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Preface
Cambodian Human Rights Action Committee 

(CHRAC)

Over the last ten years, Cambodia has seen a 
dramatic rise in the number of Economic Land 
Concessions1  (ELCs) granted by the government, 
without community participation, over plots of 
land on which whole villages live and on which 
the villagers’ livelihoods depend. 

When villagers feel that their land has been sold 
unfairly, they have the right to take their com-
plaints to local governmental authorities at the 
district level. If their problems are not resolved 
there, Cambodian land law allows the aggrieved 
to take their objections higher: to the provincial 
or municipal level and eventually to a national 
governing body.

In June and October of 2008, communities 
throughout Cambodia formally submitted land 
dispute complaints to provincial and national 
government authorities. In August 2009, com-
munities again submitted, peacefully and re-
spectfully, a third, larger round of 32 complaints. 
These complaints were related to Economic Land 
Concessions and land conflicts affecting approxi-
mately 12,000 families in 164 villages in 19 prov-
inces and in regards to around 700,000 hectares 
of contested land. 

What did the communities want by submitting 
these complaints? Merely to secure a meeting 
with appropriate officials, to have their land issues 
addressed and investigated, and to be taken seri-
ously – their plight weighed at least as judiciously 
as that of the newly land-granted corporations. 

In September 2009, Cambodian Human Rights 
Action Committee (CHRAC) released Losing 
Ground: Forced Evictions and Intimidation in 
Cambodia, a report which shared some of the 
personal stories of the people behind these on-
going land losses and evictions, putting a human 
face to this country-wide crisis.2  All stories were 
about people from communities that had lodged 
complaints in August 2009.

This second report seeks to research and de-
scribe a number of the other cases in the 2009 
complaints, and to explore what has happened 
since then. What specific issues were involved 
with the complaints? When communities sought 
to engage with their government in compliance 
with legal processes, what were the results?  In 
short, the research shows that while there were 
some superficial attempts to address the issues 
expressed in the complaints, the vast majority of 
communities who lodged complaints in 2009 saw 
no improvements nor were they offered alterna-
tive solutions to alleviate their plight. Instead, 
many experienced increased threats, intimida-
tion, land grabs and more land concessions.

Their stories are here to read. Similar to the 
first CHRAC report, Losing Ground, people have 
allowed us to use their real names, in spite of the 
fact that doing so makes them targets for retri-
bution. This collaborative report would not have 
been possible without their tremendous courage 
and determination to tell their stories in an ef-
fort to save their and other communities’ lands, 
cultures and livelihoods. This report painfully il-
lustrates the human lives at stake.

1  Economic Land Concessions are long-term land leases granted by the government to agro-industrial corporations. According to Cambodia’s 2001 Land Law, 
Economic Land Concessions can be granted if the land is already classified and registered as State Private Land. For a complete explanation of Cambodian Land 
Law regulations, see the report Losing Ground.
2  Losing Ground: Forced Evictions and Intimidation in Cambodia, Cambodian Human Rights Action Committee September 2009, can be accessed here: http://
www.chrac.org/eng/CHRAC%20Statement%20in%202009/Losing%20Ground%20FINAL.compressed.pdf 
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Overview
“Now, I just want my father back; I want my rice 

paddies back,” 12-year-old Sar Sokha pleads, with 
tears in her eyes.

“It’s very unjust,” she added, referring to the 
court’s conviction of her father who had been 
arrested and imprisoned for farming on his own 
land in Kompong Chhnang province.

Separately, for 365 days and counting, Buddhist 
clergyman Sim Leap, 62, has been languishing in 
the prison in Siem Reap town after he was ar-
rested and convicted of “illegal detention” of two 
outsiders who had farmed on local villagers’ pad-
dy fields.

“I lied down across the road so that the trucks 
would run over me,” amputee Eng Sam Ath says, 
still overwhelmed by the loss of his house and 
livelihood to an irrigation project in Pursat prov-
ince.

“Have they bulldozed your papaya field?” asks 

Soeun Srey Aun, 27, who has just arrived with 
a baby on her hip to join other villagers’ discus-
sion about the situation of their lost farmlands in 
Kampot province.

“That’s what I am worried about,” replies Svay 
Chreb, 44, who is pregnant and is expecting 
a baby soon. “Now, Uncle Khorn’s farm has all 
been bulldozed.” 

“I want to ask why they just took our land and 
don’t let us do rice farming?” questions Grandma 
Tun Saing, who lives in Battambang province’s 
Kois Kralor district. “We will all die if we don’t 
have any land.”

* * *

The case studies covered in this report provide 
a window into the lives behind the land disputes 
occurring in Cambodia. This report gives an up-
date on the land disputes and villages affected by 
them, and seeks to address the doubts of people 

Cambodian Royal Armed Forces (CRAF) protect Phnom Penh Sugar company's bulldozers while the people in Am Lang commune, 
Kampong Speu province, was trying to stop land clearing.  



like Grandma Saing and the others quoted above, 
as well answer the question “what next?” 

This collection of 11 case studies represents 
just a few examples of a tsunami of land disputes 
that have swept across Cambodia generated by in-
dustrial "development projects" during the last 
nearly two decades.

Everywhere we visited, we witnessed villagers’ 
overwhelming fears of arrest, mothers’ helpless 
cries over the loss of land, children’s emotional 
pleas for the release of their fathers jailed for un-
founded charges related to land disputes. 

From page to page, we see the immense misery 
and anguish of poor villagers facing off with rich 
and powerful businessmen or companies who 
have moved onto their lands without mercy or 
exception.

While this endemic problem of land disputes has 
been caused by people from all walks of life, from 
the military to government officials to rich busi-
nessmen, a few powerful individuals have taken 
the lead in these disputes throughout Cambodia.

From the coastal province of Koh Kong to the 
mountainous province of Kompong Speu west 
of Phnom Penh, to Uddor Meanchey province 
on the Thai border, farmers have suffered at the 
hands of the same plantation companies armed 
with both money and power. 

The name of the business tycoon-turned-sen-
ator-turned-land grabber can be heard echoing 
in communities from North to South across the 
country as he’s involved in many land disputes 
with thousands of villagers. Likewise, the name of 
another rich and powerful businesswoman, who 
is a patronage of the Cambodian Red Cross and 
a close friend of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s wife, 
has also become notorious in other parts of Cam-
bodia where land disputes have erupted. 

More serious still, the government’s recent “de-
velopment” strategy to back companies with mili-
tary personnel and other armed forces and allow 
the companies to buy off state soldiers to protect 
their new land has pushed the land disputes to an 
even more dangerous level.

Acting in a mercenary style and with impuni-

Demarcation map of agro-industrial zone of HLH Agriculture(Cambodia Co., Ltd) located in sustainable use area of wildlife shelter 
in O-Ral mountain, Kampong Speu province, covered on 9,985 hectars.This sized of land was transformed from State Public Land to 
State Private Land before handed to HLH (A copy of sub-degree also attache at the left side of the map).
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ty, these government soldiers-turned-company 
guards will shoot at villagers, their cows or buf-
falos that dare enter their new bosses’ land. Like 
the example of the sugarcane plantation in Koh 
Kong, both the government and the court ignore 
the villagers’ complaints.

But land grabbing has not only been committed 
by Cambodian companies and businesspeople, 
foreign companies have also repeated the mis-
treatment of poor Cambodians by using power 
or money to silence the local authorities and the 
courts, usually in partnership with Cambodian 
companies. Vietnamese, Australian, French, Sin-
gaporean, Korean, Chinese and other companies 
and businessmen have moved in to raze commu-
nity forests and farmlands to make way for their 
rubber plantations or other agro-industries.

While the majority of the victims of land dis-
putes are poor and powerless Khmer people liv-
ing in the low land, the ethnic minority people 
living in the mountains and plateaus are not safe 
either. 

From the Suoy ethnic minority in Kompong 
Speu province to the Stieng ethnic minority in 
Kratie province to the Phnong ethnic minority in 
Mondulkiri and Rattanakiri provinces, land loss 
represents the beginning of the end of their cus-
toms, beliefs and ways of life wherever the Cam-
bodian or foreign companies’ machineries have 
arrived.

Trapped in such ordeals, villagers have staged 
their peaceful protests at the places where they 
are affected (in their villages or outside of prisons 
and court houses) or walked hundreds of kilome-
ters to air their grievances in front of the Prime 
Minister’s residence, sometimes only to be forced 
back home without any solutions.

