4 million people. The $2 per day poverty rate increased from 40.7% in 2009 
to 41.2% in 2011.   
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  This summary is based on Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2014. Cambodia: Country Poverty Analysis. Manila. 

Available on request. 
2
  By comparison, average per capita daily consumption was $0.70 per day in the poorest quintile, and $1.04 per day 

in the next-poorest quintile. 
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  The international poverty lines are expressed in 2005 purchasing power parity (PPP) dollars. 
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6. Location is one of the most important determinants of income poverty. Poverty is 
overwhelmingly concentrated in rural areas, and the gap appears to be growing: in 2004, 89% 
of poor households lived in rural areas; by 2011, this had increased to 91%. Poor households 
are larger, with an average of 5.6 members compared with the national average of 4.5. 
Consumption is lower in households whose working-age adults have fewer years of education. 
Among poor households, there has been very little change in the average number of years of 
education (from 3.1 years in 2004 to 3.3 years in 2011), whereas among average households 
there has been a substantial increase (from 3.9 years to 5.1 years in the same period).  
 
7. Gender and poverty. Households headed by women comprised 22% of all households 
in 2012. In 2011 there appeared to be only a very small difference in the income poverty rates of 
households headed by women and those headed by men. However, once household 
composition is taken into account, households headed by women with more than two children 
and no adult males are much more likely to be poor and the girls are more likely to be working. 
Because of social norms and more limited economic opportunities and income, households 
headed by women are likely to be more vulnerable and are also likely to experience shocks 
differently than those headed by men. On average, they also have smaller landholdings. And 
while the women’s labor force participation rate is high, about 70% of employed women 
(compared to 59% of men) are in vulnerable employment, defined as the sum of unpaid 
contributing family workers and own-account workers. While women own 65% of all businesses 
in Cambodia, the vast majority of women’s businesses are microenterprises: 51% employ only 
one person, and 96% engage four or fewer people. It is also important to note that a decline in 
household income poverty rates does not necessarily translate into improvements in well-being 
of women and girls if resources are not shared equally within the household. Evidence of high 
malnutrition and anaemia among women, and a high incidence of domestic violence are 
indicative of women’s inferior position and disadvantaged access to resources. 
 
8. Explaining poverty reduction. Most of Cambodia’s poverty reduction took place in 
rural areas in 2007–2009, at the height of the food, fuel, and financial crises. A World Bank 
analysis of Cambodia socioeconomic survey data found that poverty reduction could largely be 
explained by (i) the increase in the price of rice, (ii) increased rice production, (iii) growth in 
agricultural wages, and (iv) higher incomes from self-employment in non-agricultural 
businesses. Given the context of high rates of migration, cash and in-kind remittances 
contribute to increased consumption for many rural households, so they also play a role in 
explaining some of the poverty reduction. Income from remittances and transfers grew by 25% 
during 2004–2009, and 43% of households received remittances in 2011.  
 
9. Debt and vulnerability. Cambodia’s poor and vulnerable households have faced an 
array of recent shocks, from the price hikes and job losses associated with the food, fuel, and 
financial crises to natural disasters including Typhoon Ketsana in 2009, and the devastating 
floods of 2011 and 2013. In the absence of a national social protection system, borrowing has 
become a primary mechanism for coping with shocks. The 2009 Cambodia socioeconomic 
survey (CSES) showed that 46% of households in the poorest consumption quintile and 42% of 
households in the next-poorest quintile were in debt (compared with 38% of all households). An 
independent survey in 2009 found that 58% of households in three provinces were in debt. After 
the 2011 floods, 40% of survey respondents had had to take new loans, mostly to buy food. For 
poorer segments of the population, debt can easily lead to destitution.  
 
10. Poorer households are more likely to (i) borrow from informal moneylenders, (ii) have a 
high ratio of outstanding debt to per capita consumption, and (iii) take loans for unproductive 
purposes such as smoothing consumption, medical expenses, cultural and religious 
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ceremonies, or to service existing debts. Evidence suggests that, like remittances, survey 
respondents tend to underreport debt levels. Taken together, the high and potentially 
underreported level of indebtedness among the poor, and the significant share of unproductive 
loans suggest that vulnerability is a more significant issue than poverty analyses recognize. 
Poverty measurement is based on household consumption, and if a significant share of 
household consumption is financed by taking on loans, the resulting poverty reduction might not 
be as robust, and vulnerability could be more pronounced. More research is needed in this area. 
 
11. Non-income indicators. Cambodia is an early achiever of many Millennium 
Development Goals, particularly reducing income poverty, expanding primary enrollment, and 
combating HIV and tuberculosis. Indicators that are on track and likely to be met by 2015 
include the primary completion rate and gender parity at secondary level. However, progress is 
slow in reducing child malnutrition and infant and child mortality, and providing basic sanitation. 
These targets are not expected to be met on time, and intensified efforts will be needed.4  
 
12. Cambodia’s multidimensional poverty rate fell from 59% in 2005 to 46% in 2010.5 A 
much higher proportion of Cambodians are multidimensionally poor than income poor. This 
slower progress compared to the reduction in income poverty points to Cambodia’s weak 
performance in improving access to basic services, such as drinking water, sanitation, 
electricity, and modern cooking fuels, all of which play a very important role in promoting well-
being. A further 21% of the population was vulnerable to multidimensional poverty in 2010. 
  
