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Introduction

It is largely believed that Cambodia, under the Cambodian People’s Party’s ruling 

(CPP), has become politically stable since 1998. Hun Sen has played a crucial role 

in bringing about peace and stability for the country by getting all conflicting parties 

into an agreement in 1991 and disbanding the organization of the Khmer Rouge 

forces and integrating them into the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF) 

without the use of force in 1998. In short, Hun Sen undertook the peacemaking for 

Cambodia. He has not only performed well in peacemaking, but also in the country’s 

peacebuilding. For instance, to avoid the possibility of relapsing into conflict due 

to the proliferation of small arms and light weapons (SALWs), the Cambodian 

government collected and destroyed a number of weapons scattered throughout the 

country. 

In April 1999, the Cambodian government instructed the 24 provincial governors 

to collect weapons in their respective provinces for destruction, and collected 

approximately 100,000 weapons all over the country. Furthermore, the Hun Sen 

Government cooperatively worked with different donors to make sure that the chance 

of conflict eruption due to the illegal possession of weapons by civilians was slimmer. 

It sought to implement new initiatives proposed by the Japanese Government, one of 

which was named Weapons Reduction and Development for Peace Project (WDP). 

WDP was aimed at eradicating weapons through encouraging civilians to voluntarily 

surrender their weapons to the authorities and providing development projects to 

strengthen peace inside the communities after all the weapons were handed in to the 

authorities. It was not an easy task to convince the civilians to voluntarily surrender 

their weapons to the authority. 

The Cambodian Government, in collaboration with Japanese Government experts 

in small arms and light weapons, Japan Assistance for Small Arms Management in 

Cambodia (JSAC), launched several workshops to explain the dangers of SALWs 
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to their lives and communities under the WDP project. More importantly, the 

government, under Japanese support, launched a series of police training programs 

in the targeted provinces namely; Siem Reap, Banteay Meanchey, Oddar Meanchey, 

Battambang, and Kampongthom provinces to enable them to effectively respond to 

the security problems. Otherwise, the people would not trust in them and continue to 

keep the weapons as a consequence. Several police equipments were also provided 

to make sure that they could fulfill the above duties.

In addition, JSAC also helped construct proper safe storage warehouses equipped 

with the safe registration system in said provinces to prevent the leakage of the police 

weapons to outsiders. Simultaneously, JSAC and the Government of Cambodia 

did their best to make a law on weapons management, a major step towards the 

institutionalization of armed control. Eventually, the law came into effect in 2005. 

The aforementioned initiatives have opened a brighter chapter for Cambodia’s 

peacebuilding through the elimination of more than 11,662 illegal weapons (JSAC, 

2005). Thus, the possibility of the armed conflict in the said provinces has been 

crucially minimized.

Despite these remarkable achievements made by Hun Sen and the Cambodian 

People’s Party (CPP), Cambodia is now facing a series of security challenges both 

domestically and internationally, and these challenges will be discussed as following;

1. Professionalism and Accountability of the Armed Forces

Professionalism and accountability of Cambodian armed forces is a big question in 

Cambodian society nowadays. Cambodian armed forces could be categorized into 

three types: military, military police, and police. Some military and police officers 

have frequently been reported by media concerning their involvement in various 

illegal activities such as drug trafficking, logging, land grabbing, and extra-judicial 

killings. The killing of a Cambodian environmentalist named Chhut Vuthy by a 

military officer in April 2012 has partially proved that Cambodian armed forces may 

have their stakes in illegal logging activities. Meanwhile, the recent arrests of Lt. 

Gen. Mek Dara, a deputy general commissioner of Cambodian national police, is 

evidence proving that some Cambodian military and police officials have gotten 

involved in drug trafficking. 
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Some Cambodian armed forces may not only be getting involved in illegal activities, 

but also abusing their power on civilians. In other words, they may intentionally or 

unintentionally violate human rights. The severe repression in the recent years by 

police forces on the Boeung Kak lake people reflects this trend. Similarly, in January 

2012, military officials were found guilty of killing villagers over a land dispute 

in Kratie province (LICAHDO, 2012) Moreover, some Cambodian security forces 

have also been reportedly abusing women, especially beer girls and the victims often 

end up going along with all of those security forces’ requests despite the fact that 

the requests are unacceptable. The problem of professionalism and accountability 

of Cambodian armed forces could also be seen in the recent harsh repression on 

workers’ strikes in Phnom Penh. While workers tend to step up their demand for 

their salary increase across the capital, the security force ended up cracking down 

on the strikes using excessive force and even live bullets against the workers.  

