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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): AGRICULTURE, NATURAL RESOURCES, AND 
RURAL DEVELOPMENT1

  

 

A. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 

1. Key sector achievements. Agriculture remains the dominant sector in the Cambodian 
economy. Agriculture has grown at an average annual rate of 4.5% during 2008–2013 and 
contributed about 29% to the national gross domestic product during the same period. 
According to the National Institute of Statistics, the sector employed about 72.3% of Cambodia’s 
workforce in 2012, or about 5 million people, mainly organized in small farms, and more than 
80% of the population depends on agriculture for their livelihood. Rice accounts for more than 
90% of the cropped area. Most of the crop is consumed domestically. The rice subsector 
accounts for about 50% of agriculture sector output. With more government support, aggregate 
national rice production rose from about 1 million tons in the mid-1990s to 8.8 million tons in 
2013 (wet and dry season crops combined). Cambodia exported 0.6 million tons of milled rice in 
2013. 

2. Non-rice crops have been growing in importance. Fruit and vegetable cultivation is 
increasingly widespread in an effort to meet domestic demand, and aided by better 
communication and localized road improvements, especially near urban and tourist areas. Other 
non-rice developments include the growth of maize and cassava in upland areas.  

3. Key sector problems. Despite impressive growth, sector development has been 
narrowly based and volatile. The rural population (of 10.8 million people as of December 2012) 
is estimated to increase by 0.34% annually, and people approaching working age tend to join 
the agricultural sector to secure a means of livelihood. However, most employment is informal 
and unskilled, and as the sector is narrowly based, it is hard to increase rural incomes further 
while absorbing more rural labor into agriculture.  

4. Moreover, the sector currently operates with a traditional supply chain system, whereby 
(i) production is mainly producer-pushed; (ii) productivity enhancement is not a high priority and 
crop yield remains limited; (ii) there is little diversification because the sector is dominated by 
fragmented production units and undifferentiated products. There are no horizontal or vertical 
intra- and intersector links, and market infrastructure and logistics are poorly developed. The 
current system focuses on distributive functions, has minimal product grading and value 
addition, and is dominated by wholesalers rather than retailers. The current sector operation is 
producer-pushed, and lacks commercial orientation, diversification, and connectivity in both 
physical and market information terms. 

5. Cambodia’s agriculture is at risk because the underlying natural resource base is under 
serious pressure, exacerbated by climate change. Land management faces a number of 
problems including (i) the consequences of unregulated use of agriculture inputs, (ii) the 
alienation of large areas of state lands for economic land concessions and associated logging 
and land clearing, and (iii) the generally unclear definition and demarcation of different types of 
land. Forests are under pressure from both illegal logging and large-scale agriculture and tree 
monocrop concessions. About 55% of all Cambodia’s forests (including 45% of its protected 
forests) have been degraded. The Cambodia Millennium Development Goal indicators for forest 
cover are below target and will not be met by 2015 despite the reclassification of forest land to 
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include plantations and abandoned areas. The reclassification thus does not reflect biodiversity 
level. Real deforestation is continuing at 1%–2% a year, and the loss of inundated forests is 
particularly dramatic. It is estimated that actual harvesting rates are five times sustainable 
levels. Fisheries resources are threatened by water pollution and hydropower development. 
There is evidence of a decline in average catch size and a move down the fish species web as 
fish are increasingly competed for by commercial and community interests. Water resources are 
increasingly subject to waste discharges, pollution by agriculture inputs and other chemicals, 
and major watershed deterioration. Coastal zone natural resources are threatened by 
population growth, illegal extraction of sand, and unregulated fishing. Climate change is adding 
to these pressures. 

