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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Decentralisation has been pursued as a mechanism to strengthen local democracy and enhance 
service delivery within local government. There are high expectations that its promises can 
be realised through local citizens’ engagement in local decision-making processes that deal 
specifically with issues of local importance. Instituting local-level participatory processes 
empowers citizens and communities to voice their opinions on local issues, demand responses 
from local governments, and hold local authorities accountable for the decisions they make.

Through devolution of power and resources to local government, decentralisation affects 
the way local politics is conducted in both rural and urban areas. At a  theoretical level, 
there is little discussion on the applicability of decentralisation in the urban context, where 
socioeconomic characteristics and political and functional roles are distinct from those of 
their rural counterparts. In spite of that, the role of autonomous local government has been 
campaigned for and promoted ever since decentralisation began to gain currency in developing 
countries’ reform agendas.

Locally elected government has been instituted in Cambodia since the first council elections in 
2002, yet little is known about how local urban authorities, known as sangkats, conduct public 
affairs. The study seeks to fill this knowledge gap by examining how the reform is affecting 
local urban governance, especially related to people’s participation in local planning, and the 
sangkat’s ability to respond to local demands and its downward accountability. Although it has 
distinct characteristics, urban government adopts the same policy framework established for 
the decentralisation reform. Sangkats receive regular budget transfers from central government 
and implement their annual investment plans and development plans as prescribed by the 
national legal and policy framework.

With modest resources of a few administrative staff and a meagre budget, sangkats have played 
an important role in the development of small-scale infrastructure in their localities. This is 
even more remarkable considering that projects can take several years to complete, as the cost 
often exceeds the sangkat’s annual budget. Public officials make determined efforts to engage 
local people in planning processes. However, the study noted the common perception held by 
many urban local councillors that “urban people are too busy to take part in local meetings and 
planning”. Some councillors claimed that their inability to deliver development and reconcile 
people’s expectations is a leading cause of declining citizen participation. Similarly, lack of 
resources and power has limited their ability to be accountable to their citizens; sometimes 
they could only pay lip service to their responsibility for mobilising resources to support local 
development. Basic services such as water supply, electricity, sanitation, and slum upgrading 
are beyond their control. Therefore, there is very little that sangkats can practically do to 
improve the delivery of these services apart from de facto intervention, though they are keenly 
aware that people tend to hold them accountable.

This study provides a picture of urban governance in Cambodia through sangkat councillors’ 
perceptions of their strengths and weaknesses in the exercise of their roles as local representatives. 
These identified weaknesses can inform policy debate and efforts to design mechanisms that 
strengthen sangkats’ ability to serve their citizens. Sangkats’ current powers and human and 
financial resources do not correspond to the scope of work, outputs and services expected of 
them. Without vested authority and adequate resources, civic participation in local policymaking 
and thus the legitimacy of sangkats will be weakened. The current challenge is intrinsically 
linked to and will be addressed by the ongoing discussion on functional assignments to various 
sub-national governments including the sangkat. 
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1

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this project is to investigate the impacts of decentralisation on urban governance 
in Cambodia. Of the major state institutional reforms undertaken during the last decade, 
decentralisation has been one of the most critical. Theoretically, decentralisation brings the 
government closer to local citizens and develops people’s ownership of local development 
programmes through democratic participation in local institutions of collective choice, enhanced 
efficiency and effectiveness of services delivery, public accountability and ultimately poverty 
reduction (Cheema and Rondinelli 2007; Öjendal and Kim 2008). This reform, which so far 
has focused on rural communes rather than on urban sangkats, has established the directly 
elected commune councils that in turn elect the district and provincial councils and members of 
the Senate. It has brought about significant changes to the sub-national government structure. 
Moreover, as part of the process of decentralisation, the principle of unified administration is 
believed to be addressing the fragmentation of line departments’ roles and functions at sub-
national level.  As the reform continues to unfold and research on Cambodia’s decentralisation 
gains momentum, it is timely to pay attention to the evolution of contemporary municipal 
reform processes, particularly given the rapid growth in urbanisation since the reform’s initial 
design in the late 1990s.

Cambodia’s decentralisation reform, formally launched with the first election of local 
councillors in 2002, is a result of a local programme-based development initiative that 
encouraged participatory planning and good governance in its implementation (UNCDF 2010). 
The countrywide reform has contributed to socioeconomic and political empowerment among 
local citizens. It is said to have opened up political space where people can voice their concerns 
and preferences for local leaders and development projects (Öjendal and Kim 2008; Ann 2008). 
Moreover, people have a better understanding of their role in interacting with the state (Heng 
and So 2012). Communes/sangkats, through their respective discretionary development funds, 
have contributed to the rehabilitation and construction of local physical infrastructure (mainly 
roads and irrigation canals), which facilitates services delivery and maximises access to locally 
available resources, to satisfy the needs and preferences of local people (Plummer 2012; RGC 
2010a).

This does not mean that the reform is unfolding without difficulties, however. Rather, it is 
characterised by slow progress and the deeply divided interests of the political elite, often the 
cause of coordination and collaboration problems (UNCDF 2010). Some elements within the 
political elite community want to slow down the reform or derail it altogether. Lack of vision 
or awareness of the benefits of the reform among officials at national level has impeded the 
expansion of line ministries’ functions. Inter-ministerial coordination has proved particularly 
difficult (Léautier 2005), which might explain why implementation constantly lags behind the 
agenda and plans to which government has committed.1

Decentralisation has evolved in the face of increasing urbanisation. The growing economic 
importance of Cambodia’s urban areas is clear from the relative decline of agriculture’s 
contribution to the economy from about half of GDP in 1990 to 27 percent in 2008, while 
industrial output rose from 12 percent to 27 percent alongside service sector growth from 38 
percent to 46 percent (UNCDF 2010). At the same time, the urban share of total population 

1 Interview with HE Leng Vy, deputy director of the National Committee for Sub-National Democratic 
Development (NCDD), 2011.
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increased from 17.7 percent in 1998 to 19.5 percent in 2008 (NIS 2009), and is expected to 
reach 29.2 percent in 2030 (UNDESA 2010).2 As a result, informal settlements have soared in 
number; it is estimated that over half of urban dwellers now live in inadequate housing without 
access to clean water and proper sanitation. Two major development challenges emerge then. 
First is the dire need to restore or replace the existing dilapidated infrastructure and provide 
the basic services that will improve the quality of life of people living in poor conditions in 
urban settings. Second is the imperative to implement development and urbanisation strategies 
which would empower small and intermediate urban centres to play a vital role as first points of 
contact in rural-urban interactions. This would also enable them to serve as centres from which 
goods and services could be channelled to villages for rural development.

The empowerment of local government through promoting participatory planning, integral to 
the decentralisation process, is seen as a solution to urban challenges (Beng 2006; Biau 2004; 
Devas 2004). In Cambodia, decentralisation has also been considered a remedy to the quick 
urbanisation that has put a heavy strain on service delivery in towns and cities (Beng 2006), 
yet its initial design paid scant attention to the distinct socioeconomic characteristics of the 
urban landscape.3 More than a decade later, we still know very little about how the reform is 
unfolding in the urban context.

Given all the demographic, social and economic changes since the start of the reform, research 
on decentralisation has centred mostly on commune/sangkat responses to local needs and the 
reform’s role in promoting local democracy and citizenship using mainly fieldwork aimed at 
collecting data in rural Cambodia. The reform has brought about changes in local attitudes 
towards local state actors (Öjendal and Kim 2006) as people become more aware of their rights 
and duties as citizens and the rules that govern the relationship between an individual and the 
state (Heng et al. 2011). However, it is also clear that local government’s role in delivering 
services such as water, education and natural resource management is limited or de facto in 
nature (Kim and Öjendal 2011; Chea 2010). There is a general lack of information to deepen 
understanding of how decentralisation processes are evolving in the urban environment; this 
study is one resource to help fill that knowledge gap.

1.1. Research Objectives and Questions

This study is a modest initiative to investigate the impact of deconcentration and decentralisation 
on urban governance. Governance reform has been a priority, yet little is known about how it has 
unfolded in the urban setting. Hence our guiding research question – how has decentralisation 
policy affected urban governance in Cambodia? Specifically, the study seeks to examine 
sangkats’ strategies to encourage local people’s involvement in local affairs, and to explore 
how and in what ways sangkats respond to the demands of their citizens and deliver downward 
accountability. 

1.2. Conceptual Framework

Over the last decade, the Cambodian government has made concerted efforts to consolidate 
political stability, enforce law and order, institutionalise democracy and human rights and 
improve economic infrastructure with the aim of promoting sustainable growth and democratic 
reform (RGC 2009). On the democratic reform front, its main vision is to strengthen democratic 

2 It is estimated that 24 percent of the population or 4 million people will be living in urban areas by 2015 (OCM 
n.d.); applying OECD’s definition of “rural” to Cambodia, 48 percent of the population can be classified as 
living in predominantly urban areas (UNCDF 2010).

3 Interview with HE Leng Vy, 2011.
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governance through judicial reform, public sector reform and anti-corruption measures. 
Decentralisation has been given major priority as an important element of public sector reform, 
which is seen as essential to achieve “broad-based sustainable development and strengthen 
vibrant local economic foundations so that every citizen has equal opportunity to participate 
in local development, effective environment and natural resource management and delivery of 
quality public services to meet the needs of citizen [sic] and poverty reduction by focusing on 
vulnerable groups, indigenous minorities, women and children” (RGC 2009: 17-18). 

When we talk about democratic decentralisation, there are many critical concepts such as 
participation, accountability, devolution of power, responsiveness, transparency, engagement 
of civil society, and service delivery (Manor 2011; Kim 2012). To make this democratic 
decentralisation work well, it is imperative that these terms be expounded. Decentralised 
local government, through the exercise of democratic rights in elections, participation in local 
decision-making, and sustained interactions between citizens and local officials (Thon et al. 
2009; Heng et al. 2011), has shrunk the gap between the state and its citizens which is historically 
deeply embedded in the Cambodian culture (Chandler and Mabbett 1995). To understand 
this complex and continuous process of connecting authority and citizens, the theoretical 
literature breaks the debate down into three main concepts: accountability, responsiveness 
and participation. This study approaches these concepts from an urban spatial dimension, that 
is, with an understanding that local contexts in cities and towns are always characterised by 
“the messy reality of competing interests and priorities” (Pieterse 2008) brought about by 
urbanisation. The following discussion elaborates these concepts and illustrates how they are 
operationalised.

