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ABSTRACT

Cambodia is a country undergoing a major urbanization. The capital - Phnom Penh 
is growing rapidly, with numerous development projects. The city also has a large 
proportion of  informal low-income settlers, squatting on private or public land.
It is unavoidable that in this context many land related conflicts occur. The conflicts 
are most commonly solved through resettlement of  the informal dwellers by allocating 
a land plot in one of  relocation sites in the outskirts of  Phnom Penh. However, many 
of  the resettled families choose or are forced to sell their rights to the land. This thesis 
will explore the post-resettlement land transactions and tenure insecurity in Phnom 
Penh. Using a field study focused on one of  the resettlement sites as a base, it will 
look into the reasons behind the emergence of  the post resettlement land transactions, 
their mechanisms and subsequent displacement. The information obtained through 
interviews and surveys will point out the weaknesses in the current resettlement 
practice. The findings of  this thesis will be used to make recommendations, which 
should be applied in the process of  developing a comprehensive resettlement and 
poverty alleviation plan for Phnom Penh. 

Key words: Cambodia, Phnom Penh, resettlement, land transactions, displacement, 
planning, poverty.
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IMPORTANT DEFINITIONS 

KTH – Kungliga Tekniska högskolan – Royal Institute of  Technology
NGO – Non-Governmental Organization
STT – Sahmakum Teang Tnaut – Cambodian Urban NGO
BABC – Bridges across Borders Cambodia 
ADB - Asian Development Bank 
AusAID - Australian Agency for International Development
LICADHO – Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of  Human Rights
IMF – International Monetary Fund
TA – Trapeang Anhchanh
OTA – Old Trapeang Anhchanh
NTA – New Trapeang Anhchanh
IRC - Inter-ministerial Resettlement Committee 
MFI – Micro Financing Institutions 
SIDA – Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency

In-cash subsidy – subsidy provided in a form of  financing (money).
In-kind subsidy – subsidy provided in other form than financing, in this case, land, 
housing or infrastructure.
Land ownership – legally recognized possession of  all rights to land, including the 
right to sell or transfer ownership. 
Land occupation right – possessing the right to settle on land with limited rights to 
sell or transfer the property. 
Land transaction – change of  legal land owner or factual occupant.  
Land manipulation – a form of  land transaction when land is used as an asset to 
generate profit rather than to be used for settling. In this case such transactions are 
often illegal and the sellers are forced into unfair deals.
Land Grabbing – large scale public land allocation for use of  private developers 
through long term concessions, ignoring the effects on the environment and local 
inhabitants. 
Displacement – Involuntary displacement occurs when the decision of  moving is 
made and imposed by an external agent and when there is no possibility to stay ( The 
World Bank, 2013). In this case I will refer to two forms of  displacement – through 
involuntary eviction and post-resettlement displacement due to socio-economic 
pressures.
Haussmannization/urban beautification – projects focused on aesthetical 
improvement of  the city spaces. They are often driven by changed consumption 
patterns.
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“Every great city has one or more slums, where the working-class is crowded together. True, 
poverty often dwells in hidden alleys close to the palaces of  the rich; but, in general, a separate 
territory has been assigned to it, where, removed from the sight of  the happier classes, it may 
struggle along as it can.” (Engels, 1845)

1. BACKGROUND 

1.1. Cambodia: Geography and Demography

The Kingdom of  Cambodia is a Southeast Asian country sharing the Indochina 
peninsula with Laos, Thailand and Vietnam. According to the World Banks’ data 
from 2012, Cambodia had a population of  14.86 million (The World Bank, 2012a) 
which was predominantly rural – 11.86 million (The World Bank, 2012b). In 2013 the 
Human Development Index ranking Cambodia was 138th out of  187 countries with 
an index value of  0.543 (UN Development Programme, 2013). Cambodia has a high 
rural poverty rate estimated at above 4 million of  rural poor (IFAD, 2010). With the 
current average annual urban growth rate at 4.48% (ADB, 2012) the Cambodian cities 
are facing a challenge of  accommodating the predominantly low income newcomers 
and providing adequate infrastructure for such expansion. 

Figure 1: Cambodia: Geography and demography

Phnom Penh
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1.2. History and Politics

Cambodia, or at that time the Angkor Empire, was a great power in the region during 
the X – XIII centuries. The long decline of  the Empire followed, due to military 
conflicts with Vietnam. In the XIX century, the country became a part of  the French 
Indochina. The Kingdom of  Cambodia became independent in 1953.  The most tragic 
period of  the modern Cambodian history began in 1975 when the radical communist 
Khmer Rouge regime came into power, executing class genocide and performing large 
scale deportation of  urban dwellers to the country side for physical labor. The most 
prosecuted social group during the period consisted of  educated urban professionals. 
With 1,7milion deaths, 21% of  Cambodian population (Yale, 2010), the Khmer Rouge 
was stopped in 1979 by a Vietnamese occupation and a civil war. Cambodia reached a 
state of  relative political stability only in 1998, by forming a coalition government. The 
following elections were relatively peaceful and the government has made an effort 
to reestablish the legal framework of  the State. Despite that, it is well known that 
the bureaucratic and political apparatus of  Cambodia is largely corrupt. Shaking this 
image has become an on-going goal of  the Cambodian government. Today Cambodia 
officially is a Kingdom ruled by Norodom Sihamoni, with the major power vested in 
the Parliament dominated by the Cambodian People’s Party. 

1.3. Phnom Penh – Inequality and Development

Phnom Penh, capital and the largest city, is located in the Southeast part of  the country 
on the banks of  the Mekong River. It has the population of  1.5 million (Phnom Penh, 
2010a).  A quarter of  the inhabitants in Phnom Penh live in low income settlements 
located on private or public land or even established on other building rooftops 
(Durand-Lassevre, 2007: 5).  Residents of  such settlements are usually involved in 
informal economies consisting of  mainly small scale selling businesses, workshops 
performing various services, construction and begging. Urban poor communities in 
Phnom Penh, as well as other urban contexts, are dependent on proximity to potential 
working places and basic social services, such as schooling and health care. Thus, many 
of  such settlements are established in the central city areas with high land value.
  
Briefly getting back to the human development index, it is important to notice that 
its value for Cambodia has had a fairly stable upward trend since the 1980’s (UN 
Development Programme, 2013). While it is still considerably low, the growth is 
related to slow stabilization of  the political climate, which, together with low labor 
cost, attracts investments. For private investors it suggests a high return possibility 
and an emergent market. The investments are also encouraged on the governmental 
level. The legal base is being created to: “boost and to facilitate the implementation 
of  structure plans by private financing“; also to “establish and to manage special 
economic zones and to increase a favorable investment atmosphere for improvement 
of  productivity in goods production“(PhnomPehn, 2010b). Needless to say, that 
the largest portion of  the economic growth and investment revolves around capital 
accumulation. According to the CDRI Cambodia Development review, Phnom Penh 
“is a space where global capitalism is performed and produced in a diverse range of  
locally-rooted socio-economic and cultural processes.” (CDRI, 2012: 2)
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Growing private investment rate, alongside with the desire to ensure stability of  
economic development, call for improvement in infrastructure, especially for transport 
and public services. As a result various private development projects, municipal 
beatification and infrastructure initiatives are put forward. This is where the conflicts 
occur, with the developers and municipality on one side – low income communities on 
the other. In this case, the informal settlements are seen as an obstacle to development 
and, most commonly, removed from site to one of  the 54 resettlement sites (STT, 2012b) 
outside of  the central Phnom Penh.  

1.4. Land Ownership in Cambodia

Cambodia is a country with a fairly young land ownership system. During the Khmer 
Rouge regime, all private land ownership was abolished and most of  the urban dwellers 
were forced out of  their homes to live and cultivate agriculture in the far away country 
side. After the fall of  the regime, abandoned urban land was occupied by ‘first come, 
first serve’ principle, still the legal rights to the land remained in the possession of  the 
State (Fallavier, 2003). During following decades the Cambodian government with the 
help of  international consultants made an effort to provide a framework of  land laws 
and regulations. Cambodian Land Law identifies two main types of  land ownership - 
public and private. Public land is further split into State Public and State Private. The 
former refers to land designated for parks, roads, railways, etc. (Cambodian Land Law, 
2001: article 12-14), while other concerns the land “belonging to individual institutions, 
which can be transferred in a form of  social concession” (Khemro, Payne, 2004: 183).

1.5. The Conflict 

The 2001 Cambodian Land Law includes an article regarding ownership right by 
occupation: 

“Any person who, for no less than five (5) years prior to the promulgation 
of  the Law, enjoyed peaceful, uncontested possession of  immovable 
property that can lawfully be privately possessed, has the right to request 
a definitive title of  ownership” (Cambodian Land Law, 2001: Article 30). 

According to this article, many of  the low income communities should be entitled to 
the land title or proper compensation for the land they occupy. However, very often 
they are deprived of  this right for various reasons. 

The low income communities settling on private land usually claim to have property 
rights the plot they occupy. The claims are usually of  various legitimacies and 
sometimes overlapping, making it challenging to solve land conflicts. Such conflicts 
tend to become violent and, more often than not, end in forced eviction or a solution, 
in its nature, close to that. The informal settler’s claims to public land are usually 
ignored by the authorities, making the resettlement easier to execute. In this case the 
land occupant is compensated for the removed structures and allocated occupancy 
rights to a small land plot on the outskirts of  the city.
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2. THE RESEARCH AIM

This research will look specifically into the outcomes of  resettlement in Phnom 
Penh. However, it does not imply that relocation of  the low-income settlements is 
the only solution to be taken in the attempt to solve the developer/squatter conflict. 
Undoubtedly, other possibilities such as slum upgrading or land sharing deals should 
be the prioritized over resettlement. Yet, the removal of  the poor from the city center 
is largely common in Phnom Penh. Thus, its’ outcomes must be analyzed to make way 
for more comprehensive practice in the future.

In Phnom Penh the tenure status granted for the resettlement plot is conditional and 
temporary. In its essence it resembles the possession described in the before mentioned 
Article 30 of  the Cambodian Land Law. Thus, an active real-estate market emerges, 
functioning through use of  such temporary titles. Also the demand is growing for 
cheap land outside central Phnom Penh, where development is expected to come next. 

During the post-resettlement period, the families who were formerly engaged in urban 
economical activities find themselves jobless and facing serious economic challenges. 
For this reason, it is fairly common to engage in the land transaction markets willingly 
or under pressure by various circumstances. 

The aim of  this research is to explore the post-resettlement land transactions and 
tenure insecurity in Phnom Penh. Through a field study in one of  the resettlement 
sites I will look at the reasons behind the emergence of  the post-resettlement land 
transactions, their mechanisms and subsequent displacement.

The research is intended to contribute to the basis for restructuring of  land ownership 
policies in the Cambodia, improving future development methods and resettlement 
planning practice in Phnom Penh.
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3. THEORY: HOW ARE THE CONFLICTS 
SOLVED?