6. Opportunities and the desired shift. Agriculture in Cambodia has a good chance of 
being transformed to create a broader contribution to national economic development and 
poverty reduction. A practical solution is to create more nonfarming jobs that are closely tied into 
agricultural value chains. Cambodia can achieve this if it starts to put in place an enabling 
environment for agro-enterprises to develop. Building this “missing middle” will help Cambodia 
embark on the transformation from a production-pushed system to one that is commercially 
oriented, diversified, integrated, and consumer-pulled. This shift will need to (i) be consumer 
oriented, (ii) enhance productivity; (iii) conserve underlying agro-ecosystems along the product 
value chains; (iv) focus on processes, grading, and labeling; (v) have an integrated structure of 
product differentiation, predominance of retailers, global outsourcing, and value creation; and 
(vi) use logistics as a backbone and information and communication technology as an enabler. 
Such a sector operation modality will help stimulate the growth of competitive farms and rural 
enterprises, promote effective rural–urban links, and improve food security and climate 
resilience in agricultural production. This development orientation will help broaden the base of 
the sector’s contribution to the national economy and trickle down more benefits to more 
smallholder farmers and ensure poverty reduction.  

B. Government’s Sector Strategy 

7. The Rectangular Strategy for Growth, Employment, Equity and Efficiency is the 
government’s overarching development policy statement. Implemented since 2004, the 
Rectangular Strategy is now in its third phase and built on a diagnosis of the causes of poverty 
and places governance at the heart of attempts to bring about economic development. Based 
on platforms of good governance, peace, political stability, social order, macroeconomic 
stability, environmental sustainability, partnership, and economic integration, the Rectangular 
Strategy continues to focus on critical development issues in four priority areas: (i) 
enhancement of the agriculture sector (diversification, value-added, and productivity), (ii) 
development of physical infrastructure, (iii) private sector development and employment 
generation, and (iv) capacity development and human resources development. 

8. With regard to agriculture sector development, the Rectangular Strategy emphasizes 
that Cambodia’s agriculture shall continue to play an important role in supporting economic 
growth, ensuring equity, ensuring food security, and promoting development of the rural 
economy. The government’s vision is to modernize Cambodia’s agriculture, based on a new 
approach and with changed scope and pace, to transform it from an extensive stage of 
development that depends primarily on expanded use of available land and other natural 
resources and traditional agricultural inputs, to an intensive stage of development. More 
intensive development would depend primarily on the application of techniques and 
technologies, research and development, mechanization, and increased irrigation capacity to 
improve productivity and diversify into high value crops and other agricultural products, including 
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livestock farming and aquaculture, while taking into account the need to ensure efficient 
management of land and sustainability of environment and natural resources. Moreover, further 
promotion of commercialization and agro-industry development will increase the added-value of 
agricultural products, thereby raising incomes. 

C. ADB’s Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

 1. Sector Experience  

9. Asian Development Bank (ADB) support to agriculture has been both multilayered and 
multifaceted. ADB has engaged with policy and institutional reform processes, as well as with 
individual investment projects (many focused on the Tonle Sap Basin provinces), and worked 
on rural livelihood dimensions, including rural infrastructure provision, and through several 
ministries within individual projects in often innovative (if sometimes complex) structures. The 
major lessons and findings are as follows: (i) regulatory and policy reforms in the sector have 
been significant and sustained; (ii) institutional issues have affected both the adoption of new 
sector practices (e.g., operation and maintenance of irrigation schemes) and project 
implementation (e.g., through procurement, consultant recruitment, and covenant compliance 
delays), (iii) the pursuit of basin-wide objectives for resource management has been 
compromised by institutional performance; and (iv) sector policy and management reform has 
been a necessary but insufficient step to promote growth and diversification, and further 
substantial downstream activities are needed to provide technical training for farmers and 
government staff to build social capital and to promote value-chain formation. 

2. Future Strategy and Assistance Program  

10. ADB’s sector strategy will continue to support four key areas: agricultural productivity 
enhancement, diversification, commercialization and connectivity, and sustainable natural 
resources management. ADB’s strategy is deliberately selective in pursuit of these ends. 