Participation in local politics and development is a crucial aspect of democratic decentralisation. 
It allows citizens to engage and to express their views and preferences in relation to community 
needs and development. When local people have the opportunity to participate in project 
formulation and budget planning, they are better informed about the activities of councillors 
and leaders and have a stronger sense of ownership (Heng et al. 2011). When participation is 
enhanced, corruption becomes less feasible as people are able to hold authorities accountable 
and it is easier to investigate authorities’ conduct (Manor 2008). Participation and accountability 
are closely linked because accountability provides the crucial connection between increased 
participation (when democratic decentralisation occurs) and good performance by government 
institutions in any decentralised system (when accountability is strong) (Manor 2008). In 
Cambodia, people’s participation in local planning and development is mandatory, otherwise, 
the plan and development project lose credibility. This study therefore examines sangkat 
councillors’ perceptions of people’s participation in local planning and development projects. 

Accountability is one of the most important objectives of development partners’ support to the 
Cambodian government’s democratic decentralisation programme (cf. Manor 2008; Öjendal 
and Kim 2011; Kim 2012). Accountability refers to being answerable for actions (Grindle 2011; 
Kim 2012). It can be defined as an obligation to answer for actions according to a particular 
framework (Öjendal and Kim 2007), or as an answering to the use of authority (Moncrieff 
2001). Local governance improves when citizens have access to at least three means of holding 
elected officials accountable for their actions: (i) using their vote to effectively reward or 
punish the general or specific performance of officials or political parties; (ii) lobbying local 
governments for a response to their collective needs; and (iii) lodging an appeal or complaint at 
local-level public agencies where they can be assured of fair and equitable treatment (Grindle 
2011). Democratic decentralisation in Cambodia entails three different kinds of accountability: 
upward, horizontal and downward (Hughes and Devas 2008; Kim 2012; Öjendal and Kim 
2007). Upward accountability is when national level officials in line ministries require 
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their employees at lower levels to be accountable to them; in Cambodian society, upward 
accountability has been historically strong and remains so today. Horizontal accountability 
occurs between bureaucrats and elected representatives. Downward accountability takes place 
when elected officials are accountable to voters. To be accountable, local government has 
to have clear functions and duties with corresponding powers and resources (for example, 
materials, finance, staff) to execute those (Horng et al. 2007). Local government’s ability to 
meet the expectation of downward accountability is thus measured through clarity of functions, 
vested powers and access to resources. 

Responsiveness refers to authorities’ ability to fulfil their promises (rather than inflating 
constituents’ expectations). It is the ability to provide what people demand, for example 
material outputs and local services. Thus, responsiveness is a matter of being answerable to 
local interests, which in Cambodia requires knowledge of the local conditions (Kim 2012). 
Responsiveness can be judged in three ways: (i) the speed of responses usually quickens because 
elected councils at lower levels have enough independent power to react promptly to problems 
and pleas that arise from ordinary people; (ii) the quantity of responses increases because 
local councils tend to back many small projects as opposed to a few large projects commonly 
favoured by higher authorities; and (iii) the quality of responses improves if we measure quality 
according to the degree to which responses from government conform to the preferences of 
ordinary people (Manor 2011). In Cambodia, people judge authorities’ responsiveness based 
on material outputs alone (Kim 2012).

These three concepts underpinning the principles of democratic governance are grounded in 
decentralised local government and visible in the urban locus. “Urban” is usually associated 
with the concentration of political power, finance, vital engines of economic growth, and a 
broad array of services for domestic and international clients. It is commonly equated with such 
words as “city” and “town” (Pugh 2000). An urban area is often seen as a space with complex 
and active social interactions (as a function of increasing population density) within a typical 
economic and political arrangement, which is not necessarily identical to the rest of society. 
In other words, urban does not simply mean the other end of the spectrum from traditional 
areas of inquiry in isolated and sparsely populated rural settings (Gutkind 1974).4 However, 
this is only partially true in the context of Cambodia where the term urban is defined more for 
political and planning purposes (Jones 2002) than for social science research. It is against this 
background that the study investigates the progression of decentralisation in Cambodia’s urban 
setting. 

1.3. Methodology

In order to examine how decentralisation is affecting urban governance, the study adopted a 
qualitative approach to data collection and analysis. Qualitative research instruments used for 
data collection include field observations, in-depth interviews and literature review.

Fieldwork was conducted in the capital city, Phnom Penh, and the main provincial towns in 
six provinces, namely Siem Reap, Battambang, Kampong Cham, Kampot, Stung Treng and 
Kampong Thom. Selection of study sangkats took into account the level of urbanisation in 

4 As in other countries, Cambodia’s definition of urban has changed over time for political and administrative 
reasons (Jones 2002). The commune/sangkat is currently taken as the administrative boundary for urban-
rural differentiation, based on demographic, economic and social aspects. To be classified as urban, a 
commune/sangkat must meet these criteria: total population > 2000; population density > 200 per km2; and 
male employment in agriculture < 50 percent (NIS 2004). The study used this definition in the selection of 
fieldwork locations.
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each locality. Using the 2008 Commune Database, Phnom Penh is classified as predominantly        
urban, Kampot and Kampong Cham as semi-urban, and Siem Reap, Kampong Thom and 
Steung Treng as predominantly rural (UNCDF 2010). In each provincial town, effort focused 
on selecting two study sangkats identified as urban according to the government’s official 
policies and definition (NIS 2004). 

Interviews were conducted between early 2012 and early 2013. Forty-four key informant 
interviews (KIIs) were conducted with national and sub-national government officials including 
the under-secretary of state in charge of local government reform, an expert on urbanisation, 
and local sangkat councillors. KIIs with the under-secretary of state and the urbanisation expert 
focussed on the history of the reform, its progress and the challenges it faces. Those with 
sangkat councillors covered various subjects ranging from their roles in local development, 
people’s participation, their relations with their municipalities and the challenges they face in 
implementing their mandated roles and responsibilities as local representatives. In each study 
sangkat, the sangkat chief, councillors (including those from the opposition party, Sam Rainsy 
Party (SRP) and clerks, as well as the municipal council chief, councillors and governor, and 
the chief of  the One Window Service (citizen services) Office were invited to take part in the 
interviews. 

The study does not intend to represent the unfolding of decentralisation in urban areas across 
the country. Rather, it provides a picture of the varying effects of the reform in different urban 
areas with different population densities. Findings from the study sangkats cannot be used to 
estimate the effects or draw inferences about the issues shaping democratic decentralisation 
reform in other urban areas.
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2

DECENTRALISATION IN URBAN GOVERNANCE

This section examines the literature on decentralised governance and its utility in the urban 
setting. Despite the great number of debates about decentralised governance and its contribution 
to local democracy and development, little attention has been given to its applicability in urban 
settings. 

2.1. Theorising Governance and Decentralisation

The United Nations Development Programme, in the 1990s, guided the reconceptualisation 
of governance, defining it as “the exercise of political, economic, and administrative authority 
in the management of a country’s affairs” (UNDP 1997a; Cheema and Rondinelli 2007: 6). 
Put differently, the UNDP viewed governance as “those institutions and processes through 
which government, civil society organisations and the private sector interact with each other 
in shaping public affairs and through which citizens articulate their interests, mediate their 
differences, and exercise their political, economic, and social rights” (UNDP 1997b; Cheema 
and Rondinelli 2007: 6).

The case for democratic governance is argued on the basis of its enabling institutions to 
facilitate civic participation in economic and political processes and its ability to promote the 
universal values of human rights. It guarantees an appropriate mechanism for delegating power 
and resources to local authorities. As the concept of governance expanded, so did debates about 
decentralisation. Decentralisation now encompasses not only the transfer of power, authority 
and responsibility within government but also the sharing of authority and resources for shaping 
public policy within society (Cheema and Rondinelli 2007). 

UN-Habitat, which is mandated to promote socially and environmentally sustainable towns 
and cities, shares this perception of urban governance. In 1999, UN-Habitat began its Global 
Campaign on Urban Governance with the theme “Inclusive City”, in line with the emerging 
concept of sustainable development, which had been the key topic of the 1990 Rio Earth 
Summit. Adopting the definitions of good governance proposed by the World Bank and the 
UNDP’s, UN-Habitat’s campaign considers central government one of the principle actors 
in promoting improved urban governance. Theoretically, devolving authority and resources 
to local government and involving civil society and private sector actors in decision-making 
processes is considered an ideal approach towards balancing a city’s competitiveness on the 
one hand and the social costs of economic growth on the other (UNCHS 2000). 

Such a concept of governance has its long history in Europe. Devolution of power to local 
authorities is associated with the concept of local governance, which emanated from a long 
history of advocating for effective forms of local political leadership. In 19th century Britain, 
John Stuart Mill advocated the strengthening of local government by highlighting the value 
of participation and sovereign local knowledge (Öjendal and Dellnas 2010; Diamond 1999). 
Awareness of local governance came later. Derived mainly from the concept of governance, 
local governance refers to the complex and multidimensional interactions between and among a 
broad array of formal institutional arrangements and public participation in decision-making. 

Deepening local political participation, as part of the global shift towards the promotion of 
good governance in the 1980s, became the prescribed route for development and state reform. 
The concept of local governance evolved to become a defining component of good governance 
agenda. Policy frameworks for democratic features like participation, civic engagement and 
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public consultation were institutionalised in development strategies and public sector reforms. 
By this time, in an effort to strengthen state legitimacy, local communities had been reconnected 
to the central level as never before. The ruled, who had been alienated by globalisation forces in 
the guise of democratisation, were now reconnected to the rulers (Öjendal and Dellnas 2010). 
Furthermore, debate in the literature makes a case for the size of democracy, contending that 
smaller states tend to be more democratic—electoral or liberal—than bigger ones are. In this 
regard, a democratisation trend encourages, wherever culture and tradition allow, a country to 
adopt different modes of governing by devolving power to local government (Diamond 1999). 
As a result, decentralisation has taken various forms and the options are many, making it a 
popular policy choice among numerous developing countries. 

In the quest for better governance and with conviction in the promise decentralisation holds, 
developing countries have embarked on reforming their governance structure to fit their 
political culture and history. Political and administrative decentralisation, as a newly established 
governance arrangement, has been widely adopted throughout Africa since 2000 in the face of 
unprecedented rapid urbanisation exacerbated by the intensification of poverty among urban 
populations (UN-Habitat 2004). Other parts of the developing world such as Asia and, to 
a lesser extent, Latin America have also implemented decentralisation reform (Stren 2002; 
Cheema and Rondinelli 2007).

Various modes of decentralisation have been discussed and adopted. Decentralisation is usually 
linked to the concept of deconcentration, where responsibility from central government and its 
agencies is transferred to regional or field units that have some discretion in decision-making. 
The latter remain subordinate to the central authority, however. “Delegation” represents 
the shifting of responsibility for public functions and decision-making from central to local 
authorities. The ideal form of decentralisation or devolution usually preferred by its advocates 
entails the transfer of decision-making authority to local governments, which have the power 
and resources to perform relatively independently from central government (Dickovick 2005; 
Heng et al. 2011; Chheat et al. 2011; ADB 2008).