3.1. Global Neoliberalism and Poverty

The relation between global neoliberalism and poverty is often explained through 
the deregulation policies carried out by the IMF and the World Bank since the 70’s. 
These policies resulted in major privatization and state withdrawal from public service 
and subsidy provision. According to Davis (2004), the Programmes of  Structural 
Adjustment (see also Massey, 2005) implemented by the MFI had drastic consequences 
on the previously middle class in developing countries, condemning them to struggle 
in poverty. 

Such development was necessary to open new markets for the growth of  the capitalistic 
system and make armies of  low cost labor available for continuous offshoring. It also 
imposed the capitalistic system as the unavoidable development path (Massey, 2005: 
83). However, the path is not straight forward for all. In the globalized world “freedom 
of  space […] works in favor of  the already powerful” (Massey, 2005: 86), to an extent 
denying the saying “the world is now flat” by Thomas Friedman (2005). Globalization 
leveled the field for the capital and skilled professionals, at the expense of  the vast 
majority of  workforce in the developing world, who do not have the same rights for 
global mobility or the access to the benefits of  it. 

For the global south neoliberalism led to unequal development within cites and 
disparities between urban and rural regions. It induced the rural-urban migration on 
a scale never seen before, resulting in unlimited labor force supply for the capital 
accumulation, growing urban poverty and, in turn, vast slums. In the developing 
countries neoliberalization was often carried out “in the name of  economic 
development and poverty reduction” (Durrand-Lasserve, 2007: 1). For example, the 
mass land titling programs initiated by the World Bank (World Bank, 2002) in Cambodia 
amongst other countries, which resulted in an increased pressure on the real-estate 
markets. There are also infrastructure projects financed by major global donors, which 
in the long run, should contribute to tackling poverty. However, in the short run, 
they will ensure smooth and efficient functioning of  capitalist production. Here the 
State performs its role of  accommodating such development and new consumption 
patterns via ‘haussmannization’ projects, which also exclude the poor from the urban 
space. The focus of  this study will be closely related to the before mentioned patterns 
of  development and some of  the outcomes they eventually lead to. 

3.2. Urban Poverty: From Ignorance to Challenge

Urban slums have undergone a dramatic change over the last 5 decades. The global 
change cannot be described in terms of  their appearance, living conditions or available 
infrastructure. The major change appeared in, first and foremost, size. With urbanization 
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being faster than ever, cities became home to 1 billion (UN-Habitat, 2013) of  urban 
fortune seekers who, not coincidentally, settle in affordable slums. Moreover, as Davis 
points out in his Planet of  Slums, most of  the urban growth is concentrated in “second-
tier cities and urban areas” (Davis, 2004: 7) with little planning for such shift. The 
second important change, which reshaped slums, was the discourse and the context in 
which these areas are seen. A slum went from being conceptualized as unavoidable but 
temporary in the 70’s (Hayashi, 2013) to a place of  hope and carefully planned upward 
social mobility, as described by Saunders (2010) in his Arrival City. Today the functions 
of  slums are widely acknowledged. They accommodate the necessary low cost labor 
and ensure affordable service provision. Slums help rural newcomers integrate to 
the urban social and economic environment (Varela-Michel, 1997), and mobilize 
themselves to strive for human rights and better living conditions (Appadurai, 2001). 

Compared of  the evident change in slum conceptualization, the approaches of  solving 
urban poverty related issues are lagging behind. There are still more efforts put to 
exclude, rather than analyze the causes of  poverty and work with the poor. Evictions 
are too often occurring as a solution to the development conflict. In order to begin to 
comprehend the outcomes and shortcomings of  this way of  displacing urban poverty, 
it is necessary to take several notions and paradoxes into consideration. These are 
the focal points to keep in mind in an attempt to understand displacement of  urban 
poverty: 

Tenure Security

Tenure security is widely acknowledged as an urban poverty alleviation method. Varley 
(2002), Khemro and Payne (2004), Durand- Lasserve and Royston (2002) in their  work 
from Cambodia, as well as, other developing countries, agree that secure tenure is likely 
to encourage the settlers to improve their physical living environment themselves. 

Nonetheless, the foremost purpose of  tenure securitization should be “protection by 
the State against unlawful evictions” (Cities Alliance, 2002: 12), as formulated in the 
UN-Habitat Expert Group Meeting on Urban Indicators Report. The focus in this 
report is on the importance of  understanding tenure as a right. So it is defined in 
the Habitat Agenda (UN-Habitat, 1996), especially in the face of  the forced or as 
mentioned before, unlawful eviction. This implies that secure tenure should guarantee 
a fair negotiated compensation, if  the eviction is unavoidable.

The before mentioned report underlines the “complex and elusive nature of  the secure 
tenure concept” (Cities Alliance, 2002: 10). In fact, understanding and conceptualization 
of  tenure and its safety is a topic widely discussed by the academia. Roy (2005) points 
at active informal land markets within urban poor settlements and “numerous types of  
informal documentation of  varying legitimacy” used in transactions (Roy, 2005: 152). 
Werlin (1999) in his ‘The Slum Upgrading Myth’ underlines the existence of  some 
kind of  agreement between informal settlers and the formal land owner, which was 
also discussed by Zhang et.al (2003) through their overview of  rental markets in urban 
villages in China. Durand Lasserve and Royston (2002), as well as Payne (1999) criticize 
the false “dichotomous” understanding of  tenure only as formal or informal, which 
ignores the complexity of  different tenure systems. Finally, Khemro and Payne (2004) 
identify 12 tenure systems only in the city of  Phnom Penh (Khemro, Payne, 2004, p. 
183), with various inherent levels of  security.  Here the theory reveals a complex tenure 
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reality existing within a legal framework of  Cambodia with only three types of  legally 
recognized land ownership (Cambodian Land Law, 2001: Article 12). 

It is also important to take different perceptions of  tenure security into consideration. 
Varley (2002) underlines the importance of  de-facto security rather than the legally 
acknowledged tenure. Sims (2002) also argues that tenure security could be seen through 
the actions it enables the owner to take, such as receiving credit or participating in the 
market. However, this leaves the matter susceptible to the tolerance of  the State, which 
still is regarded as the body granting de-jure tenancy (Cities Alliance, 2002).

This leads to considerations about the notion of  “lawful” eviction in an informal 
reality of  multiple versions of  legal and practical forms of  tenure. As well as, whether 
the decision about that can be left in the hands of  the State as it functions today, 
pressured by global neoliberal trends (Davis, 2004). Rothstein (2011) questions the 
trustworthiness of  the State, especially in countries with weak democratic apparatus, 
when it comes to livelihood improvements for the poor. Taking into consideration the 
recent experiences of  SIDA in Uganda (Sveriges Radio, 2014) and the World Bank 
funding freeze for Cambodia in 2010-11, over forced evictions (Reuters, 2011), it 
becomes clear that the State’s actions should not be automatically regarded as just or 
“lawful”.

Eviction: Forced, Negotiated or Market Driven?

In the face of  development, settlers with a lack of  legally recognized tenure are still 
subject to eviction. Durand-Lasserve (2007) notes two different types of  eviction 
– forced and market driven. The difference between the two being “some form of  
compensation” (Durand-Lasserve, 2007: 2) in the case of  market driven eviction and 
lack of  such upon forced eviction. However, the author himself  underlines the difficult 
position of  informal settlers, as they do not have the land title which could be used 
to make legitimate claims to negotiate a fair compensation (Durand-Lasserve, 2007: 
2).  Alemu (2013) in his detail study of  Ethiopian expropriation system explain the 
weaknesses of  the negotiated eviction process, amongst others, including inadequate 
compensation standards, lack of  compensation for properties with no title and poor 
participation (Alemu, 2013: 152).

NGOs become important actors in this process providing information on the existing 
situation regarding evictions in the developing country context. They also have the 
possibility to “scale jump” (Roy, 2005: 154), which means working with the issues on 
both global and local contexts. The Center of  Housing Rights and Evictions’ Global 
Survey in 2004 provided an overview of  forced evictions globally: 6.7 million people 
evicted from their homes in 2000-2002 (CHORE, 2004). While the defining and 
documenting the market driven evictions is more difficult, local Cambodian NGO’s 
report many cases when the “negotiated” evictions were carried out inappropriately. 
Bridges across Borders Cambodia has provided a study of  the resettlement process 
due to the Rehabilitation of  the Cambodian Railway project. It indicates unequal 
participation and leverage in the negotiation process between the developers and the 
informal settlement communities, resulting in unjust compensation (Bugallski and 
Medallo, 2012). The same process was closely monitored by Sahmakum Teang Tnaut 
(STT) with reports pointing at inadequate compensations and lack of  negotiation 
(Tyskerud and Lindstrom, 2013; Lindström, 2012; STT, 2012). 
Here a conclusion can be drawn that in developing countries most negotiated or 
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market driven evictions are executed with little difference from forced evictions. The 
settlers with lack of  formally recognized tenure are given little negotiation capacity 
and, in the case of  refusal to accept what seems to be inadequate compensation, are 
often removed from site by force as in another conflict from Phnom Penh, when Borei 
Keila informal community was forcibly evicted after failing to reach a compromise in 
a land sharing agreement with a private developer (The Diplomat, 2012).

Resettlement

Involuntary resettlement is most commonly referred to as the “last resort” (Bugalski, 
Pred, 2013: 5), (World Bank-Involuntary Resettlement) in making way for development.  
However, it is often turned to in the cases which are considered to be in the public 
interest. In ideal terms, the difference between eviction and resettlement should 
be assistance in recreating the livelihoods of  the poor. Still, it often regarded as 
displacement. According to the data provided by Cernea and Mathur (2008), globally 
development contributes to displacement of  approximately 15million people every 
year (Cernea and Mathur, 2008: 20).

Dwivedi (2002) defines two categories of  literature on development-induced 
displacement - managerial and movementist (Dwivedi, 2002: 711). The former refers 
to studies, which conceptualize displacement as intrinsic to development and look 
into ways to mitigate its outcomes. The latter questions the idea of  development, 
as it is currently carried out, with displacement at focus (Dwivedi, 2002). Generally, 
the managerial approach sees improper resettlement as the major problem, while 
movementist theories take another step back to look for issues regarding the 
development itself. 

Most of  the existing literature on resettlement could be classified under the tag of  
managerial conceptualization – looking into resettlement improvement, ensuring the 
existence of  resettlement legal base, such as Alemu (2013) or Crernea and Mathur (2008). 
The purpose of  this literature is often finding best practice examples of  resettlement, 
such as Picciotto’s et.al (2001) emphasis on Shuikou and Yantan projects in China 
(Picciotto et.al, 2001: 41). Managerial manner is also noticeable in Cernea’s (2013) 
report recommendations for ADB Rehabilitation of  the Railway in Cambodia Project 
resettlement (the full report was not disclosed to the public). Here he is focusing on 
post resettlement livelihood improvement, monitoring, as well as a recommendation 
for a best practice study tour to China (Cernea, 2013: 5-6). Such studies are likely to 
influence relatively fast, yet limited, improvement of  the resettlement practice, while 
functioning in the existing political and development contexts. 