As a consequence, five people were killed and several others were injured during the 

clashes earlier this month.

In addition to the problems of professionalism and accountability, efficiency or the 

capacity of the armed forces to fulfill their duties is another important issue worth 

mentioning. Without adequate capacity trainings, the armed forces cannot fulfill 

their responsibilities appropriately, thus causing the loss of confidence of people in 

the security providers. A police officer admitted the limited capacity of the national 

police officers in performing duties, especially in the field of traffic control, stating 

that one of main reasons why the traffic accident stood top vis-à-vis other security 

accidents and crimes is pertaining to limited capacity of Cambodian police. In the 

case that a traffic accident happens in a particular place, it is hard for police to 

even identify the vehicle driven by the offender. More importantly, the capacity 

building for police officers at the grassroots level is extremely significant for security 

improvement as crimes frequently happen at the grassroots level. 

2. Culture of Impunity

Additionally, the culture of impunity is still a big question in Cambodian society 

nowadays due to the weak judicial systems; more specifically, the lack of 

independence of the court system. Perpetrators with close links to senior political 

leaders, armed forces, or business tycoons have often been released without fair 
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trials. One of the most striking examples reinforcing this perception is the acid attack 

on a karaoke star, Tat Marina. In 1999, a 16-year-old karaoke star, Ms. Tat Marina, 

was having noodle soup with her relative inside a market in Phnom Penh. She was 

surprisingly attacked with liters of acid during the daytime, and several people 

witnessed this brutal act on the spot (Smith, 2000). Even so, the perpetrator was not 

arrested. It was widely believed that the real perpetrator was the wife of a powerful 

government official. In 2011, the government disclosed that the case actually went to 

the court in 2001 and the court convicted “the wife of that senior official” to one year 

imprisonment, and this jail term was suspended with a term of five years’ probation 

starting from the date of the court’s announcement. The interesting thing is that that 

perpetrator was never seen in jail.

‘They gave me no [justice] at all, but they gave the perpetrators…full protection.’

 –Tat Marina

Another striking case proving the weakness of the judicial court is an acid 

attack on a mistress of a military colonel. In 2001, the wife of a military colonel 

doused his mistress with one and a half bottles of acid in front of several people.  

That military official and his wife took the 7-month-old baby of the mistress without 

her acknowledgement during her hospitalization. The mistress decided to bring the 

case to the court, and the judge finally decided to reject the mistress’s request for her 

child return. Therefore, in this case, she became double victimized.

The last but least evidence of impunity within the judicial system of Cambodia is 

the case of Bavet ex-city governor’s alleged shooting over three garment’s factory 

workers who demanded a 50 cent increase in daily food allowance and additional 

US$10 for monthly transportation at Puma Supplier Kaoway Sport in February 

2012. Even though several people witnessed the deposed governor’s direct shooting 

of the crowd, he was initially charged by Svay Rieng Provincial court with causing 

“Unintentional Injuries.” This news disappointed the victims, human rights activists, 

media, and other people who had longed for a more severe penalty for his brutal act. 

Even worse, this charge was dropped in December 2012, and this has made public 

outrage grow stronger. Mr. Ou Virak, the President of Cambodian Center for Human 

Rights (CCHR) expressed his feeling as follow:
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I’m almost speechless,” said. “This guy walks out of the car, fires his gun into a crowd of workers, 
and gets to be a free man. Nothing is based on the implementation of the law. After 20 years and 
billions of [donor] dollars and all the push for the justice system to reform, impunity still rules 
today (May & Abby, 2012)

Mr. Phil Robertson, Deputy Director of Human Rights Watch’s Asia division 

regarded the above verdict an indictment of the entire Cambodian justice system:

“Essentially, the idea is: buy time, let it drag out, and after a certain amount of time, you just 
whitewash it. He should have been charged with attempted murder in the first place. It’s a travesty 
of justice, another case of impunity running rampant (May & Abby, 2012)

In short, the lack of professionalism and accountability coupled with the low 

capacity of Cambodian armed forces, and weak judicial systems have significantly 

impacted security sector governance in Cambodia. These problems have increasingly 

challenged the concept of “Security Providers, composed of the armed forces and 

other security-related institutions, are to serve people.” If all the problems mentioned 

are still ongoing or rising, people will increasingly become resentful of security 

providers and thus create a major stumbling to ensure a long-lasting peace for the 

country in the future. More importantly, the ruling government will be increasingly 

under pressure from people in order to meet their demand for individual security. 

The recent workers’ strikes and their alliance with the opposition have demonstrated 

a big challenge to the ruling government if it keeps on taking people’s security 

for granted. Therefore, since the above-mentioned problems are important for 

Cambodia’s security, it is necessary for us to examine their root causes. 

a. Ideological Causes

The patron-client culture has been found in Cambodia, and this cause substantial 

difficulties in professionalizing and democratizing the armed forces because security 

forces prefer to respond to the need of their superiors other than to that of the people 

for their own benefits, particularly their rank promotion. In other words, the concept 

of “the armed forces are servants of people,” is still weak in this country. This is 

perhaps due to the low education of ordinary Cambodians. Consequently, they 

often end up deferring things to the authority or the upper levels, thus posing a big 

challenge to the process of building professional and accountable armed forces.
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b. Structural Causes

The gendarmerie or the military police, under the authority of the Ministry of 

National Defense, is also in charge of civil offenses, thus creating a duplication 

of responsibilities with police, which is under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of 

Interior. In case an accident or crime is committed by a military police, it is hard for 

the police to detain the offender as he/she could be handled by the military police unit 

per se. Sometimes, the military police unit may end up with releasing the offender 

as the latter belongs to their organization or unit. This is one of several aspects 

reflecting the gray area of responsibility between two security providers namely 

military (gendarmerie) and police. Hence, this duplication makes either military or 

police units to actually devote themselves to their duties.

Furthermore, Cambodian judges also find it hard to exercise their control over the 

armed forces as the judges, practically speaking, are nominated by the Ministry of 

Justice which is more or less influenced by political parties. Even though Article 134 

of the Constitution stipulates that the judges are nominated by the Supreme Council 

of Magistracy headed by His Majesty the King, the nomination of judges must be 

made upon the recommendation of the Ministry of Justice (based on Article 11, 

Law on Organization and Function of the Supreme Council of Magistracy). Because 

the King is a symbol of the unity of the whole nation, he has tried his best to avoid 

political clashes with any political party. Therefore, the recommendation made by 

the Ministry of Justice regarding the judge nomination frequently turn into reality, 

and this reveals a significant subordination of the judicial systems to the bureaucratic 

power often influenced by the party politics.

3. Cambodia’s External Security Threat

Cambodia has not only been facing security problems in her domestic politics,  

but also in its external relations. Even though Cambodia-Thailand relations seem 

to be stable at the moment, possibility of the conflict recurrence is still very likely.  

This can be witnessed in a recent speech by Thai Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra 

following the ICJ’s ruling over Preah Vihear temple: “Thailand has never accepted 

the ICJ’s ruling which awards the Preah Vihear promontory to Cambodia” (Bangkok 

Post, 2013). Even if Yingluck Shinawatra’s administration will resign following the 

coming February election, the next government is unlikely to seek a genuine conflict 
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resolution over the Preah Vihear dispute.

Though the two countries have set up mechanisms to diffuse the tension, General 

Border Committee (GBC) and Joint Border Committee (JBC),1 these mechanisms 

have not brought up any sustainable solution, but a status-quo of the conflict. 

Thailand has used “time-buying” tactics by referring all the meeting outcomes of 

GBC and JBC to its parliament for decisions. Notably, the Thai parliament has 

also followed the same path as this will significantly stir up nationalistic sentiment, 

thereby instigating political instability inside the country. 