Without the clear transfer of decision-making power (often referred to as the political 
dimension), the wherewithal to raise revenue (i.e., its fiscal dimension) and the freedom 
to use it (administrative decentralisation), reform policies cannot be considered genuine 
decentralisation (Dickovick 2005). In a devolved system, local governments can deliver 
services and accountability to their citizens (Agrawal and Ribot 1999). Accountability, mainly 
downward, is key to promoting local people’s participation in local affairs and to making 
local governments answerable for the responsibilities bestowed upon them and to those who 
elected them. This downward accountability, in turn, stimulates broader popular participation 
in political processes and greater responsiveness by the state and its agencies. 

2.2. What to Expect of Decentralisation in an Urban Setting

Decentralisation to municipalities and towns is especially important for two reasons. 
First, the urban population of the world has expanded from 30 percent in 1950 to 
47 percent to 2000 and is projected to increase to 60 percent by 2030. Second, 
cities and towns are the principal drivers of social and economic development and 
technological transformation. Cities mean an increase in productivity and improved 
quality of goods and services; they are also centres of ideas, innovation and learning. 
Decentralisation allows the emergence of an “inclusive city,” or one that facilitates 
full utilisation of energies and resources of all groups in the community, including 
civil society organisations.           (Cheema 2007: 171-72)
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With increasing urbanisation in the 1990s, moral support for decentralised decision-making 
gained significant momentum. Championed by UN-Habitat, democratic values such as human 
rights, transparency, civic participation, representation and accountability in a decentralised 
state system were integrated into various adaptation policy frameworks. Cognisant of the fact 
that competing objectives hinder reform implementation, UN-Habitat’s Global Campaign on 
Urban Governance to promote its vision of the “inclusive city” advocated for urban institutions 
to take charge of balancing and reconciling conflicting interests. Inclusive local governance 
arrangements require that the poor and abandoned be included in democratic decision-making 
processes. Decentralised government then, is a policy choice towards enhancing equity and 
inclusiveness (Pieterse 2008; UNCHS 2000).

Importantly, decentralised arrangements, along with globalisation and democratisation  
processes, affect the governance of cities (Devas 2004). In Asia, the challenges of rapid 
urbanisation have increased pressure on states to reform their local governments, usually 
modelled after their colonial heritage, so that they better suit and respond to changing local 
realities. Many countries subsequently adopted decentralisation to varying degrees. In most, 
if not all of these cases, however, central government still holds on to power to regulate the 
reform or to retain control over financial and human resource allocation and services delivery. 
Furthermore, citizen engagement in consultations and decision-making related to local 
government affairs has often been enhanced (ADB 2008).

The roles of local authorities in urban governance are crucial to creating an enabling environment 
for local participation and inclusion of the urban poor and those likely to be particularly 
disadvantaged, including religious and ethnic groups, persons with disabilities, young people 
and children, women and conflict-affected groups (Devas 2004). City governments, through 
open policymaking, can establish appropriate systems and infrastructure that secure access 
to essential infrastructure and services. By taking part in decision-making and participating 
in local affairs, citizens help to ensure that their needs are met and their issues addressed. 
Empowered city governments in a decentralising state system can change the balance of 
power and the positions of the urban poor and marginalised communities (Devas 2004; Devas 
and Rakodi 1993; ADB 2008) or even of the entire local constituency. Moreover, citizens’ 
participation in local policymaking plays a vital role in strengthening democracy through 
the development of civic skills (collaborative decision-making, conflict mediation), sense of 
belonging, effective decision-making and the legitimacy of those decisions. In other words, 
instead of just exchanging information, city authorities and citizens are more likely to reach a 
shared understanding of issues and solutions (Michels and Graaf 2010). 

Though there are high expectations of decentralisation reform to provide greater opportunities 
for meaningful political participation and downward accountability (Hiskey and Seligson 
2003), there is little empirical evidence as to how and to what extent people utilise that space 
to influence policy. In urban contexts, approaches vary from place to place: some countries in 
Latin America (Stren 2002; Grindle 2007, 2009) and Africa (Canel 2001) allow citizens to have 
a say in budget allocation, whereas in countries like Cambodia, local citizens are permitted 
to voice their preferences during the preparation of the annual development plan. As to its 
functionality in meeting high economic performance in urban contexts, there is only scant 
support crediting the positive role of decentralisation in sustainable city development (Öjendal 
and Dellnas 2010). Indeed, the appropriateness of devolving decision-making authority to local 
urban governments appears questionable since participatory decision-making is believed to be 
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suitable for rural communities and hinterlands rather than for urban spaces where development 
projects are more technical and long term and function-based.5

However, advocates of decentralised urban governance argued that “decentralisation contributed 
to establish a more democratic mode of municipal governance by facilitating local participation 
in municipal affairs and by creating spaces for the practice of democratic citizenship at the 
community level” (Canel 2001: 25). For instance, decentralisation experience in Montevideo 
City, Uruguay, in the 1990s exemplifies institutional reform (though sponsored by the state) that 
created an enabling environment for participatory local-level decision-making, specifically on 
budget allocation. These three factors shaped the reform’s success: “(i) political commitment 
to institutionalise an open space; (ii) willingness to encourage participatory processes within 
the structure giving community a say in the allocation of urban resources and investing in 
capacity-building resources; (iii) a demonstrated commitment to redistribute resources across 
the city” (Canel 2001: 42).

Despite the compelling advances derived from decentralisation, the reform has shown mixed 
results, both in terms of advancing local democracy and service delivery (Canel 2001). That 
said, it has been observed that many of the apparent shortcomings of decentralisation are 
“due less to inherent weaknesses in the concept itself than to government’s ineffectiveness in 
implementation....Experience in developing countries suggests that successful decentralisation 
always requires the right ingredients, timing and some degree of experimentation” (Cheema 
and Rondinelli 2007: 9). Strong endorsement by the political leadership and bureaucratic 
apparatus are vital to the reform success (Cheema and Rondinelli 2007). 

There are ongoing debates as to whether socioeconomic and political contexts simply favour 
democratic decentralisation reform or actively contribute to its success. It is claimed that the 
reform can be embarked on in different political and socioeconomic conditions even though 
levels of success may vary (Manor 2011). With a few exceptions such as in places that face 
extremes of inequality, inequity, elite behaviour and state incapacity, decentralisation can work 
reasonably well if three essentials are in place: (1) devolution of substantial powers to elected 
bodies at lower levels; (2) delegation of substantial resources to devolved local authorities; and 
(3) development of mechanisms to ensure horizontal accountability between bureaucrats and 
elected representatives and the downward accountability of elected representatives to ordinary 
people (Manor 2011). 

When these essential conditions for effective decentralisation are in place, responsiveness 
tends to be enhanced in terms of the speed, quantity (especially small projects) and quality of 
responses as measured by the degree of the outputs’ conformity to local preferences (Manor 
2011). When power and resources are devolved to local arenas, civil society and popular 
participation tends to be stimulated (Manor 2011). Conversely, inability of local government 
to improve responsiveness is likely to increase dissatisfaction and discourage interest in local 
decision-making processes (UNDP 2012). The promises decentralisation reforms hold seem to 
be realisable across geographic and socioeconomic borders. 

There are other claims that lend support to contextual conditions determining the performance 
of the reform. One such contention is that local cultures and socioeconomic conditions are 
also crucial in the success of local communities to insert themselves into and benefit from 
the reform. Availability of local leadership, knowledge of mobilisation and social capacity 
is critical in this regard. Moreover, institutional design is no less important in facilitating 
participation in decision-making. Clarification of roles and attributions of different actors within 

5 Joakim Öjendal, personal communication, July 2012
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the system, along with the availability and accessibility of resources, determine the success of 
operationalisation of citizens’ engagement. It should also be noted that high participation at the 
dawn of the reform and decreasing public sympathy as the reform progresses can be explained 
by the fact that citizens begin with high expectations. When these fail to materialise, their sense 
of enthusiasm subsides (Canel 2001).

Another claim is that low civic engagement in urban areas is intrinsic to prevailing 
socioeconomic structure. That is to say, change in economic structure is part of the answer—
especially in urbanising areas where people need to make ends meet and thus cannot allocate 
much time to community interests (Canel 2001). This argument however does not really explain 
to what extent urban economic structure has failed civic participation in decentralised decision-
making. 

In addition to local civic culture and economic structure influencing decentralised governance, 
political institutions such as elections and access to information also shape the reform’s 
performance. A recent study of 30 decentralised municipalities in Mexico failed to address this 
question fully, but it did find that local urban government performance is greatly influenced by 
attentive leadership, competitive elections, and active and informed citizens (Grindle 2007). 
With increasing resources and decision-making power transferred to municipal governments, 
citizens were gradually beginning to understand what their local government could do in 
response to local problems. The long history of authoritarianism, however, has inhibited 
people’s awareness of how to hold local leaders accountable for their exercise of power. Even 
so, good performance in some municipalities, where information is available on the workings 
of the government, public finance and resource allocation, will inevitably strengthen public 
debate about issues of local importance and exemplify vibrant local democracy brought about 
by decentralisation.
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3

RESEARCH FINDINGS

To shed more light on how decentralisation affects urban governance, this study analyses 
current practices and presents a picture of how decentralised urban governance has unfolded 
in Cambodia. Decentralision ought to result in stronger local government that is responsive to 
and acts in the best interests of local communities through formal participatory processes with 
respect to its potential contribution to local development projects and programmes. Hence our 
research question – what has local government in Cambodia done to meet that expectation 
since the beginning of decentralisation reform in the early 2000s? 

This section presents the findings of our qualitative investigation and analysis based on field 
observations and a series of in-depth interviews with sangkat councillors and clerks as well 
as state representatives. It starts with an overview of urban sangkat characteristics including a 
description of the study sangkats, followed by discussion of their performance in encouraging 
participation and delivering accountability and responsiveness.

3.1 Urban Sangkat Characteristics

As defined in the legal framework, the sangkat is the lowest administrative unit in an urban 
area. The 2001 Law on Commune/Sangkat Administration requires that a council elected by 
general election lead the sangkat administration. The number of councillors that make up a 
council varies from one sangkat to another; on average, councils have seven members (NCDD 
2010a). As defined in the 2009 Organic Law, the sangkat’s immediate upper authority is the 
municipality, which is run by a council elected by sangkat councillors. Prior to the promulgation 
of the Organic Law, the lowest administration across the country, except for in Phnom Penh, 
was the commune or khum in Khmer. This legacy remains in the common parlance of local 
councillors. During our fieldwork, when asked if the name change carries with it different roles 
and responsibilities, local councillors usually replied,  “Everything is the same. The work is 
still the same; it is only the name that has changed”6

Fieldwork in the study towns brought to light the shortage or lack of both material and human 
resources in the sangkats. Some councils use a rented house or flat or a pagoda building as a 
base while others occupy a small thatched-roof structure or a small (box-like) room. Only a 
minority of the councils in the sangkats we visited have the use of a proper building that is 
appropriate to carry out their mandated functions. With the exception of a few councils that can 
afford to hire clerical assistants, sangkat offices are mostly staffed by elected councillors and a 
clerk. During our visits, there was often only a few staff working at the office. 

The demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of urban settings are unique. In the 
fieldwork sites, the average population of a sangkat is 17,233, within a range of 2677 to 64,257. 
Urban people tend to be more educated than their rural counterparts. The majority work in the 
service sector, especially the civil service, or are self-employed business owners and traders; 
on average, 18.21 percent work in the agriculture sector, within a range of zero to 53.22 percent 
(NCDD 2010a).

In urban areas, everything can be visible and information can be quickly shared and known;7 

one clerk said, 

6 Sangkat council, Steung Treng, September 2012
7 Joakim Öjendal, personal communication, July 2012
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In the urban area, [it] is pretty easy to obtain and disseminate information. [It is] 
easy to contact the line agencies because they are all based here. People are fairly 
well educated—they know the government laws and regulations [and it is] easy for 
the sangkat councillors to explain [things to them].8

In this regard, some local councillors pointed out that 

As we are closer to people, we must be at the office full time during working hours; 
people need services from us. But in rural areas, councillors are rarely at their 
office.9

This might not be true for every urban sangkat, however, as not all councillors are present at 
the sangkat office every day. 

As economic engines of provinces and the country, urban governments face various social 
and economic challenges. Crime, violence, slums and poverty, to mention a few, are issues of 
immediate concern for urban governments. This was confirmed by sangkat councillors who 
explained how urban areas are constrained by limited basic services such as water, sanitation, 
health, education and security, for instance, 

... [this sangkat] is always flooded during the rainy season, and now we have asked 
the line agencies to help solve this problem.10

Demographic, socioeconomic and environmental factors in urban areas seem to nurture both 
positive and negative elements for local governance. Generally, urban residents are vendors, 
civil servants or waged/salaried workers, migrant workers from rural areas, informal settlers 
and farmers. Such composition poses a huge challenge to local urban governments in mobilising 
participation in local decision-making and dialogues compared with their counterparts in rural 
settings. Urban constituents can expect local councillors to perform in a way that is acceptable 
and beneficial to rich or well-connected urbanites, though this social group can tend to 
bypass the local authority whenever they need services due to their closeness or connections 
to the state’s upper echelons, who continue to retain responsibility for service delivery.11 
While such proximity could encourage better cooperation between different levels of sub-
national government, it also creates confusion as the roles and functions of each level are yet 
to be clarified. 

Like their rural counterparts, sangkats in urban areas are mainly preoccupied with administrative 
work and civil registration. Their role as an agent of central ministries encompasses the 
collection and processing of socioeconomic data, civil registration tasks for births, deaths and 
marriages, and other cadastral services. 

3.2. People’s Participation

In this section, we present our analysis of sangkat councillors’ perceptions of citizens’ 
participation in formal meetings and planning exercises as stipulated in the legal framework. 
Planning exercises include village meetings and formal consultations during the preparation 
of the annual sangkat development plan. We also take into account the financial contributions, 

8 Sangkat clerk, Battambang, February 2012
9 Sangkat councillor, Siem Reap, March 2013
10 Sangkat clerk and councillor, Battambang, February 2012
11 Sangkat chief, Kampot, August 2012
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whatever the amount, that local people are requested to donate towards development projects 
in their areas as this is also considered participation.

People’s participation in local decision-making is seen as a mechanism to strengthen the 
legitimacy of those decisions and ensure wide support for their execution. Local decision-
making mainly involves the preparation of the annual investment plan and the five-year 
development plan. For both planning exercises, citizens are required to participate in (i) 
obligatory village meetings that require the attendance of at least 60 percent of all households 
(with 30 percent women), and (ii) obligatory public meetings where the draft framework and 
budget are presented. The plans are explained to citizens and further clarifications offered 
(NCDD 2009 cited in Plummer 2012: 29; NCDD 2010b). However, such public participatory 
processes are at odds with Cambodian political culture and have so far failed to attract a high 
rate of participation from households. In addition, wherever people do participate, they rarely 
voice their concerns.

Urban sangkats face the challenge of encouraging civic participation in local planning: in the 
words of one councillor,

...people’s participation sometimes presents a challenge. Because they are all 
working for the government or running a business, we have to set the meeting times 
to suit their availability otherwise it would be hard to attract good participation.12

Another added, 

... people’s participation is limited in this area because, as you know, they are mostly 
public servants and business people. The best way [to encourage participation] is to 
set the time of the meeting according to their availability.13  

There is a consensus among local councillors that the challenge is mainly intrinsic to the 
local socioeconomic conditions of urban areas. Substance of participation is also lacking, 
if participation is defined by its influencing power in decision-making. When asked about 
people’s participation in annual planning, one councillor said, 

People do not really participate. They only react when we raise issues or drop 
hints – they just repeat what we say. They are also busy with their businesses at the 
market, which is why they sometimes their send children to take part in meetings. 
We can only get 30 out of 300 households to take part in meetings.14

Encouraging people to participate in local affairs, even in decisions that affect them directly, 
seemed to require a level of innovation, creativity and ingenuity. For instance, local councillors 
facilitate attendance at public meetings by holding them at a time that is convenient for local 
people. As one councillor explained, 

When we invite people to a meeting, we do not arrange it in the morning but 
usually organise it in the afternoon.15

It was also suggested that formalising participation might help encourage greater 
participation, “... in urban areas...if there is letter of invitation, they would come”.16 

12 Sangkat chief, Battambang, Feb 2012
13 Sangkat councillor, Battambang, Feb 2012
14 Sangkat councillor, Siem Reap, March 2013
15  Sangkat chief, Steung Treng, September 2012 
16 Sangkat councillor, Battambang February 2012; municipality councillor, Steung Treng, September 2012
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 Another innovative way of engaging local people’s interest entails using a paper-based form 
to gather information on local issues and concerns in order to identify local priorities. Of 
course, other approaches may have been tried but their success remains a mystery due to lack 
of documentation.

Besides attending meetings, people are expected to make financial contributions to local 
development projects as stipulated in the government’s policy framework (NCSC 2003). 
Most of the sangkats we visited reported positive responses from their constituents in this 
regard, though experiences varied from one location to another. For example, we were told by 
a councillor in one area that

Contributions can be [readily] collected. Sometimes we do not even need to 
collect them ourselves. They [locals] will collect contributions on our behalf, even 
more than was planned. But it is voluntary and those suffering hardship do not 
contribute.17

However, a councillor in another province related a completely different experience,

Collecting contributions in town is very difficult; we can collect very little from 
town.18

The unevenness in local citizens’ contributions could reflect different perceptions of the reform 
and state intervention in local development.

It is clear that implementing the policy requirement of participatory decision-making as 
prescribed by the reform19 is not an easy task in urban areas. The difficulty was well elaborated 
and summarised by a sangkat chief, 

I used to think that it would be easy to work with urbanites because they are educated 
and business-minded people, but I was wrong. It is the hardest group to work with, 
as they are very busy with their businesses, unlike rural people who have only one 
or two occupations at the most. Urban people find it hard to find free time to take 
part in meetings because they cannot leave their businesses. We cannot mobilise 60 
percent of people to attend a meeting as required by law. But I must say it is better 
now than before the reform. We feel closer and when we organise a forum I even 
ask them not to be afraid, as we are their servants.20

Low levels of participation in urban areas may not be attributable to urban characteristics 
as it is also a reality in rural Cambodia. In the study areas, it was commonly observed that 
participation was quite high at the beginning of the reform.21 However, our findings suggest 
that as the reform matured and the capacity of the local government remained too weak to 
respond to local demands, popular enthusiasm to engage in local planning subsided.22

The reform has opened unprecedented space for people to take part in discussion and influence 
decisions on issues of local importance. People gather at annual meetings to discuss local 
priorities so that sangkat councils can make final decisions about local development plans and 

17 Sangkat chief, Steung Treng, September 2012
18 Sangkat councillor, September 2012
19 RGC 2005
20 Sangkat chief, Siem Reap, March 2013
21 Sangkat chief, Kampot, January 2012 and municipality governor, Kampot, August 2012
22 Sangkat councillor, Kampot, January 2012; sangkat chief, Siem Reap, March 2013
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allocate funds to implement them. Declining levels of participation in that traditional process 
raises the question whether alternative or more innovative mechanisms are now required in 
order to promote a greater degree of active civic engagement in local decision-making. It is 
becoming clear that a measure that enables the empowerment and mobilisation of citizens and 
communities for bringing specific issues of concern to the attention of local governments is a 
policy option worth considering. 

3.3. Downward Accountability in Limbo

Since the sangkat’s establishment in 2002, it has played a pivotal role in improving local 
infrastructure, empowering citizen engagement in local politics and closing the gap between 
local governments and their citizens. 

Downward accountability is an essential element of decentralisation reform. It is critical that 
decentralisation reform incorporates an appropriate accountability mechanism, though often 
politically manipulated, to ensure that empowered local governments exercise their authority 
and resources properly (Manor 2011). Downward accountability refers to local governments’ 
responsibility for their part in local development planning and implementation and the 
developmental welfare of their constituencies; it is broadly defined as local governments’ 
ability to respond to local needs and demands (Öjendal and Kim 2006). Such accountability 
is evaluated through local governments’ ability to perform their mandated functions, produce 
specific outputs, and pool the necessary resources to carry out their responsibilities (Horng et 
al. 2007). 

As constituted in the 2001 Law, the commune/sangkat administration is entitled to a fund in 
order to perform its roles both as a representative of the local people and an administrative arm 
of the state (see Box 1). Article 73 states that the administration shall have its own financial 
resources, budget and assets. Article 74 adds that its own revenue shall be generated from 
fiscal taxes, non-fiscal taxes and service charges. Article 77 requires the establishment of a 
Commune/Sangkat Fund (CSF) in order to transfer national revenues and other revenues, 
with a specific formula established by sub-decree, to the commune/sangkat budget. The latter 
has been the sole main source of income that enables the local administration to perform its 
mandate. The transfer has increased from 2 percent of current national annual expenditure in 
2003 to 2.8 percent in 2010, while revenues from taxes have not yet been realised, as fiscal 
decentralisation remains a work in progress (Niazi 2011; Pak 2011; Chheat 2013). This raises 
two questions: How can the sangkats deliver downward accountability? And if they cannot 
deliver, what strategies could they compare in order to, at least in the eyes of local people, 
maintain their legitimacy in local politics? 
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Box 1: Legal Frameworks Underpinning the Sangkat’s Roles and Responsibilities

The Law on the Administration and Management of Commune/Sangkat, 2001

Article 42:  Commune/Sangkat shall have two types of roles as follows:
- The roles to serve local affairs for the interests of commune/Sangkat and its residents;
- The roles as an agent to represent the state under the appointment or delegation of 

power by the state authority.

