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Introduction 

Cambodia, despite a difficult political background, has one of the fastest-growing 

economies in the region. Following trade liberalization and the introduction of several 

policies that removed business restrictions, the GDP Annual Growth Rate in Cambodia 

has averaged 7.17%. Despite this apparent economic progress, significant portions of 

the population still face homelessness, extreme poverty and hunger. This problem has 

been exacerbated by Economic Land Concessions (ELC); which are government 

leases that allow private enterprises to acquire large swathes of land, subsequently 

evicting the Cambodian families that have built lives there.  

 

In the last 2 decades, 2.1 million hectares of land have been leased to private 

corporations, worth approximately two-thirds of Cambodia’s arable surface area, for 

agriculture and developments projects. When families refuse to accept the 

inadequate compensation offers, the Cambodian police force has forcibly removed 

residents, destroying communities and arresting villagers that have lived on the land 

for generations. This research paper aims to give delegates a fundamental 

understanding of the corporate land grabs in Cambodia, so that they may suggest 

targeted solutions  

 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Economic Land Concession (ELC)  

ELCs are leases issued by the Cambodian government that allows corporations to 

clear and develop areas of land of up to 10,000 hectares for a 99-year term. In reality, 

concessions have exceeded the 10,000-hectare limit, and some corporate groups 

owning several firms have acquired hundreds of thousands of hectares. They tend to 

be used for agro-industrial development, but are also developed into mining sites and 

hydroelectric plants.  

 

Indigenous 

Indigenous peoples are an ethnicity related to the earliest inhabitants of a region. 

Cambodia is an extremely culturally-diverse nation with dozens of distinct indigenous 

ethnicities recognized. The Committee on the Rights of the Child has expressed 

concern that “indigenous communities continue to be deprived of their land as a 

result of land grabbing and forced evictions” carried out by the government and 

powerful corporations.  

 

2001 Land Law 

The 2001 Land is a piece of Cambodian legislation that dictates many aspects of land-

owning rights. It has set the foundations for the Economic Land Concessions, for which 
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the purpose is described as “developing intensive […] industrial-agricultural activities 

that require a high rate […] of initial capital investment”. The law also states that, as a 

precondition for granting a lease, the authorities and firm must engage in “public 

consultations“ with “residents of the locality”.1  

 

State public land 

According to the Land Law of 2001, there are two types of state land in Cambodia, 

the first of which is “state public land”. These are areas that are of public interest, such 

as natural wildlife reserves, or cultural heritage sites.  

 

State private land  

The other type of state land is “state private land”. Under the Land law of 2001, these 

are regions that are no longer of public interest and are therefore subject to industrial 

or agricultural exploitation. Economic Land Concessions fall under this category. 

 

Agro-industry 

ELCs are often used to develop agro-industrial projects. These include plantations for 

rubber, sugar and palm oil, or factories used to process raw agricultural materials into 

useful market products.  

 

 

General Overview 

The current land-ownership crisis has its origin in the Khmer Rouge regime of 1975 to 

1979, under which private property was abolished and property records were 

destroyed. Only after the implementation of the Land Law in 2001 were people able 

to apply for official land ownership if they could prove that they had inhabited the 

plot for a minimum of 5 years. However, the lack of proper documentation and 

expensive legal processes means many are unable to apply. As a result, most of the 

85% of the Cambodian population which relies on subsistence farming have no 

guaranteed ownership over the land they depend on. This makes them easy targets 

of powerful corporations, often having ties with government officials, that have been 

granted around 300 lease concessions worth 12% of the total surface area of 

Cambodia. 

 

The government of Cambodia has claimed that the ELCs are to promote foreign 

investment into the country and accelerate poverty reduction. To an extent, this is 

true, as Chinese firms control the largest concessions of 400,000 hectares, followed by 

Vietnam at almost 400,000 hectares. These firms operate agro-industrial exploitation, 

such as rubber plantations which generated $460 million in 2020 alone. Furthermore, 

the government claims companies may invest money into education and social 

services, create employment opportunities, as well as lower the price of commodities 

and contribute to taxes. However, the economic benefits, if at all present, are certainly 
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outweighed by the social impacts and human rights violations, which include forced 

evictions and the destruction of homes.  