Faced with an uphill legal battle, some villag-
ers choose to compromise with the companies by 
accepting some compensation or a small part of 
their land back rather than losing everything.

Some companies like the Sugar Plantation of a 
Cambodian Senator are connected to other com-
panies under the name of family members in or-
der to get multiple Economic Land Concessions, 
which may be contrary to the 2001 Land Law. 

Many of these companies have been granted an 
Economic Land Concession several times more 
than the permissible limit of fewer than 10,000 
hectare in the Land Law. According to the Sub-
decree on Economic Land Concessions, conces-
sions which are above this limit and were granted 
prior to the 2001 Land Law should be reviewed 
and negotiations should be held with a view to 
reducing the size. To date several very large plan-
tations still remain at up to 30 times the 10,000 
hectare limit.

Some of these companies include the Pheapi-
mex Group, which was granted 310,000 hectares 
in Kompong Chhnang and Pursat provinces, the 
Green Sea belonging to another business tycoon-
turned Senator, which was granted 100,000 hect-
ares in Stung Treng, and the Sugar Plantation and 
its sister companies, which were granted a total 
of 20,000 hectares each in Koh Kong, Kompong 
Speu and Uddor Meanchey provinces. 

Although in many cases the villagers had suffi-
cient evidence to prove that their land belonged 
to them, the government and the courts usual-
ly turned a deaf ear to their complaints. It goes 
without saying that “when money talks, the truth 
is silent.” 

The cases of land disputes in this updated report 
are just the tip of the iceberg of land grabbing and 
land dispute problems that have rocked the foun-
dation of communities all over Cambodia.

Without effective measures taken to reverse 
the current trend, land grabbing and disputes will 
spiral out of control at the cost of poor people’s 
livelihoods, culture and traditions, while a small 
number of elite continue to build their fortunes.
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Women in Kampot are busy trading fish caught from the deep sea. But, others who fish in the low water will lose their livelihood when developers fill in the sea 
with sand in Teuk Chou district.

Kampot Women Stand Up to Fight for Their Sea
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Kampot 

Beong Tuk Commune, Teuk Chhou District, 
Kampot Province 

Dispute: dispute between three villages and two 
companies; Kampot Port owned by Vinh Huor and Keo 
Chea Property Development were granted permission to 
fill in 1,000 hectares of ocean in Roluos village and 200 
hectares in Kep Thmei and Totung Thnay villages to make 
way for the construction of two new ports.
Timeline: January 2010, Ministry of Agriculture issued 
a letter ordering the company to temporarily halt 
construction in Kep Thmei and Totung Thngay villages due 
to an error made by the company in implementing the 
Ministry’s instructions.  No final decision has been made 
by the government on what the final decision on this land 
will be: whether the company will be allowed to resume 
or not. In the dispute with Vinmh Huor’s company, there 
has been no solution at all.  

Beong Touk, Kampot province



"May you have strength like ants, have power 
like a ghost, and have strong determination like 
women," a Brahman priest extends his wishes 
to a prince in a Khmer folktale "Prasath Phnom 
Chiso."

This folktale has made many Cambodians 
believe how strong women can be.

So when two companies started filling in the 
sea in Kampot province's Beong Touk commune 
in order to build two ports, the affected villagers 
decided to choose women as their representatives 
to protest this "development."

One of the five women activists chosen, Chan 
Dara, 50, said she knew that she was doing the 
right thing and would not easily be forced to stop 
her protests.

Dara said most people here made their living 
by fishing in shallow water using traditional tools. 

When the companies 
began filling in a four-
kilometer stretch of 
the seashore in 2008, 
she explained that it 
destroyed their fishing 
ground. According 
to the villagers, most 
families don't have 
big boats to fish in the 
deep sea.

This prompted the 
villagers to protest. 

Dara said the 
authorities had tricked 
and intimidated 
the representatives 
into promising not 
to continue their 
protests.

"I didn't confess [to 
having done wrong], 
because I had not 

killed anyone or stolen anybody's property," 
Dara said. "I am doing this for the people and for 
myself.

Faced with intimidation, Dara said she believed 
that women would stand firm, adding: "Female 
representatives are more knowledgeable and men 
are afraid."

Duong Kheang, another 47-year-old 
representative, agreed.

“As women, we have easier access to meet Their 
Excellencies,” she said.

However, Their Excellencies (or government 
officials) are not always respectful to women.

Also chosen as a representative, Lim Tho, 43, 
said she and five other representatives had been 
summoned to the provincial office. 

She said that the officials told them that 
Samdech Dechor 
Hun Sen would not 
let people die and the 
government would 
give donations to the 
people.

But Tho said the 
villagers didn’t 
want the donations 
and that they only 
wanted their normal 
livelihood back. 

“He slammed 
the table,” she 
said, imitating the 
action. “I felt he was 
pressuring me.” 

Regardless of this 
intimidation, there 
was some good news.

The Ministry of 
Agriculture issued 
a letter in January 

Beong Touk, Kampot province
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Chan Dara stands in front of her house in Kampot. She and other 
women have taken the lead to fight for their sea.



2010 ordering the company to temporarily halt 
the construction of the port in Kep Thmei and 
Totung Thngay villages due to procedural errors.

As Dara finished her 
last sentence, a man 
her age approached. 
She whispered that he 
was a local authority’s 
informant tasked with 
spying on the villagers.

She passed on the Minister’s letter to the man 
who then, if he was indeed a spy, seemed to switch 
sides and throw his support behind the protests.

"If the development continues, things will get 
worse," he said, adding: "I am afraid that my 
three sons and a daughter will [need to] drop out 

of school."

When asked about 
what he thought of the 
letter, the man stopped 
reading and looked up at 
Dara for help.

"If the government is serious, they can stop this 
development," she said. "But, they usually get 
wrong information from lower officials."

Beong Touk, Kampot province

“As women, we have 
easier access to meet Their 

Excellencies” 
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Chan Dara's thatched hut jealously stands in front of tall wooden house in Kep Thmei village. Facing the loss of her fishing ground, 
Dara's dream of building a proper house will end up in smoke.

Beong Touk, Kampot province



A map of protected area of the national park Bousra Waterfall 

Villagers Happy as Self-Employed Farmers,  Not Hired Laborers
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Mondolkiri

Bousra commune, Pich Chreada District, 
Mondulkiri Province

Concession: granted for 70 years for a rubber plantation
Date, Size: 10,000ha issued October 2008 by the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
Company: Joint venture between French company, 
Socfin and Cambodian company, KCD.  
Development Plan: Rubber plantation with a request to 
AFD to support family rubber plantation adjacent. 
May – September 2009: company plants rubber trees 
and clearing continues
November 2009: NGOs provide legal memo to 
community and company
January 2010: Socfin halts land clearing and requests 
a meeting with the government and community to 
negotiate.

Bousra, Mondolkiri



For centuries, the Phnong ethnic minority 
people in this corner of Mondulkiri province have 
been living a unique way of life distinguishable 
from their majority Khmer neighbors by their 
rotating farming traditions and their beliefs in the 
spirits of the guardians of land and forest.

Now, their beliefs and traditions may disappear 
completely as “development” companies armed 
with Economic Land Concessions have moved 
in to bulldoze their sacred forests and clear their 
traditional farmlands.

Meanwhile, what has made their life and 
livelihood even grimmer is that they are now 
becoming hired laborers on their ancestors’ own 
land.

After the companies cleared the land forests, 
they offered the villagers work as laborers on 
their rubber plantations.

 But for people like Do Sek and others who 
live in the Bousra commune – which is known 
for its picturesque double-tier waterfall – of 
Mondulkiri province, they would rather be self-
employed farmers than be laborers hired by these 
companies.

“For me, I cannot work as a [company’s] laborer 
with such strict rules,” the 43-year-old mother 
of eight lamented. “I will surely die in my own 
house.” 

“As an independent farmer, we can rest when we 
are tired,” she said via her daughter’s translation 
from her Phnong dialect into Khmer.

Do Sek’s daughter, Khan Channy, 27, said she 
had initially been hired to work on one of the 
companies’ rubber plantations. But she said she 
decided to quit after one week.

“We had to wake up at 5am to get ready to go to 
work at 6:30,” she said.

She said she worked for eight hours a day 
planting rubber saplings. But she complained that 
she couldn’t endure working under the burning 
sun for so many hours with only a short break.