11. Enhancing agriculture productivity. Enhancing agricultural productivity involves 
measures to make on-farm practices more efficient, based on the improved use of natural 
resources (e.g., soils and water) and nonexploitation of ecologically sensitive areas. Given that 
the government regards rice development as a flagship priority, ADB’s approach will be to 
replicate some of the productivity-oriented components of the Tonle Sap Poverty Reduction and 
Smallholder Development Project (e.g., improved access to quality seeds, markets, and 
agricultural extension through innovative rural information and communication technology) and 
the Climate-Resilient Rice Commercialization Sector Development Program (e.g., land use 
zoning and planning, ecosystem mapping and soil classification, improved land management, 
seed production and distribution, technical extension materials production). ADB will also extend 
coverage into other provinces around the Tonle Sap Basin. This theme will include irrigation 
systems enhancement, mainly to improve the efficiency of water management through land 
leveling (and to accommodate increasing peak flows), and to maintain operational sustainability 
(e.g., through farmer water user committees). This theme will also include basic research and 
extension capacity development within the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. 

12. Diversification. Ensuring scope for future productivity growth in agriculture requires a 
greater orientation toward higher-value outputs, especially noncommodity outputs capable of 
value-added transformation. Promoting diversification involves better rationalization of the 
production resource base to allow more specialization within rice cultivation. This includes 
higher-value and internationally competitive varieties, and promoting the cultivation of higher-
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value non-rice crops. Higher-value rice includes glutinous rice, aromatic rice (many of which 
have historically been quite area-specific in their cultivation), and rice grown under organic 
production systems. Non-rice crops are typically fruits and vegetables in lowland and irrigated 
areas, but also include flowers, bamboo, pulses, maize, cassava, and tree crops in upland 
areas, as well as livestock (in the east) and aquaculture. Although many crops and primary 
outputs with such value-adding potential are already known in Cambodia, areas are small, 
cultivation and management history is short, and agronomic and economic data are largely 
absent. Accordingly, ADB will support research and development of rice varieties and non-rice 
crops with market potential. This will include the development of environmentally friendly input 
regimes and management practices (e.g., by better managing input applications) to replace 
those that are potentially damaging to soils, water, and wider ecosystems. Such regimes may 
include the System of Rice Intensification, “drought escape”, precision or drip irrigation, small-
scale intercropping, zero or minimum tillage, and bare and degraded lands planting.  

13. Commercialization and connectivity. Commercialization will be supported by a range 
of national and regional measures that will (i) make agriculture more market-oriented; and (ii) 
better link primary producers to product markets, Cambodia’s urban areas, and regional 
demand. This theme will incorporate support for (i) filling critical parts of the country’s rural 
infrastructure deficit through the expansion of post-harvest facilities (for transport, cleaning, 
drying, grading, and storage); (ii) improving rice milling efficiency (i.e., by providing access to 
credit and technical capacity building to reduce Cambodia’s high milling costs); (iii) promoting 
access to farm development credit, market information, technology transfer, and other farm 
business services (including weather-related crop insurance, soil testing, and equipment 
provision and servicing); and (iv) improvements in rice marketing, focusing on non-rice crops 
that have market potential. Investment designs will explore innovative ways of partnering with 
the private sector, based on experiences gained in Cambodia and elsewhere. Options for the 
private sector to bid for, supply, and manage services, such as information and extension, on 
behalf of government will be explored.  

14.  Sustainable natural resources management. Support for sustainable natural 
resources management will include (i) mapping ecosystem functions and conducting 
assessments of ecosystem services as inputs into land-use planning processes; (ii) 
strengthening and supporting natural resource institutions and processes; (iii) improving the 
biodiversity monitoring system to maintain ecosystem integrity; (iv) strengthening community 
organizations in forestry and fishery protected areas to manage common property resources; (v) 
supporting innovations for developing community livelihoods based on conservation; and (vi) 
supporting forest and fishery resources policing (i.e., training and increasing numbers of rangers 
and community-based forest patrollers). 

15. Gender development. A large number of women work in agriculture, but are under-
remunerated for their efforts because they are mainly engaged in subsistence production. In the 
proposed pipeline, gender mainstreaming will continue to be emphasized to help the 
government achieve gender targets stated in the National Strategic Development Plan. ADB 
projects and programs will (i) support women’s participation in local planning and decision-
making forums, such as those related to irrigation infrastructure investments and water user 
groups; (ii) improve women’s access to training and new technologies to increase productivity 
and support a shift to higher value, market oriented production; and (iii) increase women’s 
access to markets and financial services.  
  