 

The International Federation of Human rights has estimated that, since 1994, almost 

800,000 people have been displaced due to land grabs, whilst many dissidents have 

faced illegal detention and persecution. Faced with the dispossession of their land 

and loss of income, families take on unpayable debts to rebuild their lives elsewhere, 

as they are often given inadequate relocation packages. If they refuse to leave, they 

experience violence, coercion and intimidation from both private security forces and 

the police. Villagers face beatings, having their rice fields set ablaze, and the 

bulldozing of their homes; or they are ordered to leave their homes by gunpoint. 

Additionally, agro-industrial development has resulted in the draining of rivers and 

wetlands, as well as the contamination of soils that make farming or cattle-raising 

impossible.  

 

There are also environmental impacts of the corporate lands-grabs that delegates 

may consider. Pristine natural areas have been replaced by commercial rubber 

monoculture plantations as concessions have been given in forests. Previously, the 

forests had been managed by the indigenous inhabitants of the region, which 

consider them to be sacred sites of spiritual significance. Now, the rate of deforestation 

has increased to make place for plantations, which has subsequently worsened the 

effects of flooding.  

 

Perhaps the greatest impact of corporate land grabs was on the indigenous peoples 

and ethnic minorities of Cambodia. There are 24 different groups of indigenous 

peoples living in 455 villages across Cambodia, all of which are legally recognized, 

and manage about 4 million hectares of Cambodia’s forests. As they inhabit large 

areas of arable land, indigenous communities have been more adversely affected by 

the ELCs.  Although Cambodia voted in favour of the UN declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples in 2007, Indigenous victims of unlawful dispossession are less likely 

to receive justice and compensation than ethnically Khmer victims. Furthermore, the 

right to collective ownership is central to the indigenous people’s traditional lifestyle. 

This has resulted in administrative obstacles to securing ownership titles, making them 

more vulnerable to having their land grabbed. Moreover, the concessions have a 

significant impact on food security for the communities. This is because they are 

dependent on access to wild-growing plants, subsistence farming and fishing. Due to 

chemical pollution and forest clearing, the former 2 have become impossible; and 

chemical pollution in waterways has poisoned fish, rendering the latter impossible too.  

 

In 2012, in light of the negative social and environmental impacts, prime minister Hun 

Sen signed a moratorium that stops any more ELCs from being granted. Since then, 

few advancements have been made in addressing land disputes, and many 

communities still face the risk of being evicted from their land. The moratorium faced 
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intense criticism as it did not halt the distribution of land under ELCs already under 

consideration; neither did it address any of the issues or impacts that were caused by 

existing ELCs. Furthermore, the government has been accused of being lenient with 

ELCs granted to firms with close connections to politicians. According to the Global 

Forest Watch (GFW), the government has also failed to disclose the full extent of the 

concessions, or their exact locations. Along with the Cambodian League for the 

Promotion and Defense of Human Rights (LICADHO), the GFW has called on the 

government to release information on all land concessions, in order to fully assess their 

impacts and do justice for affected peoples. 

 

 

Major Parties Involved 

Cambodia 

Cambodia is the main party involved as it is the nation where Economic Land 

Recessions have been granted. This has become a source of land conflict, forced 

evictions and natural resource exploitation. Although Cambodia is not the only nation 

in the world to grant ELCs, it is unique in its situation due to its political, cultural and 

historical context. Cambodia lacks formal land titles, has insufficient land registration 

and has a poor implementation of the law. All of these factors have laid the 

foundations for human rights abuses today. The Cambodian government has been 

called upon to “Ensure adequate and meaningful consultation and participation” of 

communities affected by ECLs “to seek the free, prior and informed consent”2, 

although this has yet to occur. 

 

China 

Chinese firms are involved a lot in the purchase of ELCs as it expands its influence 

throughout South-East Asia. Besides the development of agro-industrial projects, 

Chinese firms have built, or are planning to build, infrastructure such as bridges as well 

as luxury commercial centres. China is Cambodia’s largest source of foreign 

investment as well as its largest trading partner, which means the leases granted to 

Chinese firms are important for continued diplomatic ties between the nations. 

Fortunately, since 2013, the Chinese government has shown that it is attempting to 

regulate the environmental and social impacts of Chinese overseas investments. 