Channy’s neighbor, Plang Sin, 50, went further 
to question what this “development” could do for 
the poor ethnic minority in his community.

“I understand that development is to reduce 
poverty,” he explained,” but if development is 
done this way, they cannot reduce poverty.” 

Like many other Economic Land Concessions 
throughout Cambodia, villagers said the rubber 
plantation company in Mondulkiri just moved 
in to clear their forests and farmlands without 
consulting the local communities, thus causing 
widespread land disputes.

Plang Sin said he didn’t think the government 
intended to solve the problems of the land 
disputes with the companies.

Bousra, Mondolkiri

“We had to wake up at 5am to get 
ready to go to work at 6:30” ... 
working under the burning sun for so 
many hours with only a short break.
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Bunong ethnic minority musicians would rather make their liv-
ing as beggars at Bou Sra Waterfall than work as hired laborers 
for rubber plantation company.



“If they did, they 
would have solved the 
problems many years 
ago,” he alleged.

Channy added that the 
authorities had told her 
and the villagers to wait 
for solutions. But, she 
said they had already 
waited a long time since 
the authorities made 
their promises in January 2009.

“If we are hungry now, how can we wait till next 
week?” she asked.

The development has not only affected the 

villagers’ stomachs. It 
has also deeply wounded 
their hearts and souls.

According to the 
villagers, the rubber 
plantations have been 
planted on ten of their 
holy sites and damaged 
six of their ancestors’ 
burial grounds – though 
one was later given back 

to the villagers.

“They have bulldozed burial grounds and 
planted rubber trees on top of bones,” said Do 
Sek, thrusting both of her hands in the air in 
disbelief. “If they continue to clear the land, there 
will be no more sacred places to worship.” 

Bousra, Mondolkiri

“I understand that 
development is to reduce 

poverty...but if development 
is done this way, they cannot 

reduce poverty.”
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Left: Mr. Plang Sin, 50, Bousra commune, Pich Chreada 
District, Mondulkiri Province: what could “development” 
do for the poor ethnic minority in my community?

Bottom: Mrs. Do Sek, 43, Pich Chreada District, Mon-
dulkiri Province: I will surely die in my own house.



The contracution site of new irrigation project started in Cheu Tom, one of the village which affected by the project in both Kampong 
Chhnang and Pursat

From a Stream of  Water to a Stream of  Tears
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Pursat

Cheu tom Commune, Krakor Distict, Porsat 
Province

Project : The irrigation project was implemented 
by the Pursat Water Resource Management and 
Meteorology. in an irrigation project with loan from 
the Asian Development Bank.

Communities affected : Thirty-six families from Tuol 
Tbeng village, Cheu Tom commune, have decided 
to file their complaints at Pursat Provincial Office. 
They said they had not received any solutions from 
the government. Scores of villagers’ houses and 
hundreds of their fruit trees have been razed in seven 
communes across Kroko district, Pursat province.

Cheu Tom, Pursat Province



Sitting on a bamboo bed under a neighbor’s 
stilt house, Eng Sam Ath, 50, carefully adjusts his 
prosthetic leg attached to his right knee to make 
it fit well.

He gazes into the distance and talks about being 
sent, 25 years ago, to Pailin on the Thai border as 
a government soldier to fight the Khmer Rouge.

No sooner had the battle started than he stepped 
on a hidden enemy: a landmine planted by the 
Khmer Rouge.

Boom! The mine exploded. It not only blew 
away his right leg but also his life as a normal 
human being. But Sam Ath did not want to die 
and began to rebuild his shattered life.

He had lived as a happy amputee with his wife 
and children making a living by running a small 
business and selling fruits from the trees around 
his house which sat on the edge of a stream. 

However, he said his life was ruined almost 
completely when an irrigation project started in 
his village four months ago.

Like more than 40 other houses in Cheu Tom 
commune, Pursat province, Sam Ath’s house was 
in the epicenter of the irrigation project. 

He was told to move out.

Just three days after the announcement, the 
demolition began. The company’s workers 
brought in trucks, bulldozers and excavators 
to knock down his house and pull out all his 
fruit trees. But the villagers said they were not 
consulted about the project which they believed 
was on their land, nor were they given another 
plot of land in return.

“I was very frightened when I heard the thunder 
of the machinery coming in,” says Sam Ath.

Physical signs of destitution can now be seen 
stretching across the villages where the villagers’ 
houses used to stand.

Uncompensated and losing everything, Sam Ath 
says he does not want to live anymore. 

“I lay down across the road so that the trucks 
would run over me,” he says, still overwhelmed 
by the loss of his house and livelihood.

“I had saved money since 1979 in order to build 
that house,” he says, until five years ago when he 
finally had enough money to pay for construction.

“They didn’t even give me a plastic tent – let 
alone compensation,” he laments angrily.

Sam Ath says it cost him $7,000 to build his 5m 
x 6m concrete house which was surrounded by 
30 jackfruit, coconut and other trees.

“My house would be very cool and not as 
miserable as this,” he says.

As the discussion goes on, other affected families 

Cheu Tom, Pursat Province
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Eng Sam Ath, 50, Cheu tom Commune, Krakor Distict, Porsat 
Province: they didn’t even give me a plastic tent – let alone 
compensation.



join in to tell similar 
stories.

Nhem Yin, 50, who 
is also from Tuol Tbeng 
village like Sam Ath, says 
she has lost her 4m x 
8m wooden house along 
with eight jackfruit and 
five coconut trees.

After all of her land was swallowed by the 
irrigation project, Yin says she had to ask her 
neighbors to build a thatched hut on their land.

Yin’s sister, Nhem Yom, 60, is luckier: she was 
able to move her house to the corner of her land. 
But, she says she still lost the rest of her land.

“Now, my jackfruit trees, coconut trees and 
mango trees are gone,” she says. “I don’t have even 
land to plant morning grass now.” 

Yom says if the road is expanded, she will lose 
all her land and the house. “I don’t know where 
to go,” she added.

Despite their protests, 
the villagers say the 
local authority did not 
care about their loss and 
suffering.

“The caravan will go 
forward, while the dogs 
are barking,” Yin recalls a 
Khmer expression that a 

senior official from Krako 
district said during a brief visit to the affected 
commune.

“How dare they compare us with dogs?” Yom 
responds furiously.

Now the villagers are planning to bring their 
complaint to the district authority to demand 
compensation for the destruction of their houses 
and property.

“We don’t have any hope that they will 
compensate us,” they reply, shaking their heads in 
unison, when asked if they will succeed. 

Cheu Tom, Pursat Province

They didn’t even give me 
a plastic tent – let alone 

compensation,” he laments 
angrily
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Workers are working on the irrigation project in Cheu Tom com-
mune. The natural stream that used flow across the commune is 
gone along with villagers' houses.

Cheu Tom, Pursat Province

Mr. Sam Ath's house knocked down by bulldozers and excavators 
brought by the company.



Messages written on pieces of sack calls for help from Prim Minister Samdech Hun Sen

Banners, Instead of Scarecrows, to Scare Away Land Grabbers
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Koh Kong

Chikhor Leu, Sre Ambel district, Koh Kong 
province

Concession: granted for sugar cane plantation and sugar 
processing factory

Date, Size & Company: two Economic Land Concessions 
granted in 2006 for 9,700 and 9,400 hectares to Koh 
Kong Sugar Industry Co. and Koh Kong Plantation Co., 
owned by CPP Senator Ly Yong Phat and foreign partners 
in Thailand and Taiwan

Communities affected: approximately 400 families who 
lost 2,000 hectares of land due to the ELC  Timeline: 

Update… - Koh Kong provincial court’s prosecutor has 
avoided complaints brought by Srae Ambil district. 

Chikhor Leu, Koh Kong Province



Phoeung Nath has sold all her 14 cattle and farm on a small 
piece of land

As travelers pass through Prey Nob village 
along Highway 4 headed towards Sihanoukville, 
some might be startled by the sight of scarecrows 
placed in front of people’s houses.

The villagers believe that the scarecrows can 
scare away bad luck or illnesses inflicted by evil 
spirits.

However, for those who are not headed to the 
seaside city of Sihanoukville and instead turn left 
along Highway 48 toward Koh Kong, they will 
find something different 
in front of people’s 
houses when they pass 
through Chikhor Leu 
commune in Srae Ambel 
district.

There, villagers have 
hung large and small 
banners on their fences 
to air their grievances 
and to scare away 
developers whom they 
say have taken their 
farmlands.