Article 43:  Concerning the roles to serve local affairs, commune/Sangkat shall have duties to:
- Maintain security and public orders;
- Arrange necessary public services and be responsible for the good process of those 

affairs;
- Encourage the creation of contentment and well-being of the citizens;
- Promote social and economic development and upgrade the living standards of the 

citizens;
- Protect and conserve the environment, natural resources and national culture and 

heritage;
- Reconcile concepts of citizens to have mutual understanding and tolerance;
- Perform general affairs to meet the needs of citizens.

Article 73:  The Commune/Sangkat shall have its own financial resources, budgets and assets.

Article 74:  The commune/Sangkat shall be entitled to own revenues from fiscal taxes, non-fiscal 
taxes and service charges.

The above taxes include land tax, tax on immovable properties and rental tax. In case that the 
Ministry of Economy and Finance collects direct revenues of commune/Sangkat, this collection shall 
be conducted in the name of commune/ Sangkat.

Types, levels and procedures for the collection of the above fiscal taxes, non-fiscal taxes and services 
charge shall be determined by a law.

Source: The Law on the Administration and Management of Commune/Sangkat, 2001

Since 2002, the CSF has financed road building and infrastructure development. With varying 
degrees of capacity, sangkats across the country have also secured other income sources such 
as from NGOs, charities and political parties. During our fieldwork, local councillors reported 
having alternative sources of income, albeit minimal; as one councillor said, “There are a few 
sources of funding – CSF, NGOs, CPP and charity”.23 Another source of income for local 
development projects is voluntary financial contributions from local residents. In one sangkat, 
we were told that 

Mostly rich people in this sangkat have contributed many resources, some via 
kinship connections with Cambodians living overseas. About five dirt and tar roads 
have been built with funds from charities. We were not involved that much and 
just played the role as facilitator – they [donors] normally implement the project 
themselves.24 

23 Sangkat chief, Battambang, February 2012
24 Sangkat chief, Battambang, February 2012
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Moreover, as a way of maintaining its legitimacy in the local arena, the political party retains 
the upper hand in funding local development. Studies show that the support local infrastructure 
projects receive from the political party is as much as three times the annual fiscal transfer from 
central government (Pak and Craig 2011). 

The broad and unclear mandate poses many challenges that hamper the sangkat’s effectiveness. 
Councillors are highly aware of their accountability to their constituents (Chheat et al. 2011), 
but this is countered by limited power and resources. Furthermore, with their meagre budget 
transfers from central government, the prospect of sangkats being able to deliver service and 
accountability is likely to remain bleak in the near term. That said it is worth noting that due 
to their limited administrative experience, sangkat councils have been unable to spend all the 
resources available to them, thus building up a reserve fund of 20.3 percent during 2002-2007 
(Niazi 2011). 

This limited absorption capacity, combined with resource scarcity, has direct implications 
for sangkats’ capacity to deliver. This was evident in all the local administrations we visited.  
Councillors commonly mentioned the scarcity of resources, as one explained, 

Our financial support is really small. Sangkat councillors are paid only 120,000 
riels a month, the village chief is not paid enough, yet we use them every day. 
Another difficulty is the lack of office supplies. We do not have enough office 
equipment, not even a photocopying machine. The sangkat office is really small, 
only 5x5 metres. When we have a meeting of the full council, it always overflows 
onto the street.25 

Under-resourced local administrations are therefore armed more with a commitment to respond 
to their constituents than with the power to execute it. The councils are staffed mainly by 
elected councillors and a clerk assigned by the Ministry of Interior, and some sangkats hire a 
few assistants to help process their paperwork load. While it is true that their legitimacy is at 
stake should they fail to respond to the needs of their constituents, local councillors must also 
find way to translate their quest for maintaining legitimacy with the upper echelons and the 
political party that put them up for election in the first place.

To offset its limited capacity to deliver and respond to local needs or to avoid responsibility, 
the local administration employs a range of methods. They often look to the upper echelons or 
their political patrons to deliver. The party’s upper hand in delivering services to local people 
is seen as effective in maintaining political loyalty from the grassroots (Hughes 2012) and in 
retaining its legitimacy.26 Political patronage is a big source of funding to offset the sangkats’ 
financial constraints;  in this context, local leadership seems to have a crucial role in mobilising 
financial support, as one councillor informed us,

The process of attracting party funding is flexible according to the situation. In 
Khmer, we say any child who loves to cry would be likely to get more, meaning 
we have to be insistent in asking for what we want. We have to be informal and 
verbally express or chat to them first. If they show the green light, we come back to 
make a formal proposal via the party at the sangkat, then directly to the top leaders. 
There is always a meeting of some kind being hosted by a senior working group 
from the CPP in this town.27

25 Sangkat councillor, Stung Treng, September 2013
26 Two sangkat councillors and sangkat chief, Battambang, February 2012
27 Sangkat chief, Battambang, February 2012
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Furthermore, to promote tolerance and help manage expectations of the goods and services they 
can deliver and when, sangkat councillors make sure that people understand the constraints 
affecting what can be feasibly accomplished and assure them of the potential future gains of 
properly organised and planned projects. One sangkat chief stated that 

We have no choice but to tell them that they will directly benefit from development 
projects in the future. Anyway, they understand that we have our limits.28

Lack of functional assignment also places sangkats in an awkward position when it comes 
to safeguarding people’s interests through service delivery on the one hand and dealing with 
issues that might not necessarily lie, at least de jure, within their jurisdiction on the other. 
Informal settlements or slums in urban areas pose one such issue, which though beyond their 
mandate, does not appear to be the responsibility of any other body either. As reported by a 
councillor, 

The sangkat cannot address urban challenges such as slums or people building 
shelters on public land as it is beyond their mandate.29

Refuse collection is another concern that is not necessarily within the sangkat’s jurisdiction, 
yet leaves them on the receiving end of blame from constituents when services are poor. For 
example, in Stung Treng town, the district (krong) authority is responsible for organising refuse 
collection. Townsfolk consider the service unsatisfactory since refuse is collected only once 
a week, but because the service is not the direct responsibility of the sangkat, there is little 
the sangkat councillors can practically do other than inform the district, municipal or khan 
authority.30 

Trapped in this limbo, local authorities are keenly aware that their inability to improve service 
delivery and lack of decision-making power risks undermining their legitimacy. Even if they 
can call upon the nearest upper echelon to help address problems, there is no guarantee that 
resources will be made available. There is strong evidence that sangkat councillors make 
efforts to further people’s interests or take problems to the municipal administration or relevant 
authorities. A phone call to the municipality office to intervene in refuse collection might get a 
positive response in one sangkat31 but not necessarily in others.32

Sangkat roles in urban governance, especially the delivery of downward accountability, can 
be metaphorically seen as being trapped “between a crocodile and tiger”. Asked about their 
capacity to respond to local problems, one sangkat councillor remarked,

You need to note that there are many problems in urban areas and the local 
authority has to deal with powerful and high authorities. Normally, people face 
many problems and they just dump all of them on the sangkat councillors because 
they elected us and we live nearby. What do we lack? [We] need real power to help 
our people.33

28 Sangkat chief, Kampong Thom, January 2013
29 Sangkat councillor, Battambang, February 2012
30 Municipality governor; sangkat chief; sangkat councillor, Stung Treng, September 2012; municipality 

councillor, Kampong Thom, January 2013; sangkat chief, Phnom Penh, December 2012; sangkat chief and 
deputy municipality governor, March 2013

31 Municipality councillor, Kampong Thom, January 2013
32 Sangkat chief, Siem Reap, March 2013; sangkat chief, Phnom Penh, December 2012
33 Sangkat chief, Battambang, February 2012
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This analysis of weak downward accountability from the perspective of local councillors 
should not overshadow the fact that in a decentralised system, local citizens also ought to be 
empowered to demand accountability from their local representatives (Grindle 2011). Access to 
information on local government, in particular its resources, power and performance, is critical 
for enabling citizens to effectively voice their demands and hold public officials accountable 
(Grindle 2007) – a topic that requires further research.    

3.4. Local Urban Government Responsiveness

While decentralisation has raised the bar for participation in local decision-making and civic 
engagement in local development programmes, local government has had a mixed record in 
terms of bringing added-value to infrastructure and service delivery.  This mixed record is 
mainly due to institutional factors, resource constraints and the technicalities of some types of 
services (Wekwete 2007).  Local governments with devolved power and resources can clearly 
act on behalf of local people in local development programmes. However, the success of 
decentralisation in service delivery rests on the clarity of functions and responsibilities among 
various levels of government and the allocation of corresponding resources needed to perform 
them (Wekwete 2007). 

Sangkats perform their broad mandate as defined by the legal framework. At the time of writing, 
however, the sangkat had not been assigned specific service delivery functions. Arguably, this 
lag poses a formidable challenge to improving local authorities’ capacities to perform as local 
agents for change and sustainable local development. The recommended functional mapping 
and reallocation of responsibilities to manage and deliver public services at local level remains 
a work in progress. 

In spite of limited devolved powers, meagre resources and unclear functions, local 
administrations have sought to respond to local needs, de facto, as much as possible as they 
are aware that the responsibility ultimately rests with them (Plummer 2012). Physical rural 
infrastructure such as roads, canals, ditches and schools are generally viewed as development 
priorities for local citizens and political leaders (Plummer 2012). The breakdown of commune/
sangkat expenditure for 2002-2007 shows that, on average, 56.4 percent went on local 
development, mainly small local infrastructure projects; 24 percent on salaries and allowances 
for councillors; and 17.4 percent on administrative and service expenditure, half of which 
entailed development projects (Niazi 2011).  

In the absence of clear functional assignment, essential services common in urban areas such as 
electricity, water, slum upgrading and refuse collection lie beyond the de jure responsibilities of 
the sangkat. Sangkats have received complaints for late refuse collection, for example, but they 
could not address the issue other than reporting it to the upper administration. Not all problems 
reported to the municipal administration were resolved, however. Sangkat councillors listen 
to complaints from local residents about applications for electricity connection or failure of 
refuse collection services, for instance, but they have no direct role or say in ensuring approval 
or influencing outcomes. Even though such decisions are fully outside sangkats’ mandate, their 
constituents usually hold them accountable. 