The Movementist approach is relatively rare in literature regarding resettlement in the 
developing country context. A good example of  such way of  thinking is Agbaje’s 
study (2013) of  urban renewal, where he discusses urban modernization and the cost 
bared by the poor. Here, the development and its mechanisms are questioned, while 
resettlement is regarded merely as one of  the outcomes. The report by Tyskerud and 
Lindström (2013) comparing the field data pre- and post- resettlement also questions 
the overall purpose for such practice by providing proof  about impoverishment of  
the relocated. However, in their recommendations authors go back to management of  
the resettlement consequences, which is necessary while working with advocacy in the 
current reality. 
In fact, the differentiation between the two approaches is not clean cut, as both could 
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be reinterpreted depending on the context and contain fairly distinguished features 
which could be assigned to either. For example, stating that proper resettlement is a 
part of  a development project from its initial stages could be regarded as belonging to 
both lines of  thinking. However, being aware of  the differentiation helps one orient in 
the variety of  discourses regarding resettlement.  

Back to Tenure: Informal Sales and Post-resettlement Displacement

This literature review departed from exploring existing knowledge on tenure security. It 
is not coincidental that it is finalized with the same aspect. Despite of  the “promises”, 
resettlement does not necessarily guarantee tenure security. Relocation is challenging 
for all urban poor households, but the effects tend to be severe for the “most 
vulnerable” (Roy, 2005: 153; Lindström, 2012). Even with the presence of  subsidized 
land purchase programs, the poorest residents find it challenging to keep up with the 
payments and thus face secondary eviction or post-resettlement displacement (Berner, 
2000). Roy (2005) also uses this argument emphasizing the need for “more serious 
attention to security of  tenure policies” (Roy, 2005: 154). 

In fact, securitization of  tenure is an issue in all Cambodia. The country has an active 
land market of  questionable formality, where only 5.4% of  land occupants have 
official documents (Cambodian Ministry of  Land Management, Urban Planning and 
Construction, 2003). “Sales agreements that are signed and stamped by District chiefs 
are considered by most people as official enough to certify the ownership transfer. 
Lack of  clarity regarding land titles and rights is increasing the vulnerability of  small 
landholders in the rural-urban fringe of  Phnom Penh to market pressures” (Durrand-
Lasserve, 2007: 8). Needless to say, the group Durrand-Lasserve (2007) is referring to 
also includes the resettlement sites, with residents of  various vulnerability. The lack of  
clear and available tenure safeguards is leading to displacement of  these households 
through market pressures or eviction due to ineptness (Lindström 2012). It also allows 
for another wave of  development induced resettlement. 

The theory points at “the paradox circle” which begins and ends at the same point. It is 
marked by different conceptualization and flaws of  the current approaches of  solving 
the poverty/development conflict. The above mentioned focal points are applicable 
and important to analyze in the Cambodian context. The research projects focused on 
Cambodia are mostly looking in to the unjust resettlement process (Durand-Lasserve, 
2007; Tyskerud and Lindstrom, 2013; Lindström, 2012; STT, 2012). While Durrand-
Lasserve (2007) briefly points at the informality in the land market, there is a lack of  
information and understanding about how exactly the market functions. Informality 
is a liquid concept, which varies through different political and cultural settings. This 
research will zoom in on the informality in post-resettlement land sales in Phnom 
Penh. It will contribute to the understanding of  what is informality in this field, who 
are the actors involved and what are the reasons behind, as well as its outcomes.
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4. THE CASE

The theory review above presented a general macro scale image of  the issues regarding 
land tenure, resettlement and its outcomes. The case study was intended to address the 
final focal point – post-resettlement tenure security and land transactions. It provided 
a micro scale analysis, allowing for in-depth understanding of  the mechanisms, the 
causes and the outcomes. It also was a basis to, once again, get back to the larger 
scale and look for possibilities of  improvement in the overall resettlement practice in 
Phnom Penh.

The case study was carried out in January – February, 2014. My field study partner 
was Vilius Juknevicius – master student at KTH School of  Architecture. Vilius and 
I collaborated closely during the preparation for the field trip. On site we worked 
collectively developing the study methods, gathering and analyzing data. As much as 
possible we tried to spend time on the site, meeting and talking with the residents 
about both, the focus of  our study – land transactions – as well as their perception 
of  life in TA. Later on, I continued working off-site and developed the study into this 
master thesis.

Figure 2: Houses in Trapeang Anhchanh
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4.1. Rehabilitation of the Railway in Cambodia Project

Road network is the most commonly used transport infrastructure in Cambodia. The 
continuously growing traffic load in Cambodian roads is a result of  growing median 
income and production of  goods (Tudehope and Lindström, 2012). It creates a strain 
on the physical structures and decreases efficiency. For example, the 320km journey 
from the capital to second largest city Seam Reap takes 8 hours. To sustain the growth 
within the industrial manufacturing area, infrastructure improvement and provision of  
alternative transport options become factors of  major importance.

This is where the potential of  rail transport is well observed. The Cambodian rail 
network with two lines, North and South, has been neglected since the rule of  the 
Khmer Rouge. Across the country multiple squatter settlements formed around and 
on the railway tracks, settling on State Public land. However, if  redeveloped, the rail 
could provide a relief  to overcrowded road network. It would also create an efficient 
alternative for freight of  goods produced in the country, as well as, remove the 
hazardous or dangerous cargo from the roads. 

Rehabilitation of  the Railway in Cambodia Project was started in 2006 with a major 
input of  from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the Australian Government 
(AusAID) summing up to 143 million USD (AusAID, 2013). Toll Holdings (Australia) 
and Royal Group (Cambodia) were granted the 30 years concession to operate 
Cambodian Railways (Lewis, 2013). To free up the land for rail track rehabilitation, 
resettlement of  approximately 4000 families (ADB) all across Cambodia was necessary. 
In the city of  Phnom Penh 143 families (Tyskerud and Lindstrom, 2013) were resettled 
to Trapeang Anhchanh site, which was the focus of  the case study. 

4.2. The Focus Site 

The Municipality of  Phnom Penh territorially is divided into 3 layers. It consists of  nine 
khans – districts, they are split into sangkats – communes and the smallest administrative 
units – villages. The focus site belongs to the Por Senchey khan, Trapeang Krosang 
sangkat. It is an urban fringe village which was selected for resettlement of  the railway 
squatter community in Phnom Penh. Trapeang Anhchanh (TA) is a settlement 15 km 
west from central Phnom Penh. Initially TA was established as a resettlement site for 
the residents of  low income communities most of  which were moved from Tonle Sap 
riverside area in 2006 to make way for private development and urban beautification 
projects. At the time of  the field study, TA had 1472 inhabitants. Surprisingly, many 
of  them were never relocated, instead they moved to the site willingly from various 
locations several years after establishment. 
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Our reasons for choosing TA site for this study were as follows:

The Duality

TA settlement is divided into two parts. One part was initially dedicated for Tonle 
Sap riverside community, resettled 2006. Another part was assigned for the Railway 
community, resettled in 2011. However, due to the fairly large absence of  the original 
settlers we chose to define the two currently existing parts (by territory) as Old 
Trapeang Anhchanh (OTA) and the New Trapeang Anhchanh (NTA). The parts, 
despite being what seemingly is one village, have several differences. Firstly, they 
are different in terms of  the physical infrastructure made available for the residents 
upon resettlement. Secondly, the two parts have unequal access to social and financial 
aid programs. Finally, and most importantly, the two parts are in different stages of  
development: the former riverside communities were resettled 8 years ago and the 
railway resettlement is still on-going. 

Overlapping Institution Functions

The duality is largely a result of  different governmental agencies involved in the 
resettlement. The move and on site infrastructure provision for Tonle Sap riverside 
communities was managed directly by the Phnom Phenh Municipality, as most of  the 
resettlement projects in the city. In the Railway Project case, the agency responsible 
for relocation is the Inter-ministerial Resettlement Committee (IRC) (CRDB, 2002). 
The IRC is a body under Ministry of  Economy and Finance, an ad-hoc institution 
for specific investment projects. In the railway resettlement project it was involved 
due to the large investment coming from international donors – the ADB and the 
AusAID. While the international donors were involved in monitoring the Railway 
Project resettlement process, the responsible party was the Cambodian Government. 
The two institutional bodies, with seemingly overlapping functions, provide different 
resettlement outcomes in terms of  infrastructure, assistance, grievance mechanism 
and documentation. 

Figure 3: Trapeang Anhchanh Location 



GABIJA MONTVILAITE DEGREE PROJECT 2014

18

Access to Information

The involvement of  global stakeholders as ADB and AusAID, as well as the substantial 
amount of  the investment has attracted the media’s and the local NGOs’ attention. It 
made a large amount of  information available on the railway community relocation. 
Multiple reports were delivered regarding the living conditions and the issues in NTA, 
most of  them disregarding OTA resettlement site. However, they are of  value in an 
attempt to create a frame of  reference, which could be used to study the issues arising 
in both sites of  TA. As one of  the resettlement processes was carried out 8 years ago 
and the other is still on-going, we had the possibility to study the relocation in real 
time, as well as, use the experience of  OTA to foresee the possible development and 
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Figure 4: Travel to Trapeang Anhchanh. Impressions:

For our first study visit we took a motto-taxi from 
the city center at 2PM, passing the urban core 
areas with green promenades, colonial, modernist 
and new high-rise buildings. Just outside of 
central Phnom Penh the streets got crowded with 
a wide variety of transport means. Here the road 
quality was considerably worse, causing the air to 
be dusty, thus the driver advised buying surgical 
masks from one of the small shopfonts along 
the street. All the way towards the Phnom Penh 
International Airport the streets were densely 
surrounded by businesses providing services and 
selling numerous types of goods. Past the Airport, 
the street perimeter was less dense, still just as 
busy. Immediately after turning south from the 
main street we passed a small market established 
specially for the garment factory workers to do their 
daily shopping after work. Further the travelling 
conditions were extremely poor, due to unfinished 
and, seemingly, abandoned road construction. 
There was little urbanity here, except for occasional 
small rundown shopfronts and factories. Finally, 
right before reaching Trapeang Anhchanh we saw 
a factory under construction with a small temporary 
workers village next to it. Arriving at the settlement 
at 3pm we were met enthusiastically by the local 
children.  

Central Phnom Penh

Towards the Airport

Garment Factory Market

Shopfront Close to TA

Factory under Construction
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4.3. Livelihoods in Trapeang Anhchanh

The families in TA are large – up to 14 members, according to Lindström (2012). They 
settle on small plots - 7x15m in NTA and 5x12m (Ra, 2014), most commonly in one 
or two storey homes. The plots are large enough for housing, but there is hardly any 
space left for a garden, thus eliminating agriculture as a possibility to generate income. 
Currently most plots have access to the basic infrastructure, such as roads, filled in 
land (precaution for flooding) electricity, running water and sewage. In NTA these 
necessities were provided upon resettlement. However, as we know from informal 
testimonies, none of  the above mentioned infrastructure was on site upon the first 
resettlement to OTA in 2006. Phnom Penh municipality introduced the infrastructure 
only 3 years after the first families moved in. Many of  the residents contributed 
to the infrastructure provision themselves, due to the lack of  such effort from the 
Municipality (Ra, 2014).