“I have lost 15 hectares 
of land because Ly 
Yong Phat’s company 
bulldozed my land and 
turned it into a sugarcane 
plantation,” reads one 
banner. “Please King 
Father Samdech Hun 
Sen help me.” 

Another sign uses 
Khmer poetry, an 
attempt by villagers to 
make their protest more appealing. 

“Good leaders will make people wealthy, while 
those who are greedy will make people become 
needy,” reads the sign, which also accuses Ly Yong 
Phat's company of being “a destructive thief who 
has robbed us of all our land.”

Since the disputes began in 2006, Pheoung 

Nath, 62, said she already had made seven or 
eight banners to protest in addition to making six 
trips to Phnom Penh to appeal for help from the 
government.

“We just go on with our protests,” she said. 
“But, we don’t know whether they will give our 
land back.”

Nath, who has lost 14 hectares of her land to the 
company, said it was an extremely painful struggle 

to have her land taken by 
a powerful businessman 
who is also a senator 
from the Cambodia 
People's Party.

“We are poor and 
ignorant,” she lamented. 
“We are small and have 
tried to hit our head 
against a mountain.”

“I do not have enough 
to eat just farming rice 
on a little bit of land,” 
she added. 

“We don’t want to live 
in a villa anywhere else,” 
she continued. “We’ve 
just asked them to let us 
live here.”

But, for villagers in 
Chikhor commune, it’s 
not only people who 
find it difficult to live.

“They have not only 
taken my land, but 

they’ve even shot and killed my three buffalos,” 
said Mok Chey, 56, from Chhou village in the 
same commune.

Chey, who has also lost all four hectares of 
her land, said the company’s soldiers guarding 
the sugarcane plantation had shot any cattle that 
entered its premises.

Chikhor Leu, Koh Kong Province
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“But the court said there was no evidence,” she 
said. “I am very angry.”

Pheueng Nath decided to get rid of her cattle 
preemptively so that the court’s failure to find 
evidence would not be an issue if her cows and 
buffalos were killed.

“I have sold all my cows and buffalos, because 
there was no place for them to graze,” she added.

More serious still, at 
least two villagers have 
not only lost their land 
and animals, but also 
their own lives.

Eth Sok, 40, said 
his wife, who had just 
delivered a baby, died the 
day after she went to see 
her land which had been cleared by the company.

Sok believed that his wife was so shocked seeing 
the destruction of her farm that she became sick 
and rapidly succumbed to death.

Sok’s neighbor, Ann In, an outspoken protester 
who had tried to take photographs of bulldozers 
razing villagers' land, was hacked to death by an 
unknown assailant.

Ann In’s brother, Ann Leoung, 61, said the 
killing of his youngest brother must be connected 
to Ann In’s daring acts of protest.

“They killed him to cover the evidence,” Leoung 
said. “If the court was independent, they would 
be able to find justice for me.”

Leoung said the death of his brother had reduced 
the number of his family members from seven to 
merely two. Four of his other brothers and sisters 
were killed by the Khmer Rouge during its reign 
of terror.

Now, he said his only 
sister had lost all her 
land and had moved to 
live in Pursat province 
where she was trying 
to make her living by 
fishing, while Leoung 
was trying to survive on 
his remaining quarter of 
a hectare of land.

“I have eight people in the house and we only 
have seven buckets of rice [harvested from a small 
piece of land],”  he said.

“Before we had our farmland [taken by the 
company], we had enough to eat,” he continued, 
pointing at the sugarcane plantation where his 
land was once located. 

As their hope in getting their land back 
diminishes, the villagers think they will continue 
to hang their protest banners in hope that someday 
someone will take notice.

Chikhor Leu, Koh Kong Province

“They killed him to cover the 
evidence,”...“If the court was 
independent, they would be 
able to find justice for me.”
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A banner describe a direction to the Koh Kong Plantation, stand at the side of new highway to Koh Kong province. 



Fighting the fear for the local authority, villagers quietly meet to discuss the plight of their imprisoned fathers, husbands and brothers 
and how to demand their release.

As Rain Starts to Fall, So Do Villagers’ Tears
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Siem Reap

Chi Kraeng Commune, Chi Kraeng District, Siem 
Reap Province

Dispute: dispute over 475 hectares of land between 175 
families and local businessmen with close ties to district 
and provincial officials.

Timeline:

Villagers now ask that at least 100 hectares of their dry 
season rice paddies be returned to them.

The authority denied the request; they said it was now 
forest land that would be preserved as fishing breeding 
grounds; despite this, villagers claim they continued to 
farm their rice paddies.

Chikreng, Siem Reap Province



Over the past year, villagers across Chikreng 
commune often heard traditional Khmer music 
blaring from loudspeakers as parents wed their 
sons and daughters.

But one thing was missing. The voice of the 
popular Buddhist clergyman who is usually 
invited to preside over wedding ceremonies was 
no longer heard.

For 365 days and counting, the clergyman, Sim 
Leap, 62, has been languishing in the prison in 
Siem Reap town. He was arrested and convicted 
of “illegal detention” following an incident in 
which Leap and many other villagers surrounded 
two intruders that were farming on the villages’ 
rice paddy fields with the aim of detaining them 
until the police arrived.

However, Leap was not the only farmer to be 
arrested and sent to jail. 

In March 2009, farmers from Chikreng 
commune were harvesting their rice when more 
than 100 police officers descended on their paddy 
fields and opened fire at the unarmed farmers, 
wounding four of them. 

The villagers said they had farmed on the land 
for many years during the 1980s. They said that 
after they had abandoned their farms for almost 
two decades, they resumed their rice farming on 
their old land in 2005.

This police raid was conducted to halt the 
villagers from harvesting their rice on the disputed 
land. As part of the raid, 46 farmers were arrested 
and thrown onto tractors with their hands tied to 
their backs.

While most people were released shortly after, 
nine men, including Leap, were sent to jail and 
have remained in detention ever since.

Appearing sick and pale with round red scars 
dotting her forehead from coining, a traditional 
practice used to heal illnesses, Leap’s wife, Non 
Heung, 56, said her life had been in limbo since 
her husband’s arrest.

“We don’t have anyone to help us make a 
living,” she said, adding that her husband was the 
breadwinner of the family.

“We have no more land left, [because] they took 
all our land,” she continued, saying this had forced 
her and other villagers to work as hired laborers 
to earn a meager income.

With money she had earned, Heung said she 

Chikhor Leu, Koh Kong Province

“We don’t have anyone to help 
us make a living,”... “We have 
no more land left, [because] 

they took all our land,”
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The quiet meeting was conducted under a community represen-
tative's house. 



had made several trips to Siem Reap town to see 
her husband.

She complained that her husband was sick from 
high blood pressure and not eating enough food.

“He only eats rice porridge,” she said, because 
he cannot eat solid food. “I want to scream.” 

Apart from losing their farmlands, Heung 
said the police also had 
“stolen” 1,500 dollars 
and 3.5 million riels that 
her family had saved for 
many years.

Other villagers whose 
relatives were arrested 
and jailed have suffered 
similarly.

Heung’s neighbor, Leak Nhanh, 30, said she 
was two-months pregnant when her husband was 
arrested a year ago.

She said her husband, Mar Sek, who is the same 
age, was beaten by the police and broke his head 
before he was arrested and sent to jail.

“I’ve had all kinds of difficulty,” she lamented, 
holding her baby to her chest.

She explained that her husband was not able to 
provide for her during her pregnancy, nor was he 
able to see their baby when he was born.

When her baby was big enough, Nhanh said she 
took him to see his father in prison.

“I lifted my baby so that he could kiss him through 
the iron bars,” she said, mimicking her action. “He 
told me to take care of myself and my son.”

“I just cried. I couldn’t say anything,” she 
continued, with tears filling her eyes.

Like Nhanh, Varn Kun, 29, said she was also 
pregnant when her husband was arrested.

Because she and her 
husband were both 
orphans, she said it 
was very difficult for 
her to give birth to her 
baby and to take care 
of herself and her four 
children alone.

“My children are too 
small, so I cannot do much work,” she said.

Each time she managed to earn some money, 
Kun said she went to see her husband along with 
her neighbors who also went to see their jailed 
relatives.

“My sons cried when they saw their father,” she 
said. “Then, their father also cried.”

 Like other villagers, Kun and Heung said they 
wanted the court to release their husbands. Then, 
they would focus on demanding that their land be 
returned.