Lack of capacity to respond to people’s needs might explain the declining enthusiasm from the 
community to engage in local development planning. A councillor expressed his feelings about 
this, saying, “People participate in planning but we cannot respond to their demands”.34 The 
problem is exacerbated by meagre budgets. Overall, local authorities are strategic in prioritising 

34 Sangkat councillor, Siem Reap, 2013
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proposed local development plans and projects. In practice, they do not decide the allocation of 
the Commune/Sangkat Fund until after the District Integration Workshop, where they submit 
their list of priority projects to seek funding support from duty bearers including sub-national 
administration and NGOs (NCDD 2010b). One councillor proudly mentioned that 

We have a limited budget and therefore we respond only to the highest priorities 
such as roads and sewage pipes. Some roads we cannot build because of the 
technical requirements and people understand that. With this limitation, we calm 
them down and people understand us. We have so far met between 15-20 percent 
of the demands for concrete and paved roads.35 

Sangkats mainly plan and implement small-scale physical infrastructure projects and their 
limited budget encourages them to plan strategically and for the long-term. Responding to 
the many needs of their local constituents can be daunting especially given the meagre annual 
transfer from central government. Therefore, the sangkat fund must be shared between many 
projects, leaving some that require a large amount of capital to be implemented in subsequent 
years. Road projects, for example, are normally capital intensive and cannot always be 
completed within the sangkat’s annual planning cycle. Instead, roads are built in segments 
over several years, as confirmed by a councillor, “the council builds road stretch by stretch as 
our limited budget does not allow us to build one line at a time”.36

As the reform progresses, the sangkats face a dilemma in that they must be able to respond to 
local needs. The lack of clarity in assignment of the sangkat’s functions and responsibilities 
remains a critical policy priority that has to be addressed, then requisite financial powers would 
follow. That would strengthen the sangkat’s role as local representative, especially in providing 
important local services. Before that can happen, however, the sangkat must at least intervene, 
de facto, by transmitting information on the challenges and issues their constituents face to 
relevant technical agencies and authorities at higher levels. 

35 Sangkat chief, Siem Reap, March 2013
36 Sangkat councillor, Siem Reap, March 2013
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4

CONCLUSION

It would be fair to say that this exploratory study of the impact of decentralisation on 
Cambodia’s urban governance presents more questions than answers. This is not because 
the study itself has failed, but rather this attempt is one of the first to investigate how 
decentralisation is unfolding in urban areas in Cambodia and empirical literature on the 
topic remains scant.

Decentralisation reform in Cambodia has lived up to some areas of its early promise, as is 
evident in many aspects of local urban governance processes. It has provided space for local 
citizens to exercise their rights in decision-making and development. As well as electing 
their local councillors every five years, citizens can now take part in local decision-making 
through both formal and informal platforms. The formal annual planning exercise creates an 
opportunity for them to interact with their local councillors and express their thoughts on 
their communities’ development. 

From the perspectives of local councillors, the framework for citizen engagement and 
participation is bordering on failure as the number of local urban citizens that take part in 
local affairs has been steadily dwindling. The reality of low civic participation is considered 
a result of the socioeconomic conditions of urban areas, where people are preoccupied with 
making ends meet and other competitive economic activities. Local councillors have sought 
various approaches to encourage greater participation, though without much success. This 
pervasive low participation should not give local government a free rein to conduct their 
affairs, however, on the contrary, it suggests the need for policy to strengthen active civic 
engagement through innovative mechanisms and platforms that take into account urban 
realities. Empowerment of local citizens is usually considered one of the policy options to 
strengthen urban citizenship (Pieterse 2008; Grindle 2007).

Low participation is also clearly linked with the limitations local councils face in delivering 
downward accountability to their constituents. Decision-making power and resources clearly 
determine the likelihood of sangkats being fully downwardly accountable. “We do not have 
power and resources” was a common refrain among local councillors. This assertion is a 
reality in the urban locations we visited. The sangkat is not empowered to raise its own 
revenue as prescribed in its legal framework. Moreover, the national transfer that makes up 
their current budget is too small to enable them to respond effectively to local demands. With 
these restrictions, the dynamics of citizen-government relations becomes one of the critical 
ingredients to strengthen downward accountability. Some other aspects of the reform such 
as active citizenship and community mobilisation in demanding accountability from local 
government is a topic beyond the scope of our current investigation. An equally important 
aspect is whether people have access to information about local governments’ affairs, their 
capacity, exercise of power and resources, and overall performance.  

The slow yet steady progress is hardly surprising considering the ambitiousness of the 
reform. A strong and well-sequenced action plan has to be devised and implemented in 
order to reap the long-term benefits of the reform. Urban areas where local governance has 
assumed increasing regional, national and global importance are now the main battleground 
for policymakers and national leaders. In the meantime, socioeconomic realities must be 
taken into account in order to maximise the benefits of the reform. For sangkats, shortage 
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of financial and human resources is a way of life amid lags in national policy to clarify 
functions across various levels within the sub-national administration. Such clarity would 
enhance their role in local development and decision-making, especially in the urban context 
where proximity and space factors would have a big role to play in the functional assignment 
exercise. 



23CDRI Working Paper Series No. 88

REFERENCES

Agrawal, A. and J. Ribot (1999), “Accountability in Decentralization: A Framework with South 
Asian and West African Cases”, Journal of Developing Areas, 33(4), pp. 473-502 

Ann Sovatha (2008), “Patron-Clientelism and Decentralisation: An Emerging Local Political 
Culture in Rural Cambodia”, MA thesis, Northern Illinois University

ADB, Asian Development Bank (2008), Managing Asian Cities: Sustainable and Inclusive 
Urban Solutions (Manila: ADB)

Beng Hhong Socheat Khemaro (2006), “Cambodia”, in Brian Roberts and Trevor Kanaley 
(eds.), Urbanization and Sustainability in Asia: Case Studies of Good Practice (Manilla: 
Asian Development Bank) pp. 71-100

Biau, Daniel (2004), “A New Era of Cooperation with Local Authorities”, Habitat Debate, 
Vol.10, No. 1, pp.4-6

Canel, Eduardo (2001), “Municipal Decentralisation and Participatory Democracy: Building a 
New Mode of Urban Politics in Montevideo City?” European Review of Latin American and 
Caribbean Studies, Vol.71, pp. 25-46

Chandler, David and Ian W. Mabbett (1995), The Khmers (Cambridge: Blackwell) 

Chea C. (2010), Local Governance of Common Pool Resources: The Case of Irrigation Water 
in Cambodia, Working Paper Series No. 47 (Phnom Penh:CDRI)

Cheema, G. Shabbir (2007), “Devolution with Accountability: Learning from Good Practices”, 
in G. Shabbir Cheema and Dennis A. Rondinelli (2007), Decentralizing Governance: 
Emerging Concepts and Practices (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press)

Cheema, G. Shabbir and Dennis A. Rondinelli (eds.) (2007), Decentralizing Governance: 
Emerging Concepts and Practices (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press)

Chheat Sreang (2013), “Democratic Governance and Local Politics in Cambodia”, Panorama – 
Insights into Asian and European Affairs (Singapore: Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung)

Chheat Sreang, Lun Pide, Kim Sedara, Heng Seiha, Sok Sethea and Chhoun Nareth (2011), 
A Baseline Survey of Sub-national Government: Towards a Better Understanding of 
Decentralisation and Deconcentration in Cambodia, CDRI Special Report No. 12 (Phnom 
Penh: CDRI)

Devas, N. (2004), Urban Governance, Voice, and Poverty in the Developing World: (London: 
Earthscan)

Devas, N. and C. Rakodi (1993), Managing Fast Growing Cities: New Approaches to Urban 
Planning and Management in the Developing World (Harlow, UK: Longman Scientific & 
Technical)

Diamond, Larry (1999), Developing Democracy: Toward Consolidation (Baltimore, MA: 
Johns Hopkins University Press)

Dickovick, J.T. (2005), “The Measure and Mismeasure of Decentralisation: Subnational 
Autonomy in Senegal and South Africa”, Journal of Modern African Studies, 43(2), 183-
210 



Impact of Decentralisation on Cambodia’s Urban Governance24

Grindle, Merilee S. (2007), “Local Governments that Perform Well: Four Explanations” in 
Cheema G. Shabbir and Dennis A. Rondinelli, Decentralizing Governance: Emerging 
Concepts and Practices (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press)

Grindle, Merilee S. (2009), Going Local: Decentralization, Democratization, and the Promise 
of Good Governance (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press) 

Grindle, Merilee S. (2011), Sanctions, Benefits and Rights: Three Faces of Accountability, 
(Visby, Sweden: International Center for Local Democracy) 

Gutkind, P.C.W. (1974), Urban Anthropology: Perspectives on ‘Third World’ Urbanisation and 
Urbanism (Assen, Netherlands: Koninklijke Van Gorcum)

Heng Seiha and So Sovanarith (2012), “Citizens’ Perceptions of Their Responsibilities: Preliminary 
Analysis of D&D’s Contribution to Reciprocal State-Society Relations in Battambang Province”, 
Annual Development Review 2012-2013 (Phnom Penh: CDRI) pp. 8-21

Heng Seiha, Kim Sedara and So Sovanarith (2011), Decentralised Governance in a Hybrid 
Policy: Localisation of Decentralisation Reform in Cambodia (Phnom Penh: CDRI)

Hiskey, Jonathan T. and Mitchell A. Seligson (2003), “Pitfalls of Power to the People: 
Decentralization, Local Government Performance, and System Support in Bolivia”, Studies 
in Comparative International Development, Vol. 37, No. 4, pp. 64-88 

Horng Vuthy, Pak Kimchoeun, Eng Netra, Ann Sovatha, Kim Sedara, Jenny Knowles and 
David Craig (2007), “Conceptualising Accountability: The Cambodian Case”, Annual 
Development Review 2006-07 (Phnom Penh: CDRI) pp.171-198

Hughes, Caroline (2012), Countries at the Cross-roads 2012: Cambodia, (Washington, DC: 
Freedom House)

Hughes, C. and N. Devas (2008), “Review of the Draft Law on Administration and Management 
of the Capital, Province, Municipality, District, Khan”, unpublished paper

Jones, Gavin W. (2002), “Urbanization Trends in Asia: The Conceptual and Definitional 
Challenges”, paper prepared for the conference New Forms of Urbanization: conceptualizing 
and Measuring Human Settlement in the Twenty-first Century, Italy, 11-15 March 2002, http://
www.iussp.org/members/restricted/publications/Bellagio02/5-urb-jones02.pdf (accessed 10 
September 2012)

Kim Sedara (2012), “Democracy in Action: Decentralisation in Post-Conflict Cambodia’, PhD 
dissertation, Goteborg University, Sweden  

Kim Sedara and Joakim Öjendal (2009), “Decentralization as a Strategy for State Reconstruction 
in Cambodia”, in Joakim Öjendal and Mona Lilja (eds), Beyond Democracy in Cambodia: 
Political Reconstruction in Post-conflict Society (Copenhagen: NIAS Press)