13. Subjective wellbeing is assessed in the Survey of Cambodian Public Opinion. In the 
August 2009 survey, respondents were asked if their families were richer, the same, or poorer 
than one year before. Three in four respondents felt they were the same or poorer, while only 
one in four felt they were richer. This result is interesting in light of the dramatic fall in the official 
poverty incidence during 2007–2009, and perhaps underscores that families may have moved 
only very slightly above the poverty line, resulting in minimal differences in their perceived 
wellbeing. 
 
14. The new national framework for poverty reduction. The policy framework for poverty 
reduction in Cambodia comprises the Rectangular Strategy for Growth, Employment, Equity and 
Efficiency Phase III (RSIII) and the National Strategic Development Plan, both of which cover 
2014–2018. The national target continues to be poverty reduction at one percentage point per 
year. The four components of the RSIII address agriculture, infrastructure, private sector 
development and employment, and human resources development. Two multisector strategies 
have poverty reduction at their core: the 2011 National Social Protection Strategy for the Poor 
and Vulnerable, and the 2014 National Strategy for Food Security and Nutrition.  
 
15. Targeting tools. There are no official poverty rates for the provincial level given the 
CSES sample size, but a number of other sources of subnational data allow for geographic, 
categorical, and household targeting. The Identification of Poor Households targeting system is 
implemented every 3 years by the Ministry of Planning to identify poor households. Predictive 

                                                
4
  ADB, United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, United Nations Development 

Programme. 2013. Asia-Pacific Aspirations: Perspectives for a Post-2015 Development Agenda. Asia-Pacific 
Regional MDG Report 2012/13. Manila.  

5
  S. Alkire and J. Roche. 2013. How Multidimensional Poverty Went Down: Dynamics and Comparisons. Oxford 

Poverty and Human Development Initiative Research Brief March 2013. Oxford University: OPHI. The Oxford 
Poverty and Human Development Initiative’s multidimensional poverty index combines 10 relatively simple 
indicators in 3 dimensions: education, health, and standard of living. A person is poor if they are deprived in at least 
one-third of the weighted indicators. 
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poverty rates available down to the commune level are derived from the Commune Database, 
maintained by the Ministry of Interior. Poverty rates based on the multidimensional poverty 
index are available at the province level. A ranking of the 10 poorest provinces differs 
depending on the method is used, but seven provinces—Kampong Chhnang, Kampong Thom, 
Kratie, Preah Vihear, Pursat, Siem Reap, and Stung Treng—appear on all three lists, and can 
thus be considered particularly poor. Most of these provinces are around the Tonle Sap.  
 
16. The World Food Programme’s 2013 poverty and malnutrition maps are another useful 
targeting tool for program design, with commune-level detail. The general pattern is that poverty 
is comparatively low in Phnom Penh; slightly higher in the plains, river valleys, around the 
shores of the Tonle Sap, and on the sea coast; and higher still in the northeast and in the inner 
areas away from the shore to the southwest of the Tonle Sap. Comparing the poverty and 
malnutrition maps reveals that most of the country exhibits very high rates of stunting, and areas 
with the highest rates of stunting are not necessarily those with the highest poverty incidence. 
 
17. Implications for the ADB program in Cambodia. The overarching objective of the 
program of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in Cambodia continues to be poverty reduction, 
in line with the government’s priorities. The official poverty rate has fallen dramatically, but the 
poor have not risen very far above the poverty line, and multidimensional poverty remains high. 
The country partnership strategy 2014–2018 aims to reduce income poverty, multidimensional 
poverty, and vulnerability and to promote inclusive growth by focusing on rural areas and rural–
urban links, targeting the areas where most poor people live using available tools. More than 
half of the working population is still engaged in agriculture, and average plot sizes are very 
small, so a focus on promoting competitive farms and agribusiness enterprises can create jobs 
and higher incomes. But agriculture alone is unlikely to be the key driver of poverty reduction in 
the future, as it has been in the recent past. Infrastructure improvements remain essential. 
Promoting connectivity for isolated areas through all-weather rural roads can dramatically 
expand opportunities, as can last-mile tourism infrastructure that helps distribute the benefits of 
tourism growth more equitably.  
 
18. Human capital can be strengthened by improving rural and urban water supply, 
sanitation, and hygiene for better health outcomes, and by expanding access to quality general 
education and technical and vocational education and training that is relevant to industry and 
the demands of the labor market. Human capital is particularly important in the context of the 
high rates of labor migration. In general education and technical and vocational education and 
training, it will be particularly important to complement supply-side improvements, such as 
construction of schools and training centers, and curriculum development, with demand-side 
interventions, such as poverty-targeted scholarships and bursaries, so that the poorest are able 
to attend. Given continued gender gaps in the labor market and women’s overwhelming 
concentration in vulnerable employment, one of the most fail-safe ways to achieve more 
inclusive growth in Cambodia is to promote women’s economic empowerment.  
 
 
 