“[But] I don’t know if they will release him,” 
Heung said desperately. 

Chikhor Leu, Koh Kong Province
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Chikreng, Siem Reap Province

The villagers said they 
had farmed on the land 

for many years during the 
1980s.



Old and living alone, Grandma Sorn, left, cannot fetch much water from such a long distance. The nearest source of water that they 
can use for cooking and washing is another pond about seven kilometers away. 

"We Will All Die if  We Don’t Have Any Land"
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Battambang 

Kois Kralor District, Battambang Province

Dispute: a 13-year dispute between three well-connected 
businessmen and 38 families over 125 hectares of land

Timeline/other major events:

2010: Ministry of National Defense visited to solve the 
land dispute.

Villagers say the businessman offered them 80 hectares of 
new land in turn for their land that had been confiscated 
however, the land is far from their homes and farming 
would require additional clearing of their forests, which 
they’re opposed to.  In addition, 5 hectares of the land 
offered was separately being disputed by another village 
who claimed the land was theirs.

Kois Kralor, Battambang



Grandma Chan Sorn, 70, clothed in an old 
sarong and a dark green shirt, sits on the wooden 
floor of a thatched hut without a door, folding her 
legs in the Khmer traditional way, a forlorn look 
upon her face.

Like a typical Khmer old lady, she looks like a 
person that villagers would want to socialize with.

But, Grandma Sorn does not want to get near 
other people.

“I have not washed myself for two days now,” she 
laments. “My body stinks and I don’t dare walk 
near others, because of 
my bad smell.”

Before last year, she 
and other villagers used 
to take a bath at least 
twice a day with water 
drawn from a nearby 
pond in their village 
which is located in Kois 
Kralor district, Battamabng province and is where 
they have lived since 1999.

However, a rich businessman claimed to be the 
“legitimate” owner of the land where the pond 
used to be. He showed a land title he had produced 
like magic and sent in workers and bulldozers to 
clear the land and fill in the villagers’ pond.

Since then, the villagers say they have faced a 
great shortage of water.

The nearest source of water that they can use 
for cooking and washing is another pond about 
seven kilometers away.

Old and living alone, Grandma Sorn cannot 
fetch much water from such a long distance. 

However, what makes her and others’ lives 
worse is the threat of famine that now exists 
due to the loss of rice paddies taken over by the 
businessman.

“When we still had our land [for farming], I had 

at least 20 sacks of rice in the barn,” says Grandma 
Sorn’s neighbor, Prum Bopha, 42.

“Now, I only have five cans of rice left and 
we have eight people in the house,” she says in 
response to Grandma Sorn, who admitted she has 
merely two cans of rice left in her jar.

After they were no longer able to farm their 
own rice fields, the villagers say they have tried 
to make their living by cutting thatch and weaving 
it into sheets to sell.

Earning less than 2,000 riels (50 cents) a day, 
they say it’s virtually 
impossible to make ends 
meet.

Without much money 
to buy rice, most 
villagers have changed 
from eating solid rice 
to porridge mixed with 
weeds or tree leaves.

“It’s very miserable and we face hunger now,” 
laments 70-year-old Grandma Tun Saing.

“Now, it’s worse than during the Khmer Rouge 
period,” interrupts Muth Vy, 55. “The Khmer 
Rouge would kill us immediately. Now they leave 
us to die slowly.” 

Of course, it may be a slow death, particularly 
for Grandma Saing’s husband who is sick in bed 
and does not have money to buy medicine.

The villagers say they depend on herbs from 
the forests to use as medicine when they are sick, 
because they cannot pay for modern treatment

After three years of unsuccessful protests to 
take back their land, the villagers are left fearing 
the nightmare of their future.

“I want to ask why they just took our land and 
don’t let us do rice farming?” questions Grandma 
Saing. “We will all die if we don’t have any land.”

Kois Kralor, Battambang

“Earning less than 2,000 riels (50 
cents) a day, they say it’s virtually 

impossible to make ends meet.”
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Sar Sokha leads her blind grandmother and ailing grandfather to her residence which was reduced to a an old hut after her tall wooden house was dismantled 
by the police implementing the court order.

“I just want my father back; I want my rice paddies back!” 
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Kampong Chhnang

Lor Peang, Kompong Tralarch District, Kompong 
Chhnang Province

Date, Size & Company: KDC Company, Real estate 
company, owned by Chea Kheng, wife of the Minister 
of Industry, Mine and Energy Suy Sem. The land that the 
villagers said 144 hectares of their land had been taken by 
the KDC company

Communities affected: 108 families  in Lor Peang village, 
Kompong Tralarch district, Kompong Chhnang.

Timeline/other major events:

January 29, 2010, villagers met with Chea Kheng, at which 
time Kheng promised to find a solution to the dispute after 
the Khmer New Year in April. 

Lor Peang, Kampong Chhnang



Sar Sokha, 12, is dressed in her school uniform 
of a blue skirt over a short-sleeved white shirt. She 
is getting ready to go to her school in Lor Peang 
village, Kompong Chhnang, some 60 kilometers 
north of Phnom Penh.

Now in grade 4, she 
and her classmates have 
big dreams of becoming 
teachers, physicians or 
engineers if they finish 
their studies.

But, for Sokha, she has 
a more immediate wish she wants to make.

“Now, I just want my father back; I want my rice 
paddies back,” she pleads, with tears in her eyes. 
“It’s very unjust.”

For Sokha’s family and other affected villagers, 
they feel that the court has chosen to commit 
injustice against them in order to deliver “justice” 
in favor of a minister’s wife who has taken their 
farmlands. Sokha’s father has been thrown in jail.

The family and affected villagers believe that 
everything was a setup.

In November 2007, Sokha’s father, Sar Song, got 
in a fight with another farmer when Song tried to 
stop the man from plowing his land. Both men 
sustained minor injuries from the fight.

Witnesses said Sar Song’s opponent had asked 
Song not to sue him after the fight. Unbelievably, 
it was Song who was arrested five days later.

The other farmer, who came from another 
village about 10 kilometers away, filed a lawsuit at 
the Kompong Chhnang Court. This court had also 
received another lawsuit against Sar Song from 
Chea Kheng, the wife of the Minister of Industry, 
Minerals and Energy, Suy Sem, for violation of 
her property.

Without any investigations, Sokha’s father was 
charged with attempted murder and violation of 

the Minister’s wife’s property.

The court convicted and sentenced him to a 
total of 11 and a half years in jail, three years of 
which he has already served.

But the dispute over 
Sar Song’s land which 
was awarded to the 
Minister’s wife is seen 
by human rights workers 
and villagers as totally 
unfair.

Chheth Chhorn, Sokha’s 99-year-old 
grandfather and Sar Song’s father-in-law, said he 
and his family had settled in Lor Peang village 
almost half a century ago.

“I’ve lived on my land since I was 50 years old,” 
he said.

In the land dispute with the Minister’s wife, 
Chhorn said his family had not only lost two 
hectares of farmland, but he had also lost a house 
and another two hectares of village land on which 
they had planted 330 coconut, mango, jackfruit 
and lemon trees.

In implementing the court’s order, he said a 
policeman had kicked his neck and caused him 
to fall to the ground from his stilt house. The 
injuries, he said, had made him have a bent back 
ever since.

 Likewise, he said his wife had also been kicked, 
fell from the house, and became blind shortly 
after.

“They looted all my chickens and ducks and 
took all my planks,” Chhorn said.

Chhorn said his family used to enjoy a good 
life from the sale of fruits from his farm and rice 
farming on his land.

“Now, I eat rice porridge everyday with five members 
in the house,” he said, showing his sunken stomach.

Lor Peang, Kampong Chhnang

“…judicial officials do not 
want to act on cases involving 

high-ranking officials…”
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He said the Minister’s wife had sent workers to 
knock down his house, raze all his trees and fill in 
his two ponds.

In addition to the loss of her family’s land, Sokha 
said some of her schoolmates had mocked her 
over her father’s arrest and imprisonment.

“Some people said that my father had stolen 
someone’s land and that was why he was in jail,” 
she said.

“I told them that my father had lived on that 
land long before I was born,” she continued. “He 
hadn’t stolen anybody’s land.” 

However, she said other people who know the 
truth have great pity for her.

Sam Chankea, an investigator for human rights 
organization ADHOC, said the case involving 
Sokha’s father and 
other villagers in Lor 
Peang village was an 
example of a farce of 
justice.

