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This working paper is oiie of three related papers stemiming front a two-year study on food security in
rural Cambodia conducted by the Cambodia Development Resource Institute and the United Nations
Research Institute for Social Development. The other two papers are Vincent Tickner, ‘Food Security
in Cambodia: A Preliminary Assessment’ (Geneva: UNRISD, October 1996) Discussion Paper 80, and
John P. McAndrew, ‘Interdependence in Household Livelihood Strategies in Two Cambodian Villages’
(Phnom Penh: CDRI, Deceniber 1998) Working Paper 7. The CDRI/UNRISD food security project was
supported by a grant from DANIDA. ’




Abstract

This working paper details the results of a study carried out from 1996 to 1997 of 244 house-
holds in three villages gelected for their contrasting characteristics. One is in a rice surplus
area of Prey Veng province; the second, in Kompong Speu province, is in a drought-prone
area subject to violent fluctuations in rice production; the third, on the banks of the Mekong
River in Kandal province, is primarily a fishing village, but with rice and reed production as
additional sources of employment and income. The study therefore covers a range of agro-
ecological and socio-economic conditions representative of Cambodia.

The paper finds that rural Cambodians are highly dependent on rice. Rice accounts for
between 80 and 84 percent of calorie intake in the three villages, and for between 38 and 50
percent of expenditure on food. In the foreseeable future, rice will continue to be at the centre
of food security in Cambodia. But this does not mean that to achieve food security a house-
hold has to produce all its own rice. Food security derives from the power to obtain food,
whether directly by growing it or indirectly by having something to exchange for it.

Rural poverty and mild to moderate malnutrition are a widespread, though the incidence
of “extreme” poverty and severe malnutrition are relatively low. Particularly disturbing is the
precarious situation of the rural poor. Compared with many other Asian countries, Cambodia
has an abundance of land and the benefit of recent land reform. Yet the poor have increas-
ingly limited access to land, and few own animals. To a large extent, they have to rely on
their access to common property resources and the sale of their labour. Migration in search of
wage work is desperate in some places, with women in particular taking on heavy labour in
agriculture and construction in order to repay loans. As well as financing agricultural pro-
duction, an important purpose of such loans, at high.rates of interest, is to deal with health
emergencies, which often have catastrophic consequences.

The paper concludes with recommendations for a phased approach to policy implemen-
tation for food security. Interventions in credit and health are seen as a short- to medium-
term strategy, along with policies supportive of agricultural and rural economic growth.
Work on policies for land and common property resources needs to be started immediately,
but these will take longer to implement. A prerequisite of an effective food security policy of
any kind is the existence of suitable development institutions at the local level-—in the form
both of government rural development institutions (currently non-existent at this level) and
non-governmental organisations (not operating in the areas of highest food insecurity).




Glossary

. Acronyms !
FAO ¢  Food and Agriculture Orgamsatmn
FDI . foreign direct investment ..
GDP gross domestic product
GRET Groupe de Recherche et d’Echanges Technologiques
GTZ Gesellschaft fur Technische Zusammenarbeit
HEKS Swiss Interchurch Aid
HYV . high-yielding varieties
MCC Mennonite Central Committee
NIS National Institute of Statistics
NGO~ - - - “non-governmental organisation
PEM protein-energy malnutrition
RGC Royal Government of Cambodia
UNDP United Nations Development Programme
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund
UNRISD United Nations Research Institute for Social Development
WAZ weight-for-age Z-scores
WEFP World Food Programme
WID Women in Development

Place Names

Kandal province FSRAFATIRY
Kompong Speu province 1] A0l fﬁ
Phnom Penh municipality 1ARGERE
Prey Veng province 52 ﬁfﬁn FE
Lvea Em district FIAnNAY
Odong district yrgtd
Peam Ro district {FgRMYe
Babaong commune 1.1'5 e

Ksem Ksan commune ‘ulj BR{BANG
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Prek Kmeng commune

Babaong village
Prek Kmeng village

Trapeang Prei village

Neak Loeang
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