Kim Sedara and Joakim Öjendal (2011), “Transforming local politics in rural Cambodia: In 
Search of Accountability in Natural Resource Management”, in Caroline Hughes and Kheang 
Un (eds.), Cambodia’s Economic Transformation (Copenhagen: NIAS Press)

Léautier, F. (2005), Governance and the City: An Empirical Exploration into Global Determinants 
of Urban Performance (Washington DC: World Bank Publications)

Manor, J. (2008), Supporting Cambodia’s Decentralisation and Deconcentration Reform: 
Issues and Options for Development Partners (Phnom Penh: Sida)



25CDRI Working Paper Series No. 88

Manor, J. (2011), Perspectives on Decentralisation (Visby: International Center for Local 
Democracy)

Michels, Ank and Laurens de Graaf (2010), “Examining Citizen Participation: Local Participatory 
Policy Making and Democracy”, Local Government Studies, Vol. 36, No. 4, 477-491

Moncrieff, J. (2001), “Accountability: Idea, Ideals, Constraints”, Democratization, Vol. 8(3), 
pp. 26-50

NCSC, National Committee to Support Commune/Sangkat (2003), Commune/Sangkat: 
Financial Management System Refresher Manual (Phnom Penh: NCSC)

NIS, National Institute of Statistics (2004), Reclassification of Urban Areas in Cambodia. 
(Phnom Penh: NIS)

NIS (2009), General Population Census of Cambodia 2008: National Report on Final Census 
Results (Phnom Penh: NIS)

NCDD, National Committee for Sub-National Democratic Development (2009), Commune/
Sangkat Fund Project Implementation Manual (Phnom Penh: NCDD)

NCDD (2010a), Commune Council Database, http://db.ncdd.gov.kh/ccd/home/index.castle  
(accessed 21 August 2013) 

NCDD (2010b), An Analysis of the Commune Development Planning Data Base: Priority 
Requests and Responses 2004 to 2008 (Phnom Penh: NCDD)

Niazi, Tariq H. (2011), Deconcentration and Decentralization Reforms in Cambodia: 
Recommendations for an Institutional Framework (Manila: Asian Development Bank)

OCM, Office of the Council of Ministers (not dated),  Urbanisation Profile of Cambodia http://
esa.un.org/wup2009/unup/p2k0data.asp (accessed 10 July 2013)

Öjendal, J. and A. Dellnas (2010), Governance Dilemmas of Sustainable Cities, Working Paper 
No. 1 (Visby: International Center for Local Democracy)

Öjendal, Joakim and Kim Sedara (2008), A Background Study on the District Office’s Role 
and Potential Facing the Deconcentration and Decentralization Reform (Göteborg; Phnom 
Penh)

Öjendal, Joakim and Sedara Kim (2006), “’Korob, Kaud, Klach’: In search of agency in Rural 
Cambodia”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 37(3), pp. 507-526

Öjendal, J. and Kim S. (2007), Where Decentralisation Meets Democracy: Civil Society, Local 
Government, and Accountability in Cambodia (Phnom Penh: CDRI)

Pak K. (2011), Fiscal Decentralisation in Cambodia: A Review of Progress and Challenges 
(Phnom Penh: CDRI)

Pak K.  and D. Craig (2011), “Party Financing of Local Investment Projects: Elite and 
Mass Patronage”, in C. Hughes and K. Un (eds.), Cambodia’s Economic Transformation 
(Copenhagen: NIAS Press)

Pieterse, Edgar (2008), City Futures: Confronting the Crisis of Urban Development (London: Zed)

Plummer, Janelle (2012), Voice, Choice and Decision: A Study of Local Governance Processes 
in Cambodia (Phnom Penh: World Bank)



Impact of Decentralisation on Cambodia’s Urban Governance26

Pugh, Cedric (ed.) (2000), Sustainable Cities in Developing Countries: Theory and Practices at 
the Millennium (London: Earthscan)

RGC, Royal Government of Cambodia (2005), Strategic Framework for Decentralisation 
Reform in Cambodia (Phnom Penh: RGC)

RGC (2009), National Strategic Development Programme Update 2009-2013 (Phnom Penh: RGC)

RGC (2010a), National Programme for Sub-National Democratic Development 2010-2019 
(Phnom Penh: NCDD)

RGC (2010b), First Implementing Plan (IP3) 2011-2013 (Phnom Penh: NCDD)

Stren, Richard (2002), “Decentralization: False Start or New Dawn?” Habitat Debate, Vol. 8, No. 1

Thon Vimealea, Ou Sivhuoch, Eng Netra and Ly Tem (2009), Leadership in Local Politics 
of Cambodia: A Study of Leaders in Three Communes of Three Provinces, Working Paper 
Series No. 42 (Phnom Penh: CDRI)

UNCDF, United Nations Capital Development Fund (2010), Local Development Outlook: 
Cambodia, (Phnom Penh: UNCDF)

UNCHS, United Nations Center for Human Settlements (2000), “The Global Campaign for 
Good Urban Governance: Institutional Profile”, Environment & Urbanization, Vol. 12, No 1, 
pp. 197-202 (Nairobi: UNCHS)

UNDESA, United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2010), “World 
Urbanisation Prospects: The 2009 Revision of Population Database’, http://esa.un.org/
wup2009/unup/p2k0data.asp (accessed 10 July 2013)

UNDP, United Nations Development Programme (1997a), “Reconceptualizing Governance”, 
Discussion Paper 2 (New York: UNDP)

UNDP (1997b) Governance for sustainable human development  available at http://gis.
emro.who.int/HealthSystemObservatory/Workshops/WorkshopDocuments/Reference%20
reading%20material/Literature%20on%20Governance/GOVERN~2.PDF (accessed 25 
November 2013)

UNDP (2012), “Project To Support Democratic Development Through Decentralization and 
Deconcentration (PSDD) 01-02-2007–30-06-2011: Final Progress Report” (Phnom Penh: 
UNDP)

UN-HABITAT (2004), “Urban Governance in Africa: Experiences and Challenges”, Urban 
Governance (Nairobi: UN-Habitat) pp.1-4

Wekwete, Kadmiel H. (2007), “Decentralization to Promote Effective and Efficient Pro-poor 
Infrastructure and Service Delivery in Least-Developed Countries”, in G. Shabbir Cheema 
and Dennis A. Rondinelli Decentralizing Governance: Emerging Concepts and Practices 
(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press)

World Bank (2013), “Cambodia Overview”, http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/
EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/EASTASIAPACIFICEXT/CAMBODIAEXTN/0,,contentM
DK:20456112~menuPK:293886~pagePK:1497618~piPK:217854~theSitePK:293856,00.
html (accessed December 2011)



27CDRI Working Paper Series No. 88

CDRI WORKING PAPER SERIES

1) Kannan, K.P. (November 1995), Construction of a Consumer Price Index for Cambodia: A 
Review of Current Practices and Suggestions for Improvement. 

2) McAndrew, John P. (January 1996), Aid Infusions, Aid Illusions: Bilateral and Multilateral 
Emergency and Development Assistance in Cambodia. 1992-1995. 

3) Kannan, K.P. (January 1997), Economic Reform, Structural Adjustment and Development 
in Cambodia. 

4) Chim Charya, Srun Pithou, So Sovannarith, John McAndrew, Nguon Sokunthea, Pon 
Dorina and Robin Biddulph (June 1998), Learning from Rural Development Programmes 
in Cambodia. 

5) Kato, Toshiyasu, Chan Sophal and Long Vou Piseth (September 1998), Regional Economic 
Integration for Sustainable Development in Cambodia. 

6) Murshid, K.A.S. (December 1998), Food Security in an Asian Transitional Economy: The 
Cambodian Experience. 

7) McAndrew, John P. (December 1998), Interdependence in Household Livelihood Strategies 
in Two Cambodian Villages. 

8) Chan Sophal, Martin Godfrey, Toshiyasu Kato, Long Vou Piseth, Nina Orlova, Per Ronnås 
and Tia Savora (January 1999), Cambodia: The Challenge of Productive Employment 
Creation. 

9) Teng You Ky, Pon Dorina, So Sovannarith and John McAndrew (April 1999), The 
UNICEF/Community Action for Social Development Experience—Learning from Rural 
Development Programmes in Cambodia. 

10) Gorman, Siobhan, with Pon Dorina and Sok Kheng (June 1999), Gender and Development 
in Cambodia: An Overview. 

11) Chan Sophal and So Sovannarith (June 1999), Cambodian Labour Migration to Thailand: 
A Preliminary Assessment. 

12) Chan Sophal, Toshiyasu Kato, Long Vou Piseth, So Sovannarith, Tia Savora, Hang Chuon 
Naron, Kao Kim Hourn and Chea Vuthna (September 1999), Impact of the Asian Financial 
Crisis on the SEATEs: The Cambodian Perspective. 

13) Ung Bunleng, (January 2000), Seasonality in the Cambodian Consumer Price Index. 

14) Toshiyasu Kato, Jeffrey A. Kaplan, Chan Sophal and Real Sopheap (May 2000), Enhancing 
Governance for Sustainable Development. 

15) Godfrey, Martin, Chan Sophal, Toshiyasu Kato, Long Vou Piseth, Pon Dorina, Tep 
Saravy, Tia Savara and So Sovannarith (August 2000), Technical Assistance and Capacity 
Development in an Aid-dependent Economy: the Experience of Cambodia. 

16) Sik Boreak, (September 2000), Land Ownership, Sales and Concentration in Cambodia.

17) Chan Sophal, and So Sovannarith, with Pon Dorina (December 2000), Technical Assistance 
and Capacity Development at the School of Agriculture Prek Leap. 



Impact of Decentralisation on Cambodia’s Urban Governance28

18) Godfrey, Martin, So Sovannarith, Tep Saravy, Pon Dorina, Claude Katz, Sarthi Acharya, 
Sisowath D. Chanto and Hing Thoraxy (August 2001), A Study of the Cambodian Labour 
Market: Reference to Poverty Reduction, Growth and Adjustment to Crisis. 

19) Chan Sophal, Tep Saravy and Sarthi Acharya (October 2001), Land Tenure in Cambodia: 
a Data Update. 

20) So Sovannarith, Real Sopheap, Uch Utey, Sy Rathmony, Brett Ballard and Sarthi Acharya 
(November 2001), Social Assessment of Land in Cambodia: A Field Study. 

21) Bhargavi Ramamurthy, Sik Boreak, Per Ronnås and Sok Hach (December 2001), Cambodia 
1999-2000: Land, Labour and Rural Livelihood in Focus. 

22) Chan Sophal and Sarthi Acharya (July 2002), Land Transactions in Cambodia: An Analysis 
of Transfers and Transaction Records. 