“The Lor Peang case 
has shown injustice 
so obviously,” he said, 
shaking his head.

He continued that judicial officials do not want 
to act on cases involving high-ranking officials, 
which the case in Lor Peang does.

“A few times, when we went to see the judges 
about the Lor Peang case, they just walked away,” 
he complained. “Now, we can’t go through legal 
means.”

Chankea believes all land disputes would be 
resolved if the government intended to solve 
them.

“If the government has the will to solve 
problems, they would be able to do it,” he said.

For Sokha, whether or not people take pity on 
her does not bother her. She is mainly worried 
about her father who is languishing in jail.

“He was sick and asked us to send him medicines,” 
she said of her last visit to see her father a month 
ago. “My father told me to stay home and look 
after my grandparents.” 

Sokha’s sister, Sar Savoeun, 18, has arrived with 
a stack of hay on her head to feed the cows.

Savoeun also visited her father in jail a month 
ago.

“When I saw him, I couldn’t speak,” she said, 
trying to stop her tears. “He was sick and they still 
put him in jail.” 

“Robbed” of her own rice paddies, Savoeun said 
her mother had been 
hired as a laborer to 
harvest rice in a village 
40 kilometers away 
from her house.

When her mother 
earns enough money 
to pay for the taxi 
fare, Savoeun said her 

mother would take her or her sister to visit her 
father in prison.

Like her sister, Savoeun said she wanted to 
see her family reunited and their rice farming 
resumed.

“I also want my father and my land back,” she 
said.

“But he will never be released until ten years 
have passed,” her grandmother replied.

“I feel very sad when my family is separated like 
this,” Savoeun responded.

Lor Peang, Kampong Chhnang
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Rou Puthry is weaving a mat made from rattan-like vines at her house in Pich Changvar commune. However, this local livelihood and the villagers’ traditional 
way of life may disappear soon when the company razes all the forests.

Razing Old Forests and Robbing Villagers’ of  Their  Traditional Way of Life
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Kampong Chhnang

The Case: Pich Changvar, Boribo District, 
Kompong Chhnang Province

Concession: Two 70 year contracts granted for fast-
growing acacia and eucalyptus trees for pulp and a modern 
paper mill, which includes major irrigation projects.
Date, Size & Company: ELC granted for over 310,000 
hectares (of land that overlaps bordering Kompong 
Chhnang and Pursat provinces) in 2000 to Pheapimex Co. 
Ltd., owned by CPP Senator Lau Meng Khin and whose 
wife, Cheung Sopheap, is the Director.
Communities affected: Hundreds of villages in about 
50 communes in four districts of Kampong Chhnang 
(Saamaki Meanchey, Teuk Poh, Rolea Pha-ea and Boribo) 
and three in Pursat (Kravanh, Sampov Meas and Krakor).

Pichangva, Kampong Chhnagng



After the rice harvest, Rou Puthry, 22, and 
other villagers always go into the forest behind her 
village to collect firewood, find wild potatoes and 
mushrooms, and pick wild fruits to supplement 
their nutrition.

During the Khmer New Year and Pchum Ben, or 
the festival of the dead, she and the villagers also 
go into the forest to hold religious ceremonies at a 
cave where a big statue of the Buddha had been built 
decades ago.

Before a man asks for a woman’s hand in marriage, 
he, too, goes into the forest to cut trees to build 
a house, a requirement of the potential groom 
made by the bride-to-be’s 
family.

However, this way 
of life for the villagers 
in Kompong Chhnang 
province’s Changvar Pich 
commune may soon become a thing of the past. A 
Chinese company plans to raze all of their old forest 
and plant eucalyptus trees to supply a future paper 
mill in its place.

In addition to losing their traditional way of life, 
Puthry said the villagers would also lose their dignity 
as independent farmers if they couldn’t make their 
living from the forest and had to become laborers 
for the company.

“People want to be their own masters and not the 
servants of the Chinese company,” she said.

Many of those who had briefly worked for the 
company quit without pay, citing the hard work and 
strict rules imposed by the Chinese manager, who 
would ring the bell like the Khmer Rouge did to 
call people to work, as the reason. 

When the company moved in and started cutting 
down the forest in 2004, people started to protest.

Despite this and for various reasons, their six-
year-long struggle has not produced any results.

Geographically, the forests are located in Pursat 
province which borders Kompong Chhnang 
province.

For people in the Changvar Pich commune, which 
is in the Kompong Chhnang province, Puthry said 
this makes their struggle to reclaim their community 
forest difficult.

“The commune [authority] does not support 
us,” she complained, explaining that the Pursat 
commune authority had told them that it could not 
work on issues outside its administrative control.

“They said if people protested, they would not be 
responsible for any repercussions that happened to 
us,” added Chuob Toeun, 42, who had joined Puthry 
and others to discuss the problem.

But villagers in the neighboring Ansarchambok 
commune, which is in 
the Pursat province, have 
not received any concrete 
solutions either, even 
though the forest is within 
their local authority’s 

administrative control.
“I don’t know. We’ll just wait and see,” said Thong 

Thear, 35, when asked if she hoped to get back part 
of the forest taken by the company.

She said the villagers in her commune depended 
on the forest for many functions: they used it as the 
relocation site for their cattle when villages were 
flooded by the swelling Tonle Sap river and also for 
non-timber forest products.

“The forests are our cooking pots,” she continued.
Thear said some villagers had been hired to cut 

down the forest for the Chinese company. But for 
her and others, she said the idea of cutting down 
their own forest was like a bad joke.

“It’s like destroying ourselves by destroying our 
own forest,” she said, laughing.

To continue the protests, however, may also 
produce boomerang effects.

“I am afraid that I will have a traffic accident on the 
road without my knowledge,” said Sok Chamroeun, 
42, insinuating that an increase in “accidents” could 
occur and be a possible scare tactic used to silence 
the villagers. 

Pichangva, Kampong Chhnagng
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“Destroying our own forest 
is like destroying ourselves.”



Villagers are studying the map to show their farmland encroached by the company’s bouldozers.

Villagers in ‘Vanishing Forests’ are Losing Hope
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Kampot

Prey Peay village,Trapaing Plaing Commune, 
Chouk Distict, Kampot Province

Concession:  granted for Agro-industry plantation 
Date, Size & Company: Economic Land Concession granted 
in 2006 for 9 800 hectares to World Tristar Entertainment 
(Cambodia) Co. Ltd.
Communities affected: more than 600 families in Prey Peay 
village Trapaing plaing commune.Chouk distict, Kampot 
province
Timeline/other major events:
Feb 12, 2010: Kampot Court convenes five village 
representatives from Prey Peay village to discuss charges 
brought against htem: charges of sabotage against a 
government-sanctioned development project led by World 
Tristar.  To avoid jail, the five had to promise to stop their 
activities and protests.  New village reps were chosen in 
their place.
In 2010 : Chouk District Authority told villagers to file 
their complaint iwht the District Land Conflict Resolution 
Committee

Prey Peay, Kampot Province



Once upon a time during the French colonial 
rule more than 100 years ago, it is said that two 
outlawed families were on the run after being 
hunted down by the French for a crime the 
husbands had committed in Kampot town.

They ended up at a remote mountain on the edge 
of Kampot province, where elephants, tigers and 
other wild animals were 
still roaming around in 
the dense forests. As time 
went by, more people 
settled in the area and 
paved the way for the 
creation of a village near 
the foot of the mountain. 

More than a century 
later, the village became 
a refuge for a new group 
of outlaws – Khmer 
Rouge fighters – until 
they were integrated back into society in 1997.

Though farming life after integration was hard, 
the villagers said they had enough food to eat and 
were not worried about their future.

However, things started to change four years ago 
when the government granted an Economic Land 
Concession to a company to develop the area – 
now known as Preay Peay, or Vanishing Forests, 
village in Trapaing Klaing commune, Chouk 
district.

As forests disappeared, so did tigers, elephants 
and other wild animals. Now the villagers say the 
farms are also disappearing to development.

Under a wooden house, the villagers are 
discussing the impact of the development and how 
to fight to get their land back.

“Have they bulldozed your papaya field?” asks 
Soeun Srey Aun, 27, who has just arrived with a 
baby on her hip.

“That’s what I am worried about,” replies Svay 
Chreb, 44. “Now, Uncle Khorn’s farm has all been 
bulldozed.” 

