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Economic land concessions decrease rural household 

incomes in Cambodia

Introduction
Much recent literature on privatization and enclosure in 
the Global South has focused on land grabbing: a popular 
term for the large-scale acquisition of land or land-related 
rights and resources by corporate (business, non-profit or 
public) entities (White et al., 2012). In Cambodia,
Economic Land Concessions (ELCs) were formalized in the 
Land Law of 2001 as long-term leases granting state land 
to a concessionaire for industrial agricultural
development. In 2012, the area under ELCs  passed two 
million hectares, more than half of the country’s arable 
land (Vriese and Naren, 2012). ELC arrangements are 
made at levels of national and provincial governments; 
they are designed to boost growth, modernize agriculture 
by increasing land holding size for achieving higher
efficiency and productivity, and contribute to improving 
rural livelihoods. There are, however, no indications that 
ELCs in Cambodia have contributed to reducing rural 
poverty in directly affected communities (LICADHO, 2005; 
Scheidel et al., 2013). As rural households in Cambodia are 
highly reliant on incomes from agricultural lands and 

uncultivated environments, this large-scale land allocation 
may have affected some 400,000 people, as leased land is 
obtained mostly from areas used by small-holder farmers to 
produce agricultural and environmental products
(LICADHO, 2013).

Here we present new empirical evidence of the negative 
effects of ELCs on rural incomes and livelihoods (see Jiao 
et al., 2015 for more details about the analysis). Data was 
generated through a structured household survey aiming 
at collecting high-quality environmentally-augmented rural 
household-level income.  A total of 600 households were 
randomly selected and interviewed in Takaen Commune in 
Kampot Province, Sangkae Satob in Kampong Speu, and 
Tum Ring in Kampong Thom. Site selection criteria
included: (i) large areas deforested within the last 10-15 
years (agricultural frontier), and (ii) some degree of
household-level environmental product reliance.

Economic land concession: a rubber plantation in Tum Ring Commune, Kampong Thom Province. Photo: Xi Jiao



 

Figure 1. 
Average impact of Economic Land Concessions on household incomes and assets

 
 

•	 Reinforce the Moratorium (Order 01, May 2012) on suspending approval of new ELCs and reviewing existing  
concessions in Cambodia.

•	 Revise the Land Law on ELCs and enhance policy compliance in ELC management, participatory local level consultation, 
and equitable compensation mechanisms. 

•	 Strengthen land registration and certification schemes and ensure secure tenure for small-holders.
•	 Empower small-holder farmers with rights to undertake contract and family farming, and to trade registered land as 

property.

Policy Recommendations 

Marginal lands constitute a significant 
source of income for rural households
Existing literature suggests that ELCs lead to decreased 
household environmental income due to clearance of
mosaic agricultural and forest landscapes where rural 
households access diverse environmental products for 
both subsistence and cash incomes (Cotula et al., 2009; 
LICADHO, 2005; Subedi, 2012). Local households tend to 
be pushed from productive farmland and forced to occupy 
increasingly marginal lands (Cotula et al., 2009; Scheidel et 
al., 2013). We found this to be the case in Tum Ring 
Commune, where rubber plantation establishment
 displaced local land users. In the other two communes, 
villagers have to travel further and spend a longer time to 
collect environmental products.

Quantifying environmentally augmented 
rural household incomes in Cambodia
Our study shows that rural households are heavily reliant on 
environmental and agricultural incomes in the study areas. 
The average environmental income reliance of 33 % for 
these 600 households indicates that forest and other 
uncultivated habitats are important to rural incomes in 

agricultural frontier areas. The sum of environmental and 
farm incomes across all income quartiles, ranging from
84 % to 87 % of total household income, implies that 
households in all wealth groups are susceptible to effects 
following from the establishment of ELCs. All environmental 
and farm incomes are reliant on access to land and/or 
related environmental products, such as firewood, charcoal, 
and non-timber forest products. The results also indicate 
that decreased access to environmental income, and in 
particular forest products, is likely to increase local income 
inequality.

Negative impacts of ELCs on local 
livelihoods
In our study, over half the sampled households were 
located in villages where land concessions have been 
implemented. For households in the poorest income 
quartile, this figure is about 70%. ELCs were found to have 
negative impacts on household total income, 
environmental income, farm income, the size of cultivable 
land and livestock holdings, and the distance to forests in 
the study areas (Jiao et al., 2015).
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Note: USD PPP is income converted to US$ using purchasing power parity rates



 

Unfulfilled promises
There are no official figures on job creation by ELCs.
 Concession companies tend to hire skilled workers from 
outside (LICADHO, 2005; White et al., 2012) and house 
them in compounds. These in-migrating ELC workers may 
experience increased incomes; however, in Tum Ring, the 
number of local inhabitants working in the concession was 
estimated to be less than 5 % of the ELC work force. This 
arguably puts rural households under pressure to change 
from quasi self-sufficient subsistence livelihoods to 
employment-dependent labour options, which include
 migration to urban areas to look for jobs (Scheidel et al., 
2013; Subedi, 2012).

Weak consultation and compensation
Local communities were not consulted or aware of
 arrangements before concessionaires arrived to stake their 
claims, as also reported elsewhere (Dararath et al., 2011; 
Subedi, 2012; UN, 2007). Implementation of  
compensation schemes is weak, similar to elsewhere in the 
country (LICADHO, 2005; UN, 2007). In Tum Ring 
Commune, three ha of new agricultural land per 
household was granted/allocated by the ELC as 
compensation for 503 households in the compensation 
plan agreed in 2001; however, the compensation scheme 
was completed by 2006 without adequate land registration 
and with many constraining requirements, such as 
limitation of crop types on land awarded in compensation.
Cash compensation (approx. 150 USD/ha) is also reported in 
studied communes, though the implementation of 
compensation often requires a lengthy negotiation process 
that can take years. The legal position of local communities 
is typically weak due to lack of land registration (LICADHO, 
2005; Markussen, 2008). The local authority reported that 
60 % of households sold all of their compensatory land in 
Tum Ring Commune out of concern about 
lack of land tenure.

Conclusion
Environmental and farm incomes contribute over 
80 % to rural household income in Cambodia (Jiao et al., 
2015). Both these income sources rely on access to land 
and natural resources, making households vulnerable to 
land-grabbing through ELCs. Exposure to ELCs forces rural 
households to find alternative income sources and expand 
their activities on marginal lands. These strongly suggests 
that the Land Law regarding ELCs should be revised, and 
that the moratorium issued in 2012 on suspension in grant-
ing new ELCs and review of existing concessions needs to 
be reinforced. We find policy compliance critical towards 
ensuring transparency in ELC management.
Consultation and equitable compensation mechanisms are 
necessary to secure the rights and interests of local 
communities, as are land registration and certificates to 
ensure secure tenure for local villagers. Equitable options 
for small-holder land use practices, such as contract 
farming, family farming, and tradable property rights, 
present a way forward. These measures can provide farmers 
with secure land tenure and stable market access, enabling 
them to develop into independent commercial farmers with 
higher incomes and entrepreneurial skills.
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Land clearance for sugarcane concession in Sangkae Satob Commune, Kampong Speu Province. Photo: Xi Jiao

A rural household in Cambodia. Photo: Ida Theilade
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