Both TA settlements share a market and a primary school, there are also several 
community centers used for various meetings or teaching activities. During our site 
visits the market has been rather empty, likely due to the limited financial capacity of  
the residents. However, other facilities were actively in use, mostly by NGO arranged 
events for the local children. NGO activities are common in TA, the organizations 
occasionally provide the families with food aid, training or, in exceptional cases, 
housing. A more comprehensive Income Restoration Program was put forward by 
the AusAID, exclusively targeted at the NTA families (AusAID, 2013). It is based on 
community development, locally based credit system and skills training. 

Employment is problematic in TA. Prior to resettlement most of  the TA families were 
working in central Phnom Penh. The new site is approximately 1 hour motorcycle 

Figure 5: Trapeang Anhchanh
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ride away from the center, with no 
public transport available. Thus, 
post-resettlement commuting to 
their previous workplaces became 
unaffordable for many of  the residents. 
This resulted in loss of  jobs and income, 
according to STT and Lindström’s 
‘Loosing the Plot’ study, most of  
the families experienced an income 
decrease up to 90% (Lindström, 2012). 
There is little opportunity for local 
employment in TA. Garment factories 
are the sole major employers in the 
area, mainly focused on the limited 
group of  young women. In turn, other 
breadwinners are forced to commute 
to the center or stay there during the 
weekdays and come back to their 
family in the settlement on weekends 
only (Tyskerud and Lindström, 2013; 
In-depth survey, 2014). 

It is also important to mention that, 
with the severe decrease of  income, 
the necessity to build new housing 
was challenging for most households 
newly resettled to NTA. Very often 
the compensation received for their 
dwelling next to the railway tracks was 
not sufficient for the construction 
of  the new structure, due to unjust 
property valuation process, see more 
in Lindström’s report (2012). This 
led to severe indebtedness amongst 
the NTA residents, documented by 
Lindström (2012), as well as Tyskerud 
and Lindström (2013). 

The livelihood situation in TA is rather 
dual as well. The living standard is 
relatively high, given the fact that it is 
still an urban poor settlement. There 
is no severe poverty or starvation and 
many of  the families have modest, 
yet secure dwellings. However, a large 
number of  households are facing 
serious financial challenges. Such 
challenges, amongst other factors, 
induce the land transactions and 
displacement, which are the focus of  
this study. 

Figure 6: Street in OTA

Figure 7: Plots in NTA

Figure 8: The Market

Figure 9: The Primary School

Figure 10: AusAID Community Pavilion
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5. STUDY METHODS

5.1. Research Questions

The field study, focused on a specific TA site, was the main tool and source of  
knowledge in the pursuit of  the earlier mentioned research aim. To understand the 
current situation, regarding land tenure and the nature of  real-estate transactions in the 
settlement we raised ourselves the following research questions: 

1. Why do the post-resettlement land transactions occur?

2. How does the post-resettlement land transaction mechanism function? 
  Who are the main stakeholders? 
  How are the transactions documented? 
  What tenure rights do they grant to the buyers?

3. To what extent are the post-resettlement land transactions common in both 
TA areas?

4. What are the particular problems associated with current practice of  post-
resettlement land transactions?  What are their possible implications in the future?
Further in the research process I sought the answer to an additional research question 
regarding the future of  resettlement planning:

5. How can the post-resettlement tenure insecurity in Phnom Penh be addressed 
through planning?

5.2. Methodology

To reach the aim of  this research and answer the above mentioned questions we used 
TA as a model resettlement site and adopted both qualitative and quantitative research 
methods. Generally, qualitative methods are used to form an overall understanding of  
the problem and gather information based on opinions, thoughts and reasoning behind 
the evident facts. Such information is necessary in any social science research. It is often 
based on a small sample of  individual cases. Thus, difficult to generalize and apply 
while making specific claims. In this case, empirical data gathered through quantitative 
methods is useful. Such methods are focused on gathering a large amount of  objective 
information which, in turn, could be quantified and, if  necessary, transferred  into 
numerical values. These methods could be applied separately depending on the research 
topic. However, resettlement outcomes are complex, often influenced by individual 
and varying factors. At the same time, planning recommendations require a clear 
empirical base. Therefore, we have applied a combination of  the two methodological 
approaches. 
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5.3. Strategy

There is a large amount of  scientific data already collected on NTA through its existence, as 
the site is constantly monitored by local NGOs. During the study we collaborated closely with 
STT and had access to some of  the data they have collected in their previous work. Therefore, 
we mainly focused on obtaining new data on OTA to complete the overall picture of  TA. 
During the study we did not possess the necessary resources, nor sufficient time to reach even 
a similar level of  detail and amount of  data collected on NTA in numerous occasions by STT 
and Bridges across Borders Cambodia. Thus, we selected 3 main methods with different 
sample sizes, groups involved and number of  questions to maximize the efficiency of  our 
effort, and to reach both: the desired amount and detail of  data collected. The 3 methods are 

DETAIL OF DATA
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F D
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A

GENERAL SURVEY

IN-DEPHT SURVEY

INTERVIEWS

General survey - a broad sample size brief  survey required to obtain a trustworthy 
amount of  data to evaluate the general situation in OTA.

In-depth survey - a narrow sample size survey to find out what are the most common 
mechanisms, fees and reasons behind land transactions, together with some financial 
background information. This method was partly based on a research previously 
conducted by the STT NGO and used for the report by Tyskerud and Lindström 
(2013).

Interviews - extended conversations with limited amount of  representatives, highly 
involved and influential people.

In addition to the three main methodological approaches we also conducted a brief  
inventory on site, indicating which plots are occupied with structures and which 
are empty. It is also important to mention that during the study we were constantly 
consulting STT NGO in Phnom Penh. While no formal interviews were held with 
the organization employees, the close contact provided us with important general 
knowledge on resettlement practice in the city. 

Figure 11: Study Methods
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5.4. Group Definition

In the study we identified 6 groups of  occupants in TA. They are differentiated according to 
the means through which they came to have occupation rights for the plot in TA:

Resettled households – households originally resettled to OTA in 2006 and to NTA 
from 2011.

Sellers – relocated people who sell the land document.

External buyers – households, who were not relocated to the site, but bought the 
land document from initial settlers.

Internal buyers – households, who were relocated to the site, but exchanged their 
original land document for a different plot in TA, or bought additional land documents.

NGO supported households – households who had the land and/or the house 
donated from NGOs.

Renters – people renting accommodation in the area.

5.5. Sample Frame and Size

General Survey Sample

Relatively large sample of  120 household representatives in OTA were interviewed. 
The interviews were executed using random street selection and interviewing only 
households that were present, available and willing to participate. A ‘representative’ 
was defined as either the head of  the household, or in his/her absence, the spouse or 
an adult child. Where applicable, additional data gathered during In-depth survey was 
used to obtain more accurate values, such as the plot price. NTA was not covered as 
there is sufficient data available in reports by STT.

In-depth Survey Sample

Smaller sample size limited to 28 households. The detailed interviews were mostly 
aimed at finding out more about the land receipt sale mechanisms and the personal 
reasoning behind the choice to buy land in TA. Thus, only households in external 
buyers group were interviewed. Another aspect we focused on in the in-depth survey 
was outstanding debt. Out of  the 28 families, 21 had debt during the time of  the 
survey. As one of  the families stated to have two debts the total number of  the debt 
we looked into in this section was 22.
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Interviews

With the interviews we aimed to form a more comprehensive perception of  land 
transaction mechanism in TA. Using this method we explored the situation from three 
different angles: local governance, community and law. However, the process was not 
pre-decided and one angle gradually led to another. 

In the beginning of  the interviewing process we focused on finding local officials, who 
would be willing to explain the land transaction mechanisms and also provide us with 
information about their involvement in the process. During the In-depth survey we 
were asking the buyers who ratified their sales contract. This way, we came across the 
names and the contact details of  the village chiefs. TA is divided into 6 blocks and has 
six village chiefs. A village chief  is a government employee responsible for one of  the 
blocks. The person reports to the commune or sangkat  – a higher institution within 
the administrative system of  the Phnom Penh municipality. Extensive interviews were 
held with two of  the six village chiefs in TA, covering the land tenure issues and 
transactions in both NTA and OTA. Sun Memgs is a chief  in OTA, and Chansya Ra 
is a chief  of  a block in OTA as well as NTA. We chose to interview only two of  the 
six officials due to time limitations and the similarities between the facts we obtained 
from each interviewee. 

As mentioned in the previous sections, NTA settlers have several different community 
initiatives under the Income Restoration Program managed by the AusAID. This 
presence makes community organization an important part of  life in NTA. Aiming to 
move forward with our understanding of  the process, we were looking to interview a 
leader of  such community based unit, who is not directly involved in the transactions 
and could provide us with more impartial opinion. STT provided us with the contact 
of  Khoum Prasmsarith, who is the community representative of  NTA area, not related 
to the municipality administration. We held multiple interviews with the representative, 
due to questions constantly arising during the process.

After obtaining a large amount of  sometimes contradicting information from 
the first two respondent perspectives, we aimed to understand the extent to which 
the transactions were legal. With this goal addressing Cambodian League for the 
Promotion and Defense of  Human Rights (LICADHO) - NGO working with human 
rights issues in Cambodia. There we interviewed Mathieu Pellerin, consultant, who has 
been involved in projects regarding TA.  

Finally, we sought out a meeting with the Habitat for Humanity Cambodia program 
manager Chhun Sona. The organization is working to provide housing for HIV/AIDS 
affected families, who, amongst other places, settle in TA. Habitat for Humanity is 
involved in land procurement for the project, thus we were looking to find out their 
understanding of  the transactions. 
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General Survey Development

For the General survey a brief  questionnaire was developed to minimize the amount 
of  time required to complete it with a larger sample of  households in OTA. Yet, it was 
a tool for obtaining most important quantitative data, which would help to determine 
the general tendencies. We looked into the land price, means of  acquiring the plot, 
moving in date and number of  plots, if  applicable. These facts provide the necessary 
insight to the situation in OTA, they are rigid and easy to compare in a quantitative 
manner. 

In order to minimize the pressure and suspicion amongst the respondents, we omitted 
the names from the questionnaire, making it anonymous. Instead, we used a map to 
mark the interviewed households for our own reference. The questionnaire example  
is attached in the Appendix section.

