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Early this year, Cambodia's Environment Ministry announced that there would be no more
granting of licenses for economic land concessions (ELC). The ELC is one of Cambodia's models
of economic development based on land expropriat ion. It 's a sugar-coated term for what is
simply government-init iated landgrabbing.

Since the downfall of the Khmer Rouge regime, a majority of Cambodians st ill have no formal
land t it les. What adds insult  to injury is the fact that about 3.9 million hectares, representing
more than 22 per cent of the country's total surface area, are currently controlled by private
firms. These lands were seized by public officials at the expense of ordinary Cambodians. Of
this, more than two million hectares (or more than half of Cambodia's total arable land) are ELC
areas - vast swaths of monoculture agro-industrial plantations devoted to the production of
mostly export crops such as rubber, sugarcane or cassava.[1] Even ecologically important
areas are not spared. For instance, in the Boeng Per wildlife sanctuary covering parts of
Kampong Thom, 22 per cent of 241,000 hectares has been granted to rubber concessions,
result ing in wide-scale loss of wildlife and destruction of habitat.[2]

Despite the moratorium, ELC expansion continues. In
August this year, the government has reclassified
23,182 hectares of state land in the Borie, Kulen and
Roveang districts for the private development of
three agro-industry firms: Green Choice Cambodia
(7,863 hectares), Aminent Elite Cambodia (7,359
hectares) and Dist inct Harvest Cambodia (7,960
hectares).[3] Apparently, the moratorium only applies
to new ELC applicat ions, not to pending ones. Thus,
those companies with pending applicat ions can st ill
be awarded concession areas, and even expand it  by
renegotiat ing the contract. Crit ics consider this a
loophole of the moratorium. But given Cambodia's
t ightly linked realms of business and polit ics, it  could
very well be a deliberate work-around.

This drive to transform Cambodia's farm and forest
lands into a mosaic of plantation monocultures,
however, comes at a great cost. Deforestat ion and
subsequent expansion of permanent lowland
monoculture disrupts agro-ecosystem stability and

affects overall environmental stability and resilience. Indiscriminate forest clearing associated
with ELC expansion results to forest fragmentation, habitat destruct ion and loss of wildlife. All
this will have implicat ions on food and livelihood security, in a country where majority of the
populat ion st ill lives below the poverty line.

Ordinary cit izens, urban dwellers, and rural folks are being driven off their homes, farms and
forest lands because their t iny parcels of Cambodia is needed to produce sugar, rubber and
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ethanol for the world's wealthy. Urban dwellings have to be demolished, too, because resorts
and hotels will rise on them. And of course, the indigenous peoples (IPs) will not be spared.
ELCs have already cut through their ancestral lands in several villages in Preah Vihear, with the
backing of the Forest Ministry. The Ministry has warned that "all areas with trees now belong to
the concession," hence, indigenous peoples are not allowed to cut them. By limit ing their
cult ivable areas, the IPs are forced to give up shift ing cult ivat ion to do permanent lowland
agriculture that is not only dependent on modern seeds, agrochemicals, machineries, irrigation
and production loans, but also environmentally vulnerable to climate stress and disturbance.

The tradit ional, shift ing cult ivat ion style found in the
villages of Sanker and Prameah is typified by the use
of both lowland and upland areas involving a number
of food and non-food crops that are mixed, rotated
or integrated at various spaces and part icular
seasons of the year. Food crops include maize,
cassava, mungbean, chilli, potato and other
vegetables, while non-food crops include jute and
tobacco. Studies have shown that the complex
structures of this biodiversity-based farming system
enables it  to be more resilient to climate change, soil
erosion and pest and disease infestat ion. But
shift ing cult ivat ion has been increasingly and
wrongfully portrayed among the younger generation
of farmers as the cause of forest degradation and
climate change. The government leads in
"demonising" upland cult ivat ion and promoting
lowland monoculture in order to seize and
expropriate forest lands to ELCs.

In the village of Trom, an ELC project involving Heng
Yue Company annexed village land into the concession area, which covers about 9,000
hectares. At least 53 families were displaced. The company started felling trees in the primary
forest and dumping some of the left-over trees and branches in the community's rice farm
lands - basically to deny them sources of food and livelihood, and to force them to relocate.
Meanwhile, in the neighbouring villages of Sanker and Prameah, the concession area occupies
part of a communal forest, which consists of an of old-growth forest rich in biodiversity and
valuable t imber. One of this is the resin tree, legally owned by the people in the forest, and a
source of income for a lot of villagers. Yet the tree is being cut by companies, as it  is a source
of high quality hardwood t imber.

In fact, many of the villagers believe that the ELC is just an excuse for logging Cambodia's
forests. It 's no surprise that Cambodia ranks third in the world with fastest rate of
deforestat ion, following Nigeria and Vietnam.[4]

ELCs are no different from the steps of dictator Pol Pot, in the sense of denying ordinary
Cambodians a decent way of living. But unlike Pol Pot who wished to rid Cambodia of the
impurit ies of Western culture, ELCs represent a passionate embrace of Western capitalism.

 

*Sothea Ros is an independent researcher based in Phnom Penh
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_________
This article is part of a series of feature stories on land grabbing in selected countries in
Asia, as part of an awareness-raising campaign on how land grabs worsen hunger, in
commemoration of 'World Foodless Day' on October 16 by PAN AP and its partner
organisations. (http://www.panap.net/wfd)
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Pesticide Action Network (PAN) is a global network working to eliminate the human and
environmental harm caused by pesticides and to promote biodiversity based ecological
agriculture. PAN Asia and the Pacific, one of PAN's regional centres, is effectively advancing
food sovereignty, gender just ice and environmental sustainability. We are committed to
support the struggles of rural women, agricultural workers, peasants, indigenous peoples and
other small food producers.
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