Cambodia has significantly been victimized due to this dilemma, forcing this small 

country to massively increase its military budget. The Cambodia government has 

allocated an increasing proportion of its total spending on this sector especially 

after its military face-off with Thailand over Preah Vihear in 2008. According to 

the World Bank report, the percentage of its military spending compared to its total 

GDP jumped from 1.1 % in 2005 to 1.8% in 2009, and 3.3% in 2013 (Grevatt, 

2013). More recently, the 2014-budget allocated for defense rose up to USD468 

million, 17% increase over the spending in 2013, and accounts for 14% of the annual 

government spending (Grevatt, 2013). 

1 Joint Border Committee (JBC) has been set up by the two countries, and is directly in charge of technical border 
issues, particularly border demarcation. General Border Committee (GBC) has been tasked to deal with general 
security issues along the border between Thailand and Cambodia.
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Notably, the soar of the defense budget for 2014 apparently links to the political 

upheaval in Thailand. Cambodia may have viewed that the next Thai government 

may not be as friendly as the current Thai government led by Prime Minister 

Yingluck even though the next Thai Prime Minister may emerge from the same party 

known as Pheu Thai. This is perhaps due to the fact that the next Thai leader may be 

concerned about another mounting pressure in the form of the Yellow Shirted group, 

the military, and the Bangkok middle class like the current Thai government has 

encountered. Another explanation of this is a good personal relationship between her 

brother and Prime Minister Hun Sen, and this makes Thailand hesitant to use force 

against its smaller neighbor as to what her predecessors did. 

In short, the political instability in Thailand could significantly affect Cambodia’s 

socio-security policies. First, Cambodia may spend more on the military and drag 

other resources to improve her military capability against her bigger neighbor. 

For instance, Cambodian Parliament in September 2012 passed a law that obliges 

Cambodian youths aged between 18-23 to serve military service for 18 months 

(Stuart & Phak, 2012). This policy, to some extent, aims to get Cambodia ready for 

a bad scenario in her confrontation against Thailand. Second, Cambodia will lose 

faith in ASEAN’s role as well as the Association’s important institutions, namely 

the ASEAN Charter and Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, ultimately getting closer 

to China. When armed conflicts between Cambodia-Thailand heated up in 2009-10, 

Cambodia approached ASEAN for help, but the Association could not respond to 

her urgent need. As a result, Phnom Penh decided to approach the United Nations 

and the International Court of Justice for assistance without further waiting for any 

resolution by ASEAN. More noticeably, during 2012 and Cambodia’s ASEAN 

Chairmanship, the host was strongly blamed by some ASEAN member states for 

having taken sides with China. These evidences prove that if Cambodia is under 

continuous threat from Thailand and could not get a substantive and timely response 

from ASEAN, the country may tilt towards China and lose confidence in ASEAN, 

thereby undermining the process of building an ASEAN Community.

Another noticeable implication of the defense budget may also be linked to the 

country’s governance. The tendency of increasing expenditure on national defense 

could mean the decrease in other important sectors such as education, healthcare, 

and social welfares in which Cambodian people are increasingly demanding.  
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This may create a backfire against the CPP-led government, undermining the ruling 

power of the CPP. The lack of government funding to important sectors such as 

education, healthcare, and other social welfares will negatively contribute to the 

backfire against the government, particularly when the country experience socio-

economic problems at home. This can be seen in the recent deadly workers’ strikes 

demanding the government and employers to raise worker salary up to US$160 

per month (Mech & Alex, 2014). Apparently, workers seem to be too demanding. 

However, considering increasing living cost and inflation coupled with the low salary 

of workers, the workers’ demand seems to be reasonable. As a consequence, many 

worker associations have sided with Cambodian National Rescue Party (CNRP),  

the biggest opposition party in Cambodia, in an attempt to challenge the CPP ruling.

Despite the fact that the CPP or Hun Sen’s ruling could be challenged due to 

continuous defense budget boost, the CPP ruling government may earn more public 

support if Thailand becomes more assertive in the future. In other words, the Thai 

threat could become a blessing for the CPP in gaining back its votes which tend to 

have gradually lost to the opposition party.