In-depth Survey Development

The In-depth survey design went through two stages. The initial questionnaire 
framework was based on STTs most recent surveys in NTA for the report by Tyskerud 
and Lindström (2013). The idea of  our In-depth survey was to obtain data on OTA 
in a similar format to that of  STT’s surveys on NTA. By doing that, one could see 
the differences in the two sites regarding a wide variety of  issues, and search for 
unpredicted or unanticipated results and correlations. However, during testing the 
questionnaire was found to take too long to complete and posed uncertain insights 
on land tenure and exchange of  land documents. Therefore, the sections used for 
the Tyskerud and Lindström (2013) report focused on “Respondents’ Personal Profile”, 
”Income - Expenditure and Debt Profile” were adjusted to include only the major and most 
relevant questions to our study. Section “Self-help Group Profile” was omitted, as it was 
aimed directly at affected households by the Railway Rehabilitation project, and was 
irrelevant in OTA. We added the “Land Transaction” section aiming to understanding 
major issues concerning the background of  land receipt purchase and mechanisms of  
the process from the buyers’ perspective. 

The first two sections are focused on gathering rigid, quantitative data to identifying 
the household and their current financial situation. As the “Land Transaction” section 
was of  major importance to our study, it included both quantitative and qualitative 
questions. The facts we were looking for were prices for the land and the contract, the 
type of  immovable property bought, as well as documents received upon purchase. 
We also asked about the occupants reasoning behind buying the plot, their source 
of  information in the process and understanding of  tenure. Generally, we were 
flexible with the In-depth survey often letting it become an informal conversation. 
The respondents would explain their current financial situation, sometimes including 
experience from the past, sharing their understanding of  the tenure they possess and 
sometimes including hopes for the future. 

5.6. Survey Development
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The In-depth survey also contained the basic questions from the general survey, to 
enable to join the findings and to put the In-depth interviews into a wider perspective. 
An example of  the In-depth survey is also included the Appendix section. 

Interview Development

Multiple interviews were held during the data gathering process. The initial interview 
with the village chief  Chansya Ra was of  an explorative nature, with some open ended 
questions prepared on our behalf. The goal was to find out the respondents’ opinion 
on the existing situation in TA. We were flexible with the line of  the conversation, 
allowing the village chief  to express his opinion and point out the problems in the 
settlement. 

In further interviews with both village chiefs and the NTA community representative 
we had a more firm focus on the land sales mechanism and displacement. We were 
willing to let the conversation take its direction, but at the same time had fixed questions 
we were hoping to be answered. Our knowledge and understanding of  the processes 
constantly evolved, especially after finalizing the In-depth survey. In the later stages of  
the study more questions occurred focused on land tenure, the transactions performed 
in TA and their frequency. Thus, additional interviews were scheduled with the same 
interviewees. Namely we were inquiring about: prices charged for land in TA, finding 
land for sale, reasons to buy or sell land and, most importantly, the documents ratifying 
land purchase and ownership. The main goal of  the further interviews was to find out 
the ownership rights which are granted to the buyer upon purchase.

The interviews with the village chiefs and the community representative provided us 
with the knowledge about the transactions and de-facto outcomes of  the process. To 
get a more complete image, we addressed the external respondents from Habitat for 
Humanity and LICADHO. Once again, we had several focus points and were flexible 
with the structure and the outcomes of  the meeting. We asked them to provide us 
with their opinion on the process and its shortcomings. During the conversation with 
Mathieu Pellerin LICADHO case we asked about the actual legal status of  such sales 
and their possible implications on tenure security in the future.

All of  the surveys and interviews were completed in during the on-site stay, January 
– February 2014. Surveys were held in the settlement in a ‘door to door’ manner. 
Most of  the interviews with the village chiefs and the community representative were 
also held in TA, allowing the respondent to choose the time and location at their 
convenience. The interviews with the NGO employees took place in the offices of  the 
organizations. Most of  the data was collected using translators services, to interpret 
the local Khmer language, except for the NGO members, who were fluent in English. 
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Figure 12: Survey Process. Impressions:

Preparing the surveys for TA we expected that the 
residents will not always be willing to cooperate, 
or have time to carry out the full In-depth survey. 
To our pleasant surprise, the respondents were 
very collaborative. I believe that we were just as 
interesting for the people as they were to us. Most 
of the survey participants were happy to invite us 
to their home, where we would meet the family 
members and have extended conversations. 
Sometimes the residents would meet us on the 
street and invite us to do a survey themselves. It 
was very often that the neighbors of a respondent 
would join to watch as well as participate in the 
interview and the local children would walk with us 
door to door.  

The site is often visited by NGO members, who tend 
to ask questions, arrange activities or distribute 
some kind of support.  I believe that this is one 
of the main reasons why the communication was 
so easy. However, communicability and openness 
are undeniable cultural traits of the Khmer people. 
It was a great experience spending five full days 
talking to the residents in TA. By the end of our visit, 
we knew many of the villagers and, most likely, all of 
them knew who we were. The field study provided 
us with a valuable insight into their livelihoods, 
needs and hopes for the future.

In-depth Survey Respondents
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Due to the previous NGO activity and research, the people in TA were generally not intimidated 
by the surveys and we enjoyed a considerable trust and cooperation. The following points were 
introduced to the interviewees before commencing both surveys.

• A brief  introduction of  us and our study
• Voluntary participation
• Confidentiality

We were focusing on reducing any possible influence on the wellbeing of  the respondents. 
As the land laws and especially their enforcement are uncertain in this particular situation, 
all surveys in TA were kept strictly anonymous. The data displaying plot numbers, phone 
numbers, names or any other information that could be traced to a particular person will not 
be published.

Prior to the interviews, which also were of  a voluntary nature, the respondents were introduced 
to our study and its purpose. The interviews were held with institution or organization officials 
and regarded the general nature of  the transactions, excluding specific cases. 

5.8. Limitations

A number of  limitations, both methodological and practical, should be acknowledged:

Lack of  Double Data Entry

A lack of  resources meant that we could only enter the in-depth and general survey data once, 
meaning a reduced likelihood that data entry errors were highlighted.

Translation

Translation posed a limitation since the issues discussed were often revolving on specific 
terms relating to complicated subjects, such as legal wording, specific institutions, documents 
and contracts. Explaining the questions to the people in TA posed substantial difficulties. 
Therefore extra time was taken into asking the questions multiple times with different wording, 
if  necessary. Also, working with translation inevitably meant a degree of  deviation from the 
original wording of  the answers received and questions given.

Response and Recall Bias
 
Response bias may occur when participants intentionally respond to a question in a manner 
that is in line with their perceptions regarding the social desirability of  a given response. Having 
in mind our appearance and study background, this might have been a factor in this instance, 
and answers given to us might be different from to those given to an agency implementing 
resettlement or to NGOs.

5.7. Research Ethics
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6. FINDINGS 

The data collected during the TA case study provided us with a large amount of  facts and 
qualitative information, as well as, our own impressions on the mechanism of  land transactions 
in the settlement. Often it seemed like a vast field of  knowledge, difficult to structure and 
navigate, due to its questionable reinterpreted formality and often irregularity. We have 
undoubtedly stumbled on what Law (2003) would call “messy worlds” – multiple perceptions 
and realities, sometimes overlapping, depending on who or what is the information source. 
Nonetheless, I will present what we consider to be our perception of  the reality, trying to 
embrace the intrinsic complexity rather than hide it. During our initial result analysis we 
indicated three themes which could be used to understand the emergence of  the post-
resettlement land transactions, their causes and outcomes.  I will present them as such:

Looking at resettlement and discussing the aspects which indicate failure or success 
in TA’s case. Through this discussion I will overview the questionable resettlement 
outcomes which instigate the land transactions and vice versa - I will look at post resettlement 
displacement, which is largely an outcome of  the transactions.  

Exploring the failure to follow the rules from the residents and officials side. Here I 
will explain the sale mechanism, the documents, factual and legal tenure and its perception 
amongst the residents.

Finally,  looking into the institutional side of  the process.  I will describe what we perceived to 
be a large scale system failure. As I will explain, it indicates the shortcomings of  the 
land registration allocation and resettlement practice – resulting in poor tenure security 
as well as land transactions, leading to displacement.

Undoubtedly, these themes are overlapping, open to interpretation and connected 
through a variety of  different links. However, we considered them to be the critical 
points which require the attention of  planning professionals when working with urban 
poverty and land tenure security issues in Phnom Penh and all Cambodia. 

6.1. Resettlement: Failure or Success? 

The initial purpose of  TA establishment was to accommodate the resettled dwellers. 
Thus, the discussion of  our case study findings will start by weighing the successes 
and failures of  the program. During the field study we did not look deeply into the 
relocation process itself. Rather we explored its outcomes with a particular focus on land 
and its ownership. Land allocation is the most important “promise” of  resettlement, 
which should be targeted to tenure security and eventual poverty alleviation. In this 
section I will provide an overview of  the land ownership situation in TA, including 
the socio-economic factors which influence the emergence of  the post-resettlement 
land transactions. Through that, I will come to some of  our conclusions regarding the 
relocation outcomes.
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Never Move in or Move Away

During the field study we carried out an inventory of  land plots in OTA. We found 
that the settlement has 1482 plots, 790 of  which are currently unoccupied by any 
structures (Inventory, 2014). According to our interview with Chansya Ra, all of  the 
plots in OTA have occupants – families possessing some type of  documentation 
granting them the right to settle on the land. These people choose not to live in the 
settlement due to limited employment possibilities and, in the past, poor infrastructure 
(Ra, 2014). However, they “visit” their land periodically to make sure they do not lose 
the occupation rights. 

At the moment it is 8 years past the start of  the resettlement process in TA. At this time, 
the large proportion of  plots, which have never been occupied, signals resettlement 
failure in a very literate way – the people simply prefer not to settle here. Instead, most 
hold the land as an asset, likely intending to liquidate it, should the price grow in the 
future. In addition, we found that most of  the participants – in the general survey 
and in-depth survey bought empty land plots (Figure 13) and developed the buildings 
themselves, some as recently as one year ago. Thus, the number of  resettled families 
who never moved in to OTA was even higher than the one we came across while 
performing the inventory. 

Note: In this case, conclusions cannot be drawn from the NTA settlement. NTA is still 
undergoing the relocation process and some plots still have not been allocated to families. 
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Figure 13: Type of Immovable Property Sold in OTA (General survey/In-depth survey)

Empty plots are not the only indicators of  failure to resettle. From informal 
conversations with the residents of  OTA we also found that people do not live in a 
fairly large amount of  plots with structures. This, together with substantial amount of  
land sales in TA, led us to a conclusion that many of  the relocated families, who attempt 
to recreate their livelihoods in the settlement, choose or are forced to move away 
after several years. The ones who choose this option are often facing difficulty to find 
employment close to the settlement. Others, commonly as a result of  unemployment, 
are forced out of  their land due to debt. At the moment such outcomes are more 
common in NTA (Prasmsarith, 2014), where the families still have not completely 
adapted to the new environment. 
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Through our General survey we found that only 50% of  the households currently 
living in OTA are relocated. Other half  consists of  mostly external buyers, who were 
not settling in TA before (Figure 14). 
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Figure 14: Group Distribution in TA  (General survey/In-depth survey)

The purpose of  resettlement should not be only to move the residents on to the 
site, but also to create an environment where they are willing and able to recreate 
their livelihoods. Otherwise the city is facing a reverse process – urban poor fleeing 
resettlement sites in search for new places to settle in the center. They may, once again, 
have poor tenure security and sub-standard living conditions. We managed to trace 
and document the post-resettlement displacement in OTA considerably well, yet it 
is difficult to keep track of  it in NTA. Despite that, the report by Lindström (2012) 
suggests that many families in NTA already were under severe financial pressures two 
years ago. This was also confirmed in our recent conversation with NTA community 
representative Khoum Prasmrarith. He also explained that, out of  100 families who 
moved on to the site,  30 sold their land already (Prasmsarith, 2014). Thus, it becomes 
clear that the TA resettlement projects literally fail to resettle. It is difficult to argue that 
the failure from this point of  view was unforeseeable, as the main driver is obvious – 
shortage of  locally available employment.