 

Thailand 

Thailand is similarly involved in the crises as China. As an emerging market, and a fast-

growing economy, Thai firms have been granted a significant proportion of ELCs since 

1994, and have been involved in the agro-industrial exploitation of Cambodian land. 

Notably, in 2018 a class-action lawsuit was filed against a Thai firm called Mitr Phol, 

which is Asia’s largest sugar producer. The firm was accused of land grabs and human 

rights abuses by over 700 Cambodian families.  
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Socfin-KCD 

Socfin-KCD is a joint-venture firm that has been granted tens of thousands of hectares 

worth of ELCs. Given their ties to several Cambodian political leaders, they have been 

readily granted land for rubber exploitation - such as in the Mondulkiri province where 

they have affected 850 indigenous families practising subsistence farming. Firms such 

as Socfin-KCD have been called upon to “suspend all operations of the company until 

all the current disputes are resolved”2, although this has yet to occur.  

 

Indigenous communities 

There is a clear disregard for the right of indigenous people’s on behalf of local and 

national authorities in Cambodia, evidenced by the routine violations of the 2001 Land 

Law, which has provisions protecting the rights of Indigenous communities to manage 

their traditional lands. Several indigenous communities have reported being coerced 

into selling their land, thus violating their fight to free and informed consent. 

Additionally, firms have desecrated forests that hold spiritual significance and 

traditional burial sites, angering many indigenous communities. As indigenous peoples 

lack representation in government, and in international organizations, they are likely 

to continue to face the worst impacts of the land-grab crises. 

 

Timeline of Key Events 

April 17th 1975             Khmer rouge regime starts 
 

January 7th 1979         Khmer rouge regime ends  
 

October 13th 1992      Land law promulgated 
 

1995                             First Economic Land Concessions are granted 
 

September 7th 1997   Coup d’état places Hun Sen as Prime Minister  
 

April 30th 1999              Cambodia joins ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) 
 

August 13th 2001         Land Law is amended to establish formal land registration 
 

April 11th 2002             Cambodia ratifies International Criminal Court (ICC) Statute 
 

2008, 2010                   ELCs granted to Socfin-KCD for rubber plantations 
 

May 7th 2012               Prime minister announces moratorium on grants of new ELCs 
 

October 7th  2014       Communication filed before ICC against the ‘ruling elite’ 
 

February 17th 2021      ICC Prosecutor confirms a pending decision on the case 
 

March 16th 2021          Open letter sent from FIDH, and others, to ICC 

 

Previous attempts to resolve the issue 
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Justice has been sought at the International Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague. In 

October 2014, a group of Cambodian villagers filed a communication before the ICC, 

alleging crimes against humanity on behalf of the ‘ruling elite’ of Cambodia, a term 

referring to “senior members of State, security forces, and government-connected 

business leaders”.4 A decision is yet to be made concerning the case. However, in a 

letter sent in March 2021, the Fédération Internationale des ligues des Droits de 

l'Homme (FIDH), backed by Climate Council, Global Witness and 43 other NGOs, as 

well as United Nations experts, sent an open letter to the ICC in the Hague extending 

their support for an examination into the situation in Cambodia. This case is still under 

consideration, at will likely remain so for several more years. Due to the slow nature of 

court processes, this means families affected by land grabs are still unprotected. 

Delegates should aim to suggest fast and decisive action which may help families as 

quickly as possible.   

 

 

Possible Solutions 

It is essential that the processes to acquire a collective land title are made easier for 

indigenous communities as they are often, legally or administratively, denied the right 

to own their land. Delegates may therefore choose to propose clauses that urge the 

Cambodian government to introduce reforms that facilitate collective land-titling. 

Delegates may also consider the lack of consultation of indigenous families before 

granting ELCs, and may therefore present clauses that empower these groups. 

Delegates may consider how victims of forced evictions should be compensated and 

receive reparations for damages. All resolutions should contain an emphasis on 

human rights, particularly those of indigenous ethnicities, justice and equality.  

 

Appendix/Appendices 

 Cambodia Investment (gov) - http://www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/ 

 FIDH - “The impact of rubber plantations by Socfin-KCD on indigenous 

communities in Bousra, Mondulkiri” 

 Globalforestwatch.org  

 Communication Under Article 15 of the Rome Statute of the International 

Criminal Court – Global Diligence LLP 
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