4. Conclusion

Though traditional security threats such as armed fighting among the factions 

and proliferation of small arms and light weapons appear to be fading away at 

the moment, other security threats seem to be ongoing or have begun resurfacing.  

They include the problems of the professionalization and accountability of Cambodian 

armed forces, impunity, and the Thai threat. If the problems of professionalization 

and accountability of the armed forces and the impunity problem are not properly 

handled by the government, people will lose their faith in the security forces and 

judicial courts; consequently, the latter group will increasingly find it difficult 

themselves to maintain peace and stability of the country as well as individual 

security. In other words, should these traditional security threats still persist, human 

security in Cambodia will be negatively impacted. Ultimately, the legitimacy of the 

ruling government will be increasingly challenged by the people.

In addition to the domestic security challenges, Cambodia has been experiencing a 

new security threat from its neighboring country currently facing political instability. 
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Once Thailand political upheaval still persists, Cambodia, as a smaller country, will 

continue to be dragged into this security trap. Specifically, Phnom Penh will be likely 

to pour more resources into national defense, thus slowing its economic growth at 

home. However, the Thai threat is not a complete curse for the ruling government. 

It could become a major tool in regaining its public support for the 2018 election 

should Thailand still presents its assertiveness to its neighbor.

Tackling the above-mentioned security threats is a time-consuming task for the 

Cambodian government. With regard to the domestic security threats, the ruling 

government is likely to take a gradual reform approach to meet the emerging need 

of human security. Nonetheless, the government has to make sure that the reform 

will not pose a big challenge to its ruling party. Pertaining to the external security 

threat, Cambodia will be very likely to try her best to maintain cordial relations with 

its bigger neighbor, especially with the next Thai government but simultaneously to 

increase her readiness for political uncertainties in her neighboring country.



Cambodia’s Contemporary Security Challenges 13

Works Cited

Bangkok Post. (2013, November 14). Retrieved from Bangkok Post: http://www.

bangkokpost.com/news/local/379693/yingluck-yet-to-accept-icj-ruling

Grevatt, J. (2013, November 12). Cambodian Defence Budget Increases 17%. 

Retrieved from IHS Jane’s Defense Weekly: http://www.janes.com/article/29957/

cambodian-defence-budget-increases-17 

Jane. (2009). Jane’s Intelligence and Insight. Retrieved July 12, 2012, from 

Defense Budget (Cambodia): http://articles.janes.com/articles/Janes-Sentinel-

Security-Assessment-Southeast-Asia/Defence-budget-Cambodia.html

JSAC. (2005, October 11). Peacebuilding and Comprehensive Small Arms 

Management in Cambodia. Retrieved from Japan Asistance Team for Small Arms 

Management in Cambodia: http://www3.online.com.kh/users/adm.jsac/topENG.

html

LICAHDO. (2012). Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human 

Rights. Retrieved August 10th, 2012, from Military Shoot Land Protesters in 

Northeastern Cambodia: http://www.licadho-cambodia.org/video.php?perm=29

May, T., & Abby, S. (2012, December 19). Phnom Penh Post. Retrieved January 

14, 2014, from Phnom Penh Post.

Mech, D., & Alex, W. (2014, January 6). After Clashes, Garment Workers 

Flee Veng Sreng Street. Retrieved from The Cambodia Daily: http://www.

cambodiadaily.com/news/after-deadly-clashes-garment-workers-flee-veng-sreng-

street-50134/

Smith, J. (2000, February 5-6). The Cambodia Daily Weekend. Retrieved 

September 18, 2012, from Acid-Laced Vengeance: http://www.camnet.com.kh/

cambodia.daily/selected_features/acid_laced_vengeance.htm

Stuart, W., & Phak, S. (2012, September 7). Cambodia’s Conscription Law Not 

for Everyone. Retrieved January 12, 2014, from Phnom Penh Post: http://www.

phnompenhpost.com/national/cambodias-conscription-law-not-everyone

WB. (2011). Military Expenditure. Retrieved September 25, 2012, from 

Cambodia’s Military Expenditure: http://search.worldbank.org/all?qterm= 

Cambodia%27s%20military%20expenditure