Figure 15: Sold Land Plots in NTA 
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Reasoning of  Buyers: Low Land Price

Given the obvious lack of  jobs close to TA, we were interested in finding out the 
reasoning behind the choice of  external buyers to purchase land in OTA. From 
our extended conversations with the respondents in the In-depth survey, we found 
out that many of  them previously were living in various low-income settlements in 
central Phnom Penh. This indicates limited financial capacity and freedom of  choices. 
Undoubtedly, low land price in OTA is the main rationale in many cases. Still, when 
asked to explain why they choose TA, settlers pointed at quite a wide variety of, to us, 
sometimes unexpected reasons. They were as follows:

Low land price (named by 10 respondents out of  28). While the respondents who 
bought the land could be considered the more affluent of  the urban poor, they still face 
considerable affordability limitations and thus price is the main factor when choosing 
property for most of  them. 

Good quiet area (4/28). Many of  the respondents considered the settlement to 
be a safe place for them and their children. They also appreciated that the market 
and primary school is within walking distance. However, this reason was named as 
the most important by only 4 respondents and many just mentioned it in informal 
conversations. Also, some people, whose children were older, complained that there 
was no secondary school nearby. 

Internal buyers (3/28). This was a group of  initially relocated families who managed 
to recreate their livelihoods in TA and expanded their plots or bought plots to their 
relatives.

Close to relatives (3/28). Close kin relations are important for Cambodian people. 
This group of  respondents had family living in TA and chose this settlement to live 
close to their relatives. 

Suitable area to start a business (3/28). This was a fairly unexpected reasoning, given 
the limited capacity for consumption of  goods and services amongst the generally 
poor population in TA. The families, who gave this reason as the main one, explained 
that a ground floor commercial space in more central areas of  Phnom Penh was not 
affordable, thus, they chose TA. However, all of  them admitted that the business was 
not very successful, due to lack of  costumers. 

Convenient location (3/28). The respondents in this group were the people who had 
their workplace close to the site – military employees and a garment factory worker. 

The remaining two answers we got were exceptional, but interesting cases: a woman 
who was entitled to be resettled, however for unknown reason was not allocated a plot 
and had to buy it instead; and a household who named the presence of  NGOs in the 
area as an important factor for their choice.

As the price was the dominant reason, we asked the families to specify the price they 
paid in both In-depth survey and General survey. According to our findings, the 
average price for a plot in OTA is 2830 USD (47USD/m2), although we noted a large 
difference between the maximum of  6000 USD and the minimum of  500 USD. Most 
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of  the households (43%) who bought their plots paid within 1500-2499 USD price 
range. However, the prices are still considerably dispersed having in mind the equal size 
of  plots and, very likely, similar development level (Figure 16). Such fluctuation could 
be related to the plot location in TA, proximity to the market, the school or placing on 
the street. Generally, the price dispersion indicates that the amount paid for the plot 
is dependent on the market forces, such as demand. Still, as it is an informal market, 
the influence of  haggling and urgency of  the contract is fundamentally uncertain, yet 
likely influential

The survey sample gathered about people who bought structures together with the 
land plot is only five respondents and is too small to make any conclusions. For basic 
price orientation purposes, it should be stated that the maximum and minimum paid 
was 14000 USD and 3500 USD respectively for a single plot and structure. Average 
renting price is 17 USD per month, with the maximum and minimum being 25 and 10 
USD per month respectively.
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Figure 16: Percentage of Plots Sold within a Price Range

Generally, the relatively high value/price ratio in TA is influenced by the government 
subsidized land and infrastructure. The initial occupiers got the plots for free, so they 
were also able or forced to sell it at lower than market price. Such process shows that 
the governmental in-kind subsidy (land allocation) has failed to reach its targeted social 
group. However, indirectly it was converted into in-cash subsidy through sale and 
provided affordable property on the market. 

Growing Demand and its Implications

As mentioned in the introductory section, Phnom Penh is rapidly urbanizing and land 
is becoming a scarce resource, especially land affordable for the urban poor, with 
considerably stable tenure status and available infrastructure. In addition, the more 
affluent buyers see land outside the city center as an asset, which could generate income 
in the future. Eventually, the growing demand is bound to push the relatively low land 
price in TA up in the long run.

From both General survey and In-depth survey results, a steady increase in land price 
average from 2007 to 2009 is notable (Figure 17). Most likely this price growth is 
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related to the improving infrastructure on site, which I will discuss below. However, we 
did not see an overall correlation between the date of  transaction and the price of  the 
plot onwards from 2009. Together with the widespread price range, it confirmed our 
hypothesis on reasons behind price fluctuation from the previous section. In fact, in 
some of  the informal conversations with the OTA residents we got information that it 
is to be expected that property on the main street is as much as twice more expensive, 
most likely because of  the more suitable location for a business. 
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Figure 17: Average Price by Transaction Date

Chhun Sona, the program manager at Habitat for Humanity Cambodia, confirmed our 
perception of  land price growth in TA. He admitted that land in the settlement was 
popular amongst the families they are working with. However, it became increasingly 
unaffordable for their project and currently they are forced to look into procuring 
land in different areas around Phnom Penh (Sona, 2014). The increase of  demand and 
eventually the price of  land are likely to exaggerate the frequency of  land transactions 
and decrease in affordability for the low-income families, which could be considered 
as one of  the negative outcomes of  such resettlement practice.

Infrastructure Improvement

One of  the most important factors increasing life quality, as well as driving the land 
price in TA up, is the ongoing improvement of  infrastructure. The change in physical 
infrastructure from the year 2006 is evident. The first families who moved in to the 
settlement were not provided with almost any facilities. Now almost all families have 
running water, sewage, and access roads. The infrastructure is also continuously 
improved by the residents, NGO’s and the government, especially during NTA 
resettlement process. This, of  course, makes the land more livable and attractive to the 
potential buyers. 

Another indicator of  improving living conditions in TA, as well as driver for higher 
land demand, is the emergence of  garment factories in the area.  As mentioned 
before, they mostly employ young women (Ra, 2014). However, the factories create 
a possibility to generate a stable income in a fairly close proximity to the area, rather 
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than commuting to central Phnom Penh. As a result, a new group of  settlers appeared 
in the area – renters who move into the settlements, for work not for land. According 
to the general survey findings, 8% of  interviewees in OTA were renting the property, 
making it a fairly substantial trend.

In the long run, appearance of  the local work places and improving living conditions 
may be identified as resettlement success. It is true to an extent, as the residents of  TA 
are enjoying a safer and healthier living environment than in their previous location. 
However, it is undeniable that these positive developments are untimely, given the fact 
that a large proportion of  the resettled families are displaced by now.

Internal Transactions

The improving living conditions together with other individual external factors enable 
some of  the relocated families to successfully reestablish their livelihoods. This creates 
the demand for larger plots and increases the amount of  internal land transactions.
A practice of  joining two or more original plots of  12x5 meters together as a single 
unit for a household is fairly common in OTA. Although, the resulting unit looks 
unified and often has the same structure standing on all of  the plots, legally, the land 
certificates are separate for each plot.   

According to the General and In-depth surveys, the majority, 82 percent of  the 
interviewees, are living on single plot, while a substantial 13 percent settle on two. 
Joined properties of  more than 2 plots are rare, accounting all together for only 5 
percent of  the interviewees (Figure 18). The largest plot aggregations observed were 
two households of  6 and 5 joined plots. It should be noted that some households, 
claimed that they did not buy extra plots, but received more plots, because they had 
more than one house or larger occupied land prior to relocation.
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Figure 18: Practice of Joining Plots in TA 

While the ability to reestablish their income and to be able to increase their property 
is an indicator of  relocation success, it also induces the displacement of  other more 
vulnerable households. On the other hand, the common practice in OTA is to buy an 
empty plot. Thus, it can be stated that, in fact, displacement is commonly induced by 
other factors rather than internal land transactions. 
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More Speculation

Internal land transactions are a form of  land speculation. To a certain extent, they 
indicate resettlement success and are the most legitimate from juridical perspective 
(Ra, 2014). However, other speculations related to growing land price clearly point 
out the failures of  resettlement in TA. As land in TA is turning into an asset with 
growing value, often external buyers invest in purchasing several plots and keep them 
empty. This behavior is increasingly common in NTA, as the plots are provided with 
better quality infrastructure (Prasmsarith, 2014). From informal conversations with 
the settlers in OTA, we also found that some of  them bought plots from internal or 
external investors, who had occupation rights to more than one plot on site. 

However, land manipulations through debt are the indicators of  most severe 
resettlement failure. As explained by Lindström (2012), many of  the resettled residents 
in NTA are indebted and facing the confiscation of  land due to inability to repay. 
As most of  the settlers use their land documents as collateral – an illegal practice, 
which will be explained further in the study – they often risk loosing the plot even by 
taking out loans, which are below the market land price (Lindström, 2012). In turn, the 
informal lenders and financing institutions or so called “loan sharks” become owners 
of  plots in both TA settlements, deploying the land as capital. An outcome to these 
speculations is landlessness. Families are forced to move away or have to rent the 
property they previously had occupation rights to. 

Debt

Debt is an important factor driving the land speculation increase in TA, thus we gave 
it more attention in the In-depth survey. Twenty one out of  twenty eight surveyed 
families in OTA had debt at the moment. Twelve families have stated that their income 
is sufficient to pay back their loan. Seven families had no debt when the survey was 
conducted. However, 9 households answered that they often do not have enough 
money to make the monthly payments. 

Aiming to provide an addition to Lindström’s (2012) “Loosing the Plot” and Tyskerud’s 
and Lindström’s (2013) “End of  the Line” we looked into specific factors relating to 
debt amongst In-depth survey participants:
 
Source and collateral:

Looking into the loan source, we found 5 types of  distributors: banks, micro financing 
institutions (MFI), NGO’s, NGO’s in collaboration with banks and friends/neighbors. 
The most common lenders are MFI – 8/22 loans, followed by banks – 7/22. Another 
substantial lender group was NGO’s in collaboration with banks 4/22. Such loans 
tend to have lower interest rates and are more accessible for the poor than the ones 
obtained directly from banks. Finally, only 2 loans were taken out of  NGOs’ directly 
and 1 borrowed from friends, such loans are usually insignificant and do not require 
collateral.
 