Pregnant and appearing to be malnourished, 

Svay Chreb is expecting a baby soon and, like her 
neighbors, her future is grim.

They will either go hungry or have to migrate to 
another place to look for work, suggests Srey Aun.

“But, we don’t know where to go,” Svay Chreb 
explains fearfully.

“We only know how to farm and not how to do 
business like people at 
the market,” Srey Aun 
responds.

“Then, we will 
surely die,” Svay Chreb 
concludes, sighing 
deeply. 

What makes their fight 
more difficult is that the 
villagers’ united front 
has been broken. Similar 
to what has happened 

elsewhere, the villagers believe that the authorities 
have used a common strategy to dismiss land 
disputes – a strategy that now has its own Khmer 
saying: “arrest one person to intimidate 100 
others.” 

When land disputes broke out with World 
Tristar Entertainment (Cambodia) Co., Ltd. in 
2006, villagers protested. The court summoned 
five village representatives, told them to give their 
thumbprints and to promise to stop protesting or 
else face arrest.

The five men surrendered and did what the 
court ordered.

After the former activists became inactive, the 
rest of the villagers chose new representatives. 
But, the new representatives don’t have much 
hope either.

“Now I only have 20 to 30 percent of hope left, 
and this hope is running out,” laments 30-year-old 
Seth Channa, the new, most active representative. 

She says the villagers seem to have lost their 
confidence “because of threats and outsiders 
demoralizing their spirits.”

Prey Peay, Kampot Province

“They will either go hungry 
or have to migrate to another 
place to look for work, suggests 
Srey Aun.   “But, we don’t 
know where to go,” Svay Chreb 

explains fearfully.”
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Children play by the side of their house without the knowledge that they will grow up landless as their traditional farmland has been taken over by the com-
pany.

“Victory” Villagers’ Last Fight for Their Land 
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Kratie

Sre Cha and Pei Thnou Commune, Snuol District, 
Kratie Province (2 communes are involved…)

Concession: granted for  a rubber plantation
Date, Size & Company: Economic Land Concession granted 
in May 2008 for nearly 769 hectares to CIV Development 
Company and Daiyong Company
Communities affected: over 250 Stieng ethnic minority 
families in four villages (Meancheay, Krobai, Cholroung, 
Kbal Lumpov and Dey Krahom)
Timeline:
Updates… 
January 2010: the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights in Cambodia coordinated a meeting 
between the Kratie Provincial Authority and the Stieng 
ethnic minority villagers.  During the meeting, the 
Provincial Authority promised the villagers that they 
would ask CIV and Daiyong companies to stop clearing 
the villagers’ land until a final ruling was made on the land 
dispute.  The company temporarily stopped but has since 
resumed.

Snuol, Kratie Province 



Their fight is similar to the entertainment show 
“American Wrestling:” a giant, muscular man 
versus his small, half-sized opponent. 

In the land disputes in this Meanchey (“Victory”) 
village bordering Vietnam, it’s the fight between 
poor, powerless Stieng ethnic minority villagers 
and rich, powerful companies backed by the 
government.

Regardless of the dominant size and strength 
of their opponents, the villagers say they will 
continue to fight this last battle for their indigenous 
land which was taken over, unjustly they believe, 
by “development” companies.

“It’s the last round. Winning or losing, it will 
be the last fight,” asserted Saren Keth, one of 
the activists who until recently represented the 
villagers involved in the land disputes.

Charged by the Kratie provincial court with 
robbery for preventing the company’s bulldozers 
from clearing their land, Saren Keth and three 
other former representatives were strongly 
encouraged to back off: to stop acting as villagers’ 
representatives and to allow a new group of 
representatives to be selected.

Ye Noeun, one of the ten new representatives 
who replaced the former four, said she and the 
villagers are determined to try to get their land 
back from the companies.

“We’d rather die than let them take our land,” 
she said.

“Our land” or “their land” is at the center of 
the disputes over land in Snuol district’s Sre Cha 
commune that the government has sold to rubber 
plantation companies under the label of Economic 
Land Concession.

“Though we have no land titles, historically this 
has been the ethnic minority people’s land [where 
they have lived for generations],” Saren said. 

Both the people in Chbar Ampov village and 

their Stieng compatriots in Meanchey village feel 
that both the government and the companies have 
made hollow promises to give their land back and 
later broke any promises they made.

Saren said he had been tricked by the company 
which had issued a letter, signed by its former 
foreman and approved by village, commune, 
district and provincial officials, that said the 
company would return his land in return for his 
promise not to continue his protest.

However, he said the company had scrapped this 
agreement when its former foreman had stopped 
working for the company. 

“Later, they still took my land,” he said.

Moim Phon, a 26-year-old representative 
from Chbar Ampov village, said she felt that the 
company had also tried to take her land though 
it was not even inside the company’s map of its 
granted Economic Land Concession.

She said the provincial authority had told her 
that she was the righteous owner of her land 
during a meeting in Kratie town.

However, she said after she returned home 
ten days later she found the wooden polls she 
had planted to mark her land pulled out by the 
company’s workers.

During the beginning of their protests, Phon 
said one of the company’s workers was driving an 
excavator and pushed her mother with its fork, 
knocking her unconscious.

In spite of this, she believed that the government 
was still aware of her problems and would help 
her protect her land.

“If the Royal Government [of Cambodia] helps 
me, I will have a lot of hope,” she said.

But, Saren and other “Victory” villagers fighting 
against the rich and powerful “development” 
company believe that they might not win after all, 
in contrast to what their village’s name suggests.

Snuol, Kratie Province 
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A court order from Kompong Speu Court ordering San Thou to appear in court for “attempted murder” by leading people to protest against land grabbing by the 
company. 

The False Calm in Kompong Speu 
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Kompong Speu

Amlaing Commune, Thpong District, Kompong 
Speu Province

Concession: two economic land concessions, one granted 
for  for sugar cane plantation.
Date, Size & Company: one Economic Land Concession 
granted in 2010 for 10,000 hectares to Phnom Penh Sugar,  
owned by Kim Heang, wife of CPP Senator Ly Yong Phat 
Kampong Speu sugar owned by Senator Ly Yonng Phat.
Communities affected: 10 villages in Amlaing commune, 
Thnong District
Timeline:
18 March 2010: larger protest (in addition to several 
others) in which a wooden structure of company caught 
fire. The Company sued four village reps for inciting 
violence and damaging company property
24March   2010: 600 villagers staged 3 day protest 
surrounding K. Speu provincial court and blocking 
National Route 4 to demand that two detained villagers 
(You Tho and Khim Vuthy) be released.
The authority has provided land titles to some families of 
the villagers but the company did not allow them to farm 
on their land. 

Thponh, Kompong Speu Province



As the afternoon sun begins to set, a stream 
of trucks carrying heavy machinery rumbles 
across the dirt road in Kompong Speu’s Amlaing 
commune, leaving behind a dust storm that makes 
people’s houses and the road invisible.

Travelers stop their vehicles and villagers rush to 
cover their faces with kramar scarves or anything 
they can find to prevent the dust from entering 
their eyes and lungs.

Several minutes after the trucks have passed, 
the road and villages become visible again, and 
things return to normal. 

Except for the breeze forcing tree leaves to strike 
one another, the village, including the villagers, 
is quiet and calm. But this calm masks the real 
dilemma that the passing trucks represent: a 
land dispute between 
the villagers and a sugar 
cane plantation company 
owned by a powerful 
tycoon-turned senator.

Deep inside, the 
hearts and minds of the 
villagers here are not 
calm. Anger, hatred, 
injustice, disappointment and fear describe their 
emotions.

With the influx of heavy machinery into the 
district, the villagers feel that the company is 
waging the “development” war on full scale.

Choosing to remain silent, the villagers are now 
in limbo.

But there’s a good reason behind their calm 
demeanors. 

Previously, after villagers had tried to stop the 
machinery from bulldozing their land, six of 
them were summoned by the provincial court 
and accused of damaging the company’s property. 
The six denied the allegations.

Chay Kanha, a 49-year-old villager from 
Thpong district’s Angkum village, said she was 
harshly criticized for not knowing how to behave 

in court. But, she said she didn’t know the legal 
procedures.

“I didn’t understand what they wanted me to 
say,” said Kanha, who was also charged with being 
involved in the destruction though she was sitting 
under a tree when the incident took place. 

Now she said the villagers were too afraid to 
protest against the company. 