23) McKenney, Bruce and Prom Tola. (July 2002), Natural Resources and Rural Livelihoods 
in Cambodia. 

24) Kim Sedara, Chan Sophal and Sarthi Acharya (July 2002), Land, Rural Livelihoods and 
Food Security in Cambodia. 

25) Chan Sophal and Sarthi Acharya (December 2002), Facing the Challenge of Rural 
Livelihoods: A Perspective from Nine Villages in Cambodia. 

26) Sarthi Acharya, Kim Sedara, Chap Sotharith and Meach Yady (February 2003), Off-farm 
and Non-farm Employment: A Perspective on Job Creation in Cambodia. 

27) Yim Chea and Bruce McKenney (October 2003), Fish Exports from the Great Lake to 
Thailand: An Analysis of Trade Constraints, Governance, and the Climate for Growth. 

28) Prom Tola and Bruce McKenney (November 2003), Trading Forest Products in Cambodia: 
Challenges, Threats, and Opportunities for Resin. 

29) Yim Chea and Bruce McKenney (November 2003), Domestic Fish Trade: A Case Study of 
Fish Marketing from the Great Lake to Phnom Penh. 

30) Hughes, Caroline and Kim Sedara with the assistance of Ann Sovatha (February 2004), The 
Evolution of Democratic Process and Conflict Management in Cambodia: A Comparative 
Study of Three Cambodian Elections. 

31) Oberndorf, Robert B. (May 2004), Law Harmonisation in Relation to the Decentralisation 
Process in Cambodia. 

32) Murshid, K.A.S. and Tuot Sokphally (April 2005), The Cross Border Economy of 
Cambodia: An Exploratory Study. 

33) Hansen, Kasper K. and Neth Top (December 2006), Natural Forest Benefits and Economic 
Analysis of Natural Forest Conversion in Cambodia. 

34) Pak Kimchoeun, Horng Vuthy, Eng Netra, Ann Sovatha, Kim Sedara, Jenny Knowles 
and David Craig (March 2007), Accountability and Neo-patrimonialism in Cambodia: A 
Critical Literature Review. 

35) Kim Sedara and Joakim Öjendal with the assistance of Ann Sovatha (May 2007), Where 
Decentralisation Meets Democracy: Civil Society, Local Government, and Accountability 
in Cambodia. 



29CDRI Working Paper Series No. 88

36) Lim Sovannara (November 2007), Youth Migration and Urbanisation in Cambodia. 

37) Chem Phalla et al. (May 2008), Framing Research on Water Resources Management and 
Governance in Cambodia: A Literature Review.

38) Pak Kimchoeun and David Craig (July 2008), Accountability and Public Expenditure 
Management in Decentralised Cambodia.

39) Horng Vuthy and David Craig (July 2008), Accountability and Planning in Decentralised 
Cambodia.

40) Eng Netra and David Craig (March 2009), Accountability and Human Resource Management 
in Decentralised Cambodia.

41) Hing Vutha and Hossein Jalilian (April 2009), The Environmental Impacts of the ASEAN-
China Free Trade Agreement for Countries in the Greater Mekong Sub-region.

42) Thon Vimealea, Ou Sivhuoch, Eng Netra and Ly Tem (October 2009), Leadership in Local 
Politics of Cambodia: A Study of Leaders in Three Communes of Three Provinces.

43) Hing Vutha and Thun Vathana (December 2009), Agricultural Trade in the Greater Mekong 
Sub-region: The Case of Cassava and Rubber in Cambodia.

44) Chan Sophal (December 2009), Costs and Benefits of Cross-border Labour Migration in 
the GMS: Cambodia Country Study.

45) CDRI Publication (December 2009), Costs and Benefits of Cross-country Labour Migration 
in the GMS: Synthesis of the Case Studies in Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam.

46) CDRI Publication (December 2009), Agricultural Trade in the Greater Mekong Sub-region: 
Synthesis of the Case Studies on Cassava and Rubber Production and Trade in GMS 
Countries.

47) Chea Chou (August 2010), The Local Governance of Common Pool Resources: The Case 
of Irrigation Water in Cambodia.

48) CDRI Publication (August 2010), Empirical Evidence of Irrigation Management in the 
Tonle Sap Basin: Issues and Challenges.

49) Chem Phalla and Someth Paradis (March 2011), Use of Hydrological Knowledge and 
Community Participation for Improving Decision-making on Irrigation Water Allcation.

50) Pak Kimchoeun (May 2011), Fiscal Decentralisation in Cambodia: A Review of Progress 
and Challenges.

51) Christopher Wokker, Paulo Santos, Ros Bansok and Kate Griffiths (June 2011), Irrigation 
Water Productivity in Cambodian Rice System.

52) Ouch Chandarany, Saing Chanhang and Phann Dalis (June 2011), Assessing China’s 
Impact on Poverty Reduction In the Greater Mekong Sub-region: The Case of Cambodia.

53) Chann Sopheak, Nathan Wales and Tim Frewer (August 2011), An Investigation of Land 
Cover and Land Use Change in Stung Chrey Bak Catchment, Cambodia.

54) Nang Phirun, Khiev Daravy, Philip Hirsch and Isabelle Whitehead (June), Improving the 
Governance of Water Resources in Cambodia: A Stakeholder Analysis.



Impact of Decentralisation on Cambodia’s Urban Governance30

55) Kem Sothorn, Chhim Chhun, Theng Vuthy and So Sovannarith (July 2011), Policy 
Coherence in Agricultural and Rural Development: Cambodia.

56) Tong Kimsun, Hem Socheth and Paulos Santos (July 2011), What Limits Agricultural 
Intensification in Cambodia? The role of emigration, agricultural extension services and 
credit constraints.

57) Tong Kimsun, Hem Socheth and Paulos Santos (August 2011), The Impact of Irrigation on 
Household Assets.

58) Hing Vutha, Lun Pide and Phann Dalis (August 2011), Irregular Migration from Cambodia: 
Characteristics, Challenges and Regulatory Approach.

59) Chem Phalla, Philip Hirsch and Someth Paradis (September 2011), Hydrological Analysis 
in Support of Irrigation Management: A Case Study of Stung Chrey Bak Catchment, 
Cambodia.

60) Saing Chan Hang, Hem Socheth and Ouch Chandarany with Phann Dalish and Pon Dorina 
(November 2011), Foreign Investment in Agriculture in Cambodia

61) Ros Bandeth, Ly Tem and Anna Thompson (September 2011), Catchment Governance and 
Cooperation Dilemmas: A Case Study from Cambodia.

62) Chea Chou, Nang Phirun, Isabelle Whitehead, Phillip Hirsch and Anna Thompson (October 
2011), Decentralised Governance of Irrigation Water in Cambodia: Matching Principles 
to Local Realities.

63) Heng Seiha, Kim Sedara and So Sokbunthoeun (October 2011), Decentralised Governance 
in Hybrid Polity: Localisation of Decentralisation Reform in Cambodia

64) Tong Kimsun, Sry Bopharath (November 2011), Poverty and Evironment Links: The Case 
of Rural Cambodia.

65) Ros Bansok, Nang Phirun and Chhim Chhun (December 2011), Agricultural Development 
and Climate Change: The Case of Cambodia

66) TONG Kimsun (February 2012), Analysing Chronic Poverty in Rural Cambodia Evidence 
from Panel Data

67) Keith Carpenter with assistance from PON Dorina (February 2012), A Basic Consumer 
Price Index for Cambodia 1993–2009

68) Roth Vathana (March 2012), Sectoral Composition of China’s Economic Growth, Poverty 
Reduction and Inequality: Development and Policy Implications for Cambodia

69) CDRI Publication (March 2012), Understanding Poverty Dynamics: Evidence from Nine 
Villages in Cambodia

70) Hing Vutha, Saing Chan Hang and Khieng Sothy (August 2012), Baseline Survey for 
Socioeconomic Impact Assessment: Greater Mekong Sub-region Transmission Project

71) Kim Sedara and Joakim Öjendal with Chhoun Nareth and Ly Tem (December 2012), A 
Gendered Analysis of Decentralisation Reform in Cambodia

72) Hem Socheth (March 2013), Impact of the Global Financial Crisis on Cambodian Economy 
at Macro and Sectoral Levels



31CDRI Working Paper Series No. 88

73) Hay Sovuthea (March 2013), Government Response to Inflation Crisis and Global 
Financial Crisis

74) Ngin Chanrith (March 2013), Impact of the Global Financial Crisis on Employment in 
SMEs in Cambodia

75) Tong Kimsun (March 2013), Impact of the Global Financial Crisis on Poverty: Evidence 
from Nine Villages in Cambodia

76) Hing Vutha (March 2013), Impact of the Global Financial Crisis on the Rural Labour 
Market: Evidence from Nine Villages in Cambodia

77) Saing Chan Hang (March 2013), Household Vulnerability to Global Financial Crisis and 
Their Risk Coping Strategies: Evidence from Nine Rural Villages in Cambodia

78) Tong Kimsun and Phay Sokcheng (March 2013), The Role of Income Diversification during 
the Global Financial Crisis: Evidence from Nine Villages in Cambodia

79) Lun Pidé (March 2013), The Role of Rural Credit during the Global Financial Crisis: 
Evidence From Nine Villages in Cambodia

80) Saing Chan Hang (March 2013), Binding Constraints on Economic Growth in Cambodia: 
A Growth Diagnostic Approach

81) Hing Vutha (June 2013), Leveraging Trade for Economic Growth in Cambodia

82) Nang Phirun (July 2013), Climate Change Adaptation and Livelihoods in Inclusive Growth: 
A Review of Climate Change Impacts and Adaptive Capacity in Cambodia

83) Tong Kimsun, Lun Pide and Sry Bopharath with the assistance of Pon Dorina (August 
2013) Levels and Sources of Household Income in Rural Cambodia 2012

84) Ou Sivhuoch (August 2013), Sub-National Civil Society in Cambodia: A Gramscian 
Perspective

85) Ou Sivhuoch and Kim Sedara (August 2013), 20 Years’ Strengthening of Cambodian Civil 
Society: Time for Reflection

86) Sen Vicheth and Ros Soveacha with the assistance of Hieng Thiraphumry (October 2013), 
Anatomy of Higher Education Governance in Cambodia

87) Kim Sedara and Joakim Öjendal With the assistance of Chhoun Nareth (November 2013), 
Gatekeepers in Local Politics: Political Parties in Cambodia and their Gender Policy

 



CDRI - Cambodia’s leading  
independent development policy research ins�tute

� 56 Street 315, Tuol Kork  
� PO Box 622, Phnom Penh, Cambodia
℡ (855-23) 881-384/881-701/881-916/883-603/012 867-278 
� (855-23) 880-734
E-mail: cdri@cdri.org.kh
 Website: http://www.cdri.org.kh

Price: USD 2.50