Most of  the loans – 19/22 – were taken out using land certificate as collateral, and only 
3 did not require any return guarantee. 
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Loan purpose:

Immovable Property:
The loans we studied in the survey were mostly taken out for housing construction – 
11/22, or land purchase 4/22. Only one household had a loan taken out for both. The 
majority of  these loans were substantial and borrowed using the purchased immovable 
property in TA as collateral, thus creating a risk of  losing it in an event of  inability to 
pay back. 

Investments:
The loans taken out by the In-depth survey respondents usually were not spontaneous, 
whether it would be housing construction or investment into a new source of  income. 
Investment was the purpose for 5/22 loans. Two households borrowed to purchase 
assets, such as a motorcycle to travel to work. Three households took out loans to start 
a new business and all three stated to have difficulties repaying their debt.  

Daily Expenses:
Most of  the households have explained that they have to borrow for daily expenses 
from time to time. Despite that, only one respondent confirmed to have a withstanding 
debt which she used for daily needs. Commonly these loans are distributed through 
social circles – friends or neighbors. It is also important to mention that some of  the 
TA residents explained that occasionally they have to borrow to make their monthly 
payments for other loans. 

Amount Borrowed:
Half  of  the 22 loans regarded in the survey are higher than 1000 USD. Eight of  those, 
are 3000 USD or more with the highest at 10 000 USD. Most of  the surveyed indebted 
families could not specify the monthly interest rate for their loan. However, all of  them 
could say or show documents stating their monthly payments. One of  the responding 
households specified their remaining loan principle, instead most stated the remaining 
time period during which they have to make payments to the lender. 

It is obvious that the decision to take out a loan is planned amongst the families who 
bought the land in TA and moved there willingly. Thus, the In-depth survey participants 
generally find it easier to repay their loans than the NTA residents (Lindström, 2012). 
Even though, some survey participants were facing difficulties to make their monthly 
payments, largely due unstable nature of  their income, mostly on daily basis (In-depth 
survey, 2014). In NTA case, the recently resettled households are often forced into 
unjust loan deals, due to the urgent necessity to construct housing. Together with 
the decreased income and often little choice between lenders, the relocated families 
find themselves impoverished. The ADB in its compliance review from January 2014, 
admitted indebtedness, among other facts, to be a flaw of  the Railway resettlement 
project (Zsombor, 2014; Asian Development Bank, 2014). 

It is important to mention that the TA residents tend to borrow without being sure 
about their capacities to return the loans. While this trend is less evident in OTA, it 
is clearly visible in NTA (Lindström, 2012). This leads to two conclusions. Firstly, 
similarly as described by Durand- Lasserve and Royston (2002), the residents are willing 
to invest into their living environment, as they feel more secure in TA than in their 
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previous settlement. While this would indicate resettlement success, the lack of  income 
to repay the debt is leading to negative outcomes. Some households find themselves in 
what could be called “indebtedness traps”, when they have to borrow to repay another 
loan, creating a very likely risk of  losing the collateral and being displaced. This leads 
me back to tenure insecurity due to the inability to keep up with periodic payments, 
which was one of  the main informality features described by Roy (2005). Clearly, this 
feature is often ignored by the authorities and abused by the lenders, leading to one of  
the most severe resettlement failures.

Concluding this theme, I must point out that resettlement is not an isolated process. 
It would be an oversimplification to conceptualize in only dual perspective of  failure 
and success. In fact, there are many outcomes which could be considered to indicate 
both. Improving living conditions, which are appreciated by the residents, is such an 
outcome, as it came in too late in the process. It seems to be an example of  poor 
governance to resettle families on to a site with little job opportunities and, in the 
OTA case, no necessary infrastructure expecting them to wait for future development, 
rather than sell their de-facto land rights and move to look for better conditions. A 
part of  the relocated households, who remained on site in TA, could be considered 
examples of  livelihood recreation. However, the majority made the choice to leave. 

Many of  the displaced households did not choose to move away out of  free will. The 
ones, who did, exchanged the governments’ in-kind subsidy into in-cash. However, 
the market they participated in was largely informal, due to lack of  formal tenure 
rights. Tenure – as the most important “promise” of  resettlement is problematic 
here. Resettlement only provided the households with conditional tenure. As I will 
explain in the following sections, “the promise” was not carried out in TA, which, 
strictly speaking, would be a failure indicator. Still, an active market based on de-facto 
ownership is created, which allows both profiteering for upward social mobility, as well 
as, capital accumulation. 

Generally, lack of  attention for site selection in the initial resettlement planning phases 
creates circumstances which are extremely difficult to eliminate post resettlement. 
From the STT (2012b) report it is clear that such practice of  site selection is common 
in Phnom Penh. Thus, it creates a large scale problem on a city and, possibly, country 
scale. 
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6.2. Sale Mechanisms: Failure to Follow the Rules

The reasons behind the post-resettlement land transactions point at the socio-
economic resettlement outcomes, leading to poor tenure security and displacement. 
The sale mechanisms reveal the tenure insecurity form the juridical perspective. They 
also point at the extent, to which the State institutions contribute to the problem. Most 
importantly, the post-resettlement land transactions are a manifestation of  the formal 
resettlement program failures and the fact that, despite the regulations, the residents 
have their own perception of  tenure and act accordingly.

The sale mechanisms we came across in TA are of  similar nature and questionable 
formality.  However, they are executed in several different approaches in terms of  the 
documents involved. The different documents received upon purchase have different 
implications to the legal status of  tenure for the buyers. In this section I will present 
the study findings on the land sales and the mechanisms through which they function. 

Land Transactions in TA

As discussed in the previous section, the demand for land in TA has been growing 
during the past years. From the general survey results an increasing number of  
transactions is noticeable, with surges in 2011 and 2013 (Figure 19). The survey was 
carried out in February of  2014, therefore the lack of  data should be considered for 
assessing results coming from 2014. As the data gathered indicates the arrival date to 
OTA, we are missing accurate information of  internal buyers’ purchase date of  extra 
land. 
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Figure 19: Year of Arrival to TA 

The majority of  the renters’ households moved in within a years’ time from the 
interview date. Due to the short term of  contracts and the fact that we did not 
obtain any record on other households renting the specific place before, we could not 
construct an accurate image of  trends over longer time periods. 
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Significantly, General survey findings do not indicate any transactions from 2006 to 2009, 
possibly relating to the change of  main land ownership document from the relocation 
agreement to the Land Certificate in 2010 and provision of  basic infrastructure in 
OTA in 2009 (Ra, 2014). However, it is important to point out that through the In-
depth survey of  28 households we came across 9 cases of  land purchased by external 
buyers before 2009. Thus, the land transactions were taking place within the early post-
resettlement years. 

Documents

Land sales in TA are based on documentation, which is rather complicated. There are 
several different types of  documents with vitiating legitimacy. In addition, there has 
been a massive shift from one document type to another during the post-resettlement 
period.  It is important to examine the types, to understand the rights they grant and 
the possible sale outcomes they lead to.

Initial Documents

Upon relocation the communities in TA were given two types of  documents. OTA 
residents received the Relocation Agreement – a document issued by a private SOUR 
SRUN enterprise, the owner of  the land the families previously settled on. By signing 
the agreement, the family members consent to moving to the resettlement site in TA. 
The document grants no tenure rights for the allocated plot and little tenure security. 

The initial document for the NTA community was the Land Receipt signed by the 
khan (district) chief  –high authority within the Phnom Penh municipality structure. 
Land receipt is not a formal ownership title. However, it provides the occupant with 
more tenure security, partly due to the high rank official it was issued by. 

Land Certificates

In 2010 land certificates were issued to the OTA community, replacing the Relocation 
Agreements. They are the most common land documents on site. The document 
has the details of  the buyer, the sangkat (commune) which the settlement belongs 
to, the plot number and the move in date. Below on the Land Certificate the owners’ 
obligations are stated as follows: “selling, mortgaging, transferring [the land] or giving 
[the land] to another user is forbidden within the period of  5 years starting from 
[date]”. In case of  incompliance with the statement above, the “municipality will 
take back the land”.  The document is signed by the sangkat representative, village 
chief  and the land owner. One copy of  document is kept by the village chief, and the 
other is given to the occupant. The land certificate is a temporary document granting 
occupation rights only. After the period of  five years is due, the resident has the right 
to claim land ownership and ask for the formal land title, which should be proved 
with a document issued by the Ministry of  Land Management, Urban Planning and 
Construction. However, it is important to point out that even the residents settling in 
OTA for 8 years still do not possess the formal land title. Most of  them consider the 
Land Certificate to be the formal ownership proof  and deploy it as such. 

We received two versions of  land certificate from two village chiefs. According to 
Chansya Ra, they are different editions of  the same document. One, as mentioned 
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above, states that the plot cannot be sold, transferred or mortgaged during the 5 year 
period from the date stated in the document. The other version does not refer to the 
five year period. Instead, it forbids any transaction using the Land Certificate as an 
ownership document.

No Land Certificates were issued to the residents of  NTA, attempting to keep them 
from selling their plots. However, Chansya Ra presented us with an example of  the 
Land Certificate, which belongs to a relocated member of  the NTA community. The 
village chief  stated that he is keeping the Certificate and cannot give it to the land 
occupant until the 5 year period is due. This leads to an assumption that NTA residents 
should, theoretically, possess Land Certificates. Instead, they still have the initial Land 
Receipts. 

Official Land Title

The document is the final and most secure form of  land ownership which is issued by 
The Ministry of  Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction. It constitutes 
owners full legal rights to the plot. The document includes a map and necessary 
specifications of  the plot. As stated in the interview with Habitat for Humanity 
Program Manager, this document is expensive to obtain and costs about 800 USD 
to draft for a plot in TA. During our survey we have not came across any household 
with such document, nor have we heard of  such possession in OTA and NTA from 
the village chiefs and community leader. The example of  the document was provided 
by Chhun Sona from Habitat for Humanity Cambodia and is from a different area in 
Phnom Penh. He also mentioned that land selling process becomes more complicated 
after the owner obtains the formal title. Thus, many people intending to sell in the 
future simply do not claim it (Sona, 2014). From the consultations with the STT NGO 
in Phnom Penh we also found that in other resettlement sites, which are as old as 10 
years, hardly any households possess the formal title. Thus lack of  this document is 
common on a large scale.

Land Sale Contract

During all land transactions in TA, the buyer and the seller sign and thumbprint a Land 
Sale Contract in the presence of  two witnesses, usually one of  them is the village chief. 
The contract also leaves the seller responsible for any tenure related issues which may 
arise. However, it is not clear whether this responsibility would be carried out in reality. 
Most of  the participants in the OTA In-depth survey claimed to have no contact with 
the seller and some never even met the original occupant, as the sale formalities were 
carried out by a third party, often relatives. 
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Translation by Leak J. Tipoul:
Family member list:…
Address: … House number: … Number of family members:… Men: …Women:…
Village… Sang Tonle Basac 

(Table)
No  Name  Family role  Gender  Age  Current job  Other

In the “other” section: Number of family members agree to move to Trapeang Anhchanh located in Trapeang 
Anhchanh Village, Sangkat Trapeang Krosang, Khan Por Senchey, Phnom Penh on to a plot offered by company 
size 5x12m and will not demand additional compensation.

