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Democratic space in Cambodia 

Jan-Erik Wänn

My background for discussing what appears to be a shrinking democratic 
space in Cambodia is an engagement in civil society and development 
for more than 40 years. Ten years ago I restarted my international career 
and have since worked for international NGOs in Afghanistan, Somalia 
and Iraq and now in Cambodia, for the Swedish NGO Forum Syd. 
After many years of work in conflict areas with all their problems, espe-
cially major humanitarian challenges, I was looking forward to take up 
a position in the less problematic Cambodia. However, I was soon quite 
disappointed: over the missed opportunities, the increasing inequalities, 
the open corruption (rank 166 out of 180 countries), and a government 
limiting the democratic space. 

Civil society reappeared in Cambodia in 1979, when the Khmer Rouge 
had been driven back by Vietnamese forces and the first international 
NGOs arrived. They were welcomed by the then Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Mr. Hun Sen, now the powerful Prime Minister.  After the Paris 
peace accord in 1991, the UN led Cambodia through a transition from a 
one-party state and civil war to a multiparty democracy. Securing peace, 
stability and international cooperation has since been a priority of the 
governments. These aims have been quite successful and something the 
electorate has appreciated. Fairly free elections have been held regularly 
since 1993, and the reformed former communist party, Cambodia’s 
Peoples Party (CPP), has continuously strengthened its positions. After 
the July 2008 election, CPP controls 73 percent of the seats in the 
parliament and can therefore dictate decisions and limit discussions and 
transparence, all of which they are happy to do. 

From a February 2010 report by the electorate watchdog COMFREL 
(the Committee for Free and Fair Elections in Cambodia, supported 
by the Swedish NGO Forum Syd) I will mention some examples of 
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limitations on freedom of expression and participation in the National 
Parliament: 

•	 All	parliamentarians	have	to	belong	to	a	group	of	minimum	10	
Members of Parliament (MPs), and they have to get the approval 
of the group leader aas well as from the Assembly Chair before 
speaking. This has effectively silenced the three members of the 
Human Rights opposition party;

•	 A	new	law,	Statute	of	Parliamentarians,	contradicts	the	constitution	
and makes it possible to prosecute MPs for abusing an individual’s 
dignity, social customs, public order and national security without 
specifying what constitutes these acts;

•	 The	parliamentary	immunity	has	been	lifted	for	three	opposition	
MPs, including the opposition leader Sam Rainsy from the party 
with the same name. He has been condemned to two years in 
prison and is threatened with another 18 years in prison for insis-
ting on his website that the border demarcation with Vietnam is 
not being done correctly. He lives in exile in Paris and will probably 
not be able to participate in the next election.

Starting from zero in 1979, there were major positive developments in 
Cambodia in the areas of democracy, human rights and civil society. 
In the beginning, NGOs were mostly engaged in service delivery and 
infrastructure, activities that the government is still quite happy for them 
to carry out. When some NGOs, like Forum Syd in 1993, started to get 
involved in issues of democracy and human rights, the positive attitude 
of the government changed. After the 2008 election, we have seen several 
attempts to limit the space for civil society. As one activist expressed it: 
“Now that the ruling elite has the financial control [see Global Witness 
reports] and the political control, they are going for the control of civil 
society.”   

New decrees and laws containing limitations to civil society and 
opposition have been adopted in 2009. One example is the criminal 
code, which in vague terminology includes the crime of defamation, thus 
opening for the criminalisation of critical analysis and protests. Activists 
already say that they are now more careful about how they voice concerns, 
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in order not to face prosecution. As there is no separation of power 
between the executive, legislative and judicial branches in Cambodia, 
there is a major abuse risk in the implementation of laws. 

A new law on demonstrations (adopted in December 2009) had the 
expressed intention to improve freedom of demonstrations, but in fact, the 
law limits the freedom in many ways: the number of participants may not 
be more than 200; demonstrations can be held in official places only, and 
during working hours, and after the approval of capital/provincial authorities.

The new Law on Expropriation, quickly adopted in December 2009, 
contains many areas of concern to civil society. Land grabbing and evic-
tions are major problems in Cambodia, and Forum Syd and many other 
NGOs are trying to support local communities here. 

A Law on Anti-Corruption has after 15 years in the pipeline been 
passed by the Council of Ministers under total secrecy, no public forum, 
transparency or discussions. The Parliament was given less than one 
week in March 2010 to read, analyse and accept the law. That was not 
a problem for the rubberstamp CPP Members of Parliament, but the 
opposition walked out at the voting. In this law, leaders of NGOs, as well 
as government officials, have to declare their assets, but the results will 
remain secret, kept by a government selected body. As mentioned above, 
corruption is a major problem at all levels with major negative effects on 
democracy, civil society and on the society as a whole. Therefore, no one 
in civil society expects much progress on anti-corruption. 

One of the highest priorities for the dominating Prime Minister after 
the last election was legislation to control NGOs and associations.  Civil 
society does not consider NGO legislation urgent or even necessary. 
Examples from other parts of the developing world are not encouraging 
(for example Ethiopia and Zambia); such legislation has instead been 
very repressive to civil society. NGOs in Cambodia have so far not seen 
a draft or been invited to any discussion on this law yet.

In my view, the Cambodian leaders see the communist countries of 
China, Vietnam and Laos – rather than countries like for instance Sweden 
or India – as models for civil society and ‘democratic space’. China 
is the major investor in Cambodia and a major donor; its conditions 
never include improved human rights but ask instead for, for example, 
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the expulsion of protected groups of people, before signing agreements. 
Vietnam is a major trading partner and seen by some, including the CPP, 
as liberators, while others, including the opposition, consider them an 
occupation force from 1979. 

Civil society is active and working hard for improvements of human 
rights and democracy in Cambodia, supported by parts of the donor 
community. However, activities like voicing opinions and advocating for a 
cause are getting increasingly difficult, as the examples above have shown. 

Cambodia is a country with a major potential for positive development 
of its whole society, rich in natural resources, with a great nature and 
tradition. There are some positive signs in the country, and to me the 
important ones are to be seen in the empowerment of the local commu-
nities and the increased awareness among many young people. These are 
areas that Forum Syd, with the support of Sida, will continue to support 
and focus on in our work to a strengthen civil society.

A more general conclusion from my years working in conflict and post 
conflict states, maybe not very original but based on personal experiences, 
is that advances in democracy, civil society and human rights are totally 
context dependent. Such advances cannot be driven but only supported 
from abroad, and can be severely limited by state and non-state violence 
and repression. Hopefully, however, they can never be totally eliminated.
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