Country Partnership Strategy: Cambodia, 2014–2018  

 

5 
 
 

Problem Tree for Agriculture, Natural Resources, and Rural Development Sector 
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Sector Results Framework (Agriculture, Natural Resources, and Rural Development, 2014–2018) 

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 

Agriculture 
productivity enhanced 
 
 
 
Diversification 
promoted 
 
 
Commercialization 
(value chains and 
links) supported 
 

Paddy production 
increases to 9.5 
million tons by 2018 
(2013 baseline: 8.2 
million tons) 
 
Milled rice exports 
rise to 1.5 million 
tons by 2018 (2013 
baseline: 600,000 
tons) 
 
Domestic fruit and 
vegetable production 
accounts for 50% of 
Cambodia’s 
consumption by 
2018 (2013 baseline: 
30%) 
 
Formal employment 
in agriculture 
increases to 15% by 
2018 (2013 baseline: 
9.5%), of which 30% 
of new formal jobs 
annually created by 
2018 are for women 
(2013 baseline: 20%) 

Agricultural infrastructure 
and system expanded, 
improved, and well 
managed 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Robust frameworks governing seeds, 
land-use planning, farmer 
organizations, rice standards, and 
trade facilitation in place by 2018 
 
Information, information and 
communication technology, and other 
extension services reach 20% of 
farming population by 2018 (2012 
baseline: 10%) 
 
70,000 hectares (ha) of diversified rice 
and non-rice cropping based on 
planned land use and zoning 
practices, improved seeds by 2018 
(2012 baseline: 10,000 ha) 
 
30,000 tons of storage and drying 
facilities in eight provinces installed by 
2018 (2012 base line: 5,000 tons) 
 
Proportion of farming households 
selling commercially rises to 25% by 
2018 (2012 baseline: 5%) 
 
Number of agribusiness service 
providers increases 20% by 2018 
(2012 baseline: 10%) 

200,000 smallholders access to 
improved seed varieties and new 
technologies (40% females) by 2018 
(2012 baseline: 10,000) 

Key Support Areas 
Enhancing agriculture productivity, 
promoting diversification, supporting 
commercialization and connectivity, 
and supporting sustainable natural 
resources management 
 

Pipeline Projects: 
Uplands Irrigation and Water 
Resources Management Sector Project 
 

Climate Resilient Rice 
Commercialization Project (additional 
financing) 
 

Quality and Safety Enhancement 
Project for Cambodian High-Value 
Crops 
 

Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) 
Biodiversity Conservation Corridors 
Project (additional financing) 
 

Climate-Friendly Agribusiness Value 
Chain Project in the GMS Economic 
Corridors 
 

Ongoing Operations:  
Water Resource Management Sector 
Development Program, Rice-Sector 
Development Program, Tonle Sap 
Poverty Reduction and Smallholder 
Development Project, Tonle Sap 
Lowlands, Emergency Flood 
Assistance Project, GMS Biodiversity 
Conservation Corridors Project 

Legal and regulatory 
framework for rice and 
non-rice cropping 
improved  

Research and 
development capacity on 
rice and non-rice 
cropping Improved 

50,000 ha of climate-
resilient irrigation 
infrastructure 
rehabilitated 

15,000 ha of new non-
rice crops; 5,000 ha of 
new rice varieties 

10 seed and storage 
facilities constructed 

Efficiency of 50 rice mills 
improved  

Coordination of water 
resources (Integrated 
Water Resource 
Management) 

Formal employment in 
agriculture rises by 15% 
by 2018 (sex-
disaggregated data)  

Participation of women in 
irrigation management 
and water user 
associations increased 

Source: Royal Government of Cambodia. 2014. Ministry of Planning. National Strategic Development Plan 2014-2018. Phnom Penh. 