Seen and agreed Seen and agreed Phnom Penh  Month Year
Governor of Khan  Governor of Sangkat Village Chief No Community
Thumbprint and Signature

Figure 20: Relocation Agreement
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Figure 21: Land Receipt

Translation:
Plot Number …
Location in Village … Sangkat… Khan…Phnom Penh.
Plot receiver
Name…Gender…Age… years.
Date      Issue date
Thumbprint of the receiver   Khan Chief
     Stamp and signature of the khan chief
     Name of the khan chief
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Figure 22: Land Certificate

Translation by Leak J. Tipoul:
Kingdom of Cambodia
Nation Religion King
Municipality
Land Certificate
Khan Office
Sangkat office
No:…
Name:… Gender:… Age:… Nationality:… and:….(spouse) Age:… Nationality:…
Previous location:… Sangkat:… Khan:… Phnom Penh Number in the original list:…
Plot no:… Trapeang Anhchanh Village Sangkat Trapeang Krosang Khan Por Senchey.
Note:
1. Based on the sub-decree 19 registered on March 19 about Social Land Confession, this Certificate 
forbids to sell, mortgage, transfer the plot or give it to another person for a period of five years, starting on 
month… year…. 
2. In case of failure to follow the point above, municipality will take back the land. 
3. After the 5 year period is due, the state will provide the occupant with the official land title.
4. Those to use this certificate in an unauthorized way will be prosecuted by law.
Phnom Penh Month… Year…
Sangkat Governor Village Chief Plot Occupant

Translation of the other Land Certificate edition:
(All parts as above)
Note:
1. Based on the sub-decree 19 registered on March 19 about Social Land Confession.
2. This Certificate forbids to sell, mortgage, transfer the plot or give it to another person.
3. In case of failure to follow the point above, municipality will take back the land.
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Figure 23: Formal Land Title

Translation by Leak J.Tipoul:
(Side 1)
Kingdom of Cambodia
Nation Religion King
Land Title
Province or city:…  Document no:…
Khan:…   Plot no:…
Sangkat:…  Size:…
Village:…   Land type:…
    Condition to use the land for:(private/public)…

(map)  Place… Day… Month… Year…
Scale  The Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction
  Director of the Ministry…

Note in red: The area in the back of this paper is to be used in case of sale. The name on the back must be 
changed on the new owners’ name.

(Side 2)

Land owner… Year of birth… Address… Fathers’ and mothers’ names…
Spouse…
(Table)
Information the property owner   To transfer to  Court
Name Date Type of property Place of birth Obtained through (court, etc.)  Land use Comments
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Figure 24: Land Sale Contract (Ra, 2014)

Translation by Leak J. Tipoul:

Kingdom of Cambodia
Land Sale Contract  House Number….
Name of the owner… Gender… Age… Year Born… Nationality… Nation…
Spouse name… Gender… Age… Year Born… Nationality… Nation… Address…
House no… Street… Village… Sangkat (province)… Sngkat (city)… Province/City…

Agree to sell the house no…
Village… Sangkat (province)… Sangkat (City)… Province/City…
To (name)… Gender… Age… Year Born… Nationality… Nation…
Spouse name… Gender… Age… Year Born… Nationality… Nation… Address…
House no… Street… Village… Sangkat (province)… Sngkat (city)… Province/City…
To be owner from day… month… year…
From this day onward, the seller (name)… guarantees to be responsible of any land related problems which 
may occur.
Thumbprint
Day… Month… Year…
Witness… Buyer (husband)… Seller (husband)...
………….Buyer (wife)…        Seller (wife)…
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Information

The land sale process starts with obtaining information. However, the informal sales 
function without real estate agencies or newspaper adds. The sale of  land in TA is 
largely based on the informal information sources. Most of  the participants in the 
In-depth survey got the information about land for sale through friends or relatives 
already living in TA. Some were informed through people living outside the settlement, 
or through their workplace, such as the military employees working close to the site. 
It is important to mention that due to its’ verbal nature, the access to information is 
limited and the people are not always well aware about all their possibilities on the 
market.  

Land Sale Process in OTA

As mentioned beforehand land sales are common in OTA. There is one main sale 
mechanism with some variation in terms of  documents involved. Due to that, there 
are a number of  possible outcomes and their legal implications. Most of  the residents 
in OTA have Land Certificates, which they consider to be the formal land ownership 
document, or, at least, as formal as they can obtain. To an extent, it functions as such. 
The occupants are able to take out loans from banks, MFIs and private lenders using 
the receipt as collateral. They also can transfer it to another occupant. All the actions 
clearly contradict the rules stated on the document itself, yet they are considered a 
typical practice in the village, without much fear or awareness of  possible consequences. 

In any case a Land Sale Contract is drafted. The document is thumb printed and 
undersigned, ratifying the land sale. The Land Sale Contract together with the original 
Land Certificate is passed on to the buyer and is considered to be a proof  of  the 
ownership of  the plot. The Certificate usually carries the original occupier’s name, 
details and picture. Some buyers decide to obtain a new version of  the Land Certificate 
in their own name. For a fee it is issued by the village chief  and undersigned by sangkat 
representative. It makes little sense that the buyer purchasing land is granted the same 
conditional tenure as the one designed for the resettlement program participants, 
promising a formal title in 5 years of  occupancy. 

For land sale before the issue of  Land Certificates in 2010, the Relocation Agreement 
was sold, combined with the land sale contract. As we found out through the In-depth 
survey, people who bought land prior to the appearance of  the first Land Certificates, 
in 2010 received them in their own name, and not in the name of  the original occupier 
on the relocation agreement. 

Our interviews with the chiefs, residents in TA and NGO Habitat for Humanity 
Cambodia provided us with a hint to why there are no Formal Land Titles in OTA. 
First reason being the sheer cost of  such document, which was approximated by the 
NGO representative at 800 USD. Considering that majority of  the plots sold fall 
into the range of  2000 to 3000 USD this is truly a substantial amount, for the low 
income households. The document price has even larger implications for the resettled 
households, where many families struggle to make ends meet as it is.

Second reason is the limited need. Many of  the households can perform most of  the 
actions that the formal land title would legally provide, with their Land Certificate. 
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Here I get back to the argument put forward by Sims (2002), as he claims that tenure 
security lies in the de facto ownership rights possessed by the occupant. This is, to an 
extent, true in TA. Of  course, the main drawback of  this approach is a lack of  juridical 
tenure security, which is widespread in Cambodia and particularly in relocation projects 
such as TA. This issue, which is likely to become of  major importance in certain future 
scenarios, currently seems to play a minor role in the eyes of  the residents. Most of  
the residents feel secure with their tenure by holding just the land certificate in their or 
even in the previous occupants name.

Final reason is the sale or transfer of  a Formal Land Title is a much more complicated, 
lengthy and likely expensive process, than that of  the Land Certificate. Main reason for 
that being that the Formal Land Title is issued by the Ministry of  Land Management, 
Urban Planning and Construction, thus all the processes have to go through this 
bureaucratic level, while Land Certificate is managed by the village chief  and the 
sangkat representative, which is, comparably, a more local and simpler procedure.

All in all, we find two outcomes of  the sale process with buyers having the Land Sale 
contract and a land certificate in their own name, or in the name of  the previous owner.
During the In-depth survey twenty six families claimed to possess the land certificate 
to the plot they are settling on. Six of  them said that the document was in their name. 
The same number of  respondents stated that the Land Certificate they hold is in the 
name of  the previous occupant. However, most of  the survey participants did not 
specify if  their name was on the document. Only a few households answered that they 
only possess the Relocation Agreement and a Selling Contract.
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Figure 25: OTA Land Documents 

The two land sale outcomes have different implications on the land tenure security. 
The households who possess the Land Certificate with their own name have more 
de-facto security, as the document actually states that they have the right to occupy 
the plot. However, by transferring land with this temporary document they make a 
violation of  the rules, and thus their rights to land ownership could be questioned. The 
land certificate states that the initial occupant cannot sell, transfer or mortgage the plot 
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for 5 years. This would make all the transactions which took place in OTA before 2011 
illegal. The transactions, which took place later than 5 years from initial resettlement, 
should be considered legal. However, the Land Certificate is a temporary document, 
granting occupation rights rather than ownership. Thus, the overall practice of  using 
it as a transaction document is not reasonable. The new edition of  the document, in 
fact, forbids any transactions using the Land Certificate, not referring on the five year 
period. Also, the practice of  issuing the land receipt to the new buyer is questionable 
as it states the same restrictions on sale for five years and does not guarantee tenure 
security.

The outcome when the buyers decide to keep the old occupants name on the Land 
Certificate provides the buyer with less evident security. In a document sense, this 
practice does not violate the regulations. However, the factual violation is undeniable, 
thus it may compromise the security and, in the long run, eligibility to obtain the 
formal land title. The buyers in OTA who do not possess the Certificate in their 
own name have the possibility to change it at any time. Many of  the households who 
participated in the In-depth survey claimed to either to be in the process of  getting a 
Land Certificate in their own name. Some stated that they would like to do so, but are 
not able to afford it at the moment, as there is a fee involved. 

Land Sale Process in NTA

Since the Land Receipt in NTA is issued by the district municipal level, the village 
chief  or sangkat cannot change the name or in any way alter the document. Therefore 
the common land sale practice in NTA is to transfer the land receipt with the old 
occupants’ name. In this case, the Land Sale Contract becomes the main ownership 
bond for the buyer. This practice is based on presumption that after the 5 year period, 
the old occupant will get the Formal Land Title or, likely as it was the case in OTA, a 
Land Certificate. Then the original relocated household would be obliged to transfer 
the document to the new occupant or it would be issued directly in their name. 
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Figure 26: NTA Land Documents
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In this case, the buyers in NTA fall into a similar group as buyers in OTA, which do not 
have the Certificate in their own name. However, there are some notable differences, 
because the documents are issued by different municipal levels. Therefore, transferring 
the Land Receipt has more uncertain consequences in the future. Furthermore, 
obtaining loans is more difficult with the Land Receipt and therefore many households 
borrow informally from private lenders with high interest. In the future, the situation 
is very likely to become similar to that of  OTA, once the NTA occupants will receive 
Land Certificates and will be able to transfer and alter them in the same manner as it 
is currently done in OTA. This, of  course, would come with the same set of  issues.

Such selling practice has even more negative implications on the tenure security. In 
this case, the Selling Contract becomes the most important proof  of  occupation rights 
for the buyer. As mentioned before, it leaves the seller responsible for providing the 
formal ownership document after the 5 year process is due. However, the Contract 
has little legitimacy in case of  a land related conflict. Such situation may compromise 
the eligibility of  the initial occupant to obtain the Formal Title and further transfer it 
to the buyer.

Generally, the outcomes of  both OTA and NTA sale practices indicate severe failure 
to follow the regulations imposed by the government. Here we can refer back to the 
paradoxes described in the theory review. Similarly as