“Now they are bulldozing my land,” she said, 
“but I don’t dare go there, otherwise they will 
accuse me of [opposing the company]. I don’t 
want them to arrest me, [because] my kids are so 
young.” 

Vong Thida, a 21-year-old mother of two, said 
she was summoned by the court when her son 
was only six months old.

“They asked me, ‘What 
did you do?’” she said.

“I said, ‘I did nothing [to 
destroy the company’s 
property]. I was busy 
selling palm juice,” she 
said.

Thida said she had lost 
two hectares of her family’s land to the company.

“My parents had been farming on this land since 
before I was born,” she said.

Under the siege of the company’s dominating 
and frightening force and machinery and in fear 
of the company taking court actions against them, 
the villagers feel that their fight for their land is 
uncertain.

“I don’t have any hope that they will give my 
land back,” said Kanha.

San Pho, a 40-year-old schoolteacher summoned 
by the court, said he was teaching his students at 
school when the incident started and later drove 
his motorcycle to have a look.

For fear of similar accusations of interference, 
he said the villagers didn’t dare do anything and 
just took a “wait and see” approach.

Thponh, Kompong Speu Province 

Anger, hatred, injustice, 
disappointment and fear 
describe their emotions.
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Dispute Resolution Mechanisms
Those involved in land disputes or conflicts 

have, in theory, a number of dispute resolu-
tion options available to them, depending on 
whether the land in question is registered or 
unregistered. This is often a cause of confusion 
for complainants, but it is clear that for disputes 
over unregistered land complaints must be sub-
mitted to the Cadastral Commission (CC), and 
disputes over registered land to the courts.48 
The National Authority for Land Dispute Reso-
lution also works to resolve land conflicts, but 
its powers, jurisdiction and track record of re-
solving disputes are much less clear.

Cadastral Commission

Any disputes over land which is not yet regis-
tered, i.e. possessed land or indigenous commu-
nity land, should be submitted to the Cadastral 
Commission.49 The composition and responsi-
bilities of the CC are set out in sub-decree.50 
The CC has three levels: district/khan (DKCC), 
provincial/municipal (PMCC) and national 
(NCC). Complaints must first be submitted to 
the DKCC, which only has the power to con-
ciliate.51 If there is no resolution to the dispute, 
it should be referred to the PMCC, which again 
may only conciliate.52 In the case of an unsuc-
cessful conciliation, the case should be referred 

to the NCC, who will adjudicate the dispute.53 
On receiving the NCC's decision the cadastral 
authorities should register the land accordingly. 
If a party is not satisfied with the NCC decision 
it may then complain to the court for judicial 
review.54 

In practice, it is apparent that the CC does not 
always follow the appropriate procedures set 
out by law. Some communities who have ap-
plied for resolutions have had their complaints 
improperly referred to municipal courts; or 
due to the backlog of cases have seen their com-
plaints referred back down to a lower level of 
the CC. One source working with government 
said in 2009, of close to 5,000 complaints filed 
with the CC since its creation, 1,800 are still 
pending. Many NGOs are concerned about the 
CC’s apparent inability to resolve high profile 
land disputes.55 The majority of disputes re-
solved are simple boundary disputes between 
neighbors. In disputes which involve a single 
individual against a community, resolutions are 
rare. Faced with a lack of action at the CC, com-
munities often complain to the courts, which 
simply state that the dispute it is not within 
the court’s jurisdiction, and refer complainants 
back to the CC. 

Thponh, Kompong Speu Province
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48 See joint prakas of Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Land Management on Determination of Competence of the Court and Cadastral Com-
mission Regarding Land Disputes 2003.
49 Land Law 2001, Article 47.
50 Sub-decree No 47 on Organization and Functioning of the Cadastral Commission 2002.
51 Sub-decree No 47 on Organization and Functioning of the Cadastral Commission 2002, Article 6.
52 Sub-decree No 47 on Organization and Functioning of the Cadastral Commission 2002, Article 15.
53 Sub-decree No 47 on Organization and Functioning of the Cadastral Commission 2002, Article 19.
54 Sub-decree No 47 on Organization and Functioning of the Cadastral Commission 2002, Article 23.
55 NGO Position Papers on Cambodia's Development in 2007-08.
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Communities then feel there is no other op-
tion but to take their complaints directly to 
Prime Minister Hun Sen’s house. Advisors to the 
prime minister often accept these complaints, 
but it is unclear whether these complaints are 
ever forwarded to his office. There is rarely any 
follow up on these land disputes by the advisors.

Courts

As mentioned above, when dissatisfied with 
a CC decision, a party may complain to the 
courts.56 In this case, the court should review 
the complaint and assess whether correct pro-
cedures were followed, if there was any conflict 
of interest, or if the CC acted beyond its power. 
If so, the CC must take action in line with the 
court’s directions.57 

Any dispute over land that is already titled 
should be filed with the courts, as should any 
dispute involving “contractual disputes over un-
registered land such as succession dispute, sale/
purchase contract, lease agreement and mort-
gages.”58 

National Authority for Land Dispute 
Resolution

The National Authority for Land Dispute Res-
olution was created in 2006 by Royal Decree. 
It purportedly has jurisdiction over cases which 
are “beyond the jurisdiction” of the Cadastral 
Commissions.59 However, as illustrated above, 
there are no cases of disputes which are beyond 
either the jurisdiction of the Cadastral Com-
missions or the courts. 

The Authority has no established rules or pro-
cedures and is made up of senior government 
officials, including senior police and military 
figures, whose background and position make 
them ill suited for this important and sensitive 
role, particularly considering the number of 
high profile land-grabbing cases which involve 
military figures.60 

LICADHO estimates that more than 3,500 
families were involved in land disputes involv-
ing the military or police in 2008.61 

The Authority is not a particularly active body 
and was criticized for this by Prime Minister 
Hun Sen himself in the lead-up to the July 2008 
national election.

56 Land Law 2001, Article 47 & Sub-decree No 47 on Organization and Functioning of the Cadastral Commission 2002, Article 23.
57 Sub-decree No 47 on Organization and Functioning of the Cadastral Commission 2002, Article 23.
58 Joint Prakas of Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Land Management on Determination of Competence of the Court and Cadastral Commission 
Regarding Land Disputes 2003, Article 4.
59 Royal Decree on the NALDR 2006, Article 3.
60 Of 20 members, 6 are representatives of either military institutions or the police, Royal Decree on the NALDR 2006, Article 1. See also: The 
Cambodia Daily, ‘Controversial Land Dispute Resolution Team Has New Leadership’.
61 Phnom Penh Post, ‘3,500 families affected this year by land grabs involving army’, 29 December 2008.



Community Complaints
A series of land dispute complaints was sub-

mitted to provincial and national government 
authorities in June and October 2008. A third 
round of 32 complaints from 19 provinces was 
submitted in August 2009. Although these com-
plaints do not reflect the total number of people 
affected by Economic Land Concessions, forced 
evictions and land grabbing in Cambodia, they 
illustrate rising levels of concern in communi-
ties where farmland has been leased, in many 
cases without residents’ knowledge, through 
ELCs to be converted to plantations, mines or 
tourism resorts. 

The body of independent reports about ELCs 
is vast and almost uniformly negative. The 
World Bank, the United Nations Development 
Programme and the United Nations Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights have 
raised concerns about the legality of many ELCs, 
have questioned their value as instruments for 
economic development and highlighted links to 
human rights abuses. 

These community complaints were filed di-
rectly by affected individuals and communities. 

They demonstrate a rising awareness among ru-
ral Cambodians about the legal issues surround-
ing ELCs as well as their rights under Cambo-
dian and international law. The complaints also 
reflect a rising level of frustration with attempts 
to solve disputes arising from ELCs and other 
land disputes at the local level. The complaints 
come from six different provinces but have a 
similar theme: marginalized communities are 
being driven into poverty by ELCs and alleged 
land grabs, and their attempts to seek solutions 
are met with intimidation, coercion and court 
action and sometimes violence. What follows is 
a brief description of some of the 2008 com-
plaints. The full complaints can be accessed 
(in Khmer and English) at the UN Office for 
the High Commissioner on Human Rights in 
Phnom Penh. 

Note: Cambodia’s Land Law was adopted on 
August 31, 2001.  Many have described it as 
relatively progressive, and say that Cambodia’s 
land crisis largely results from a failure to prop-
erly implement the Law.  For more informa-
tion on Cambodia’s Land Law, please see Losing 
Ground, pages 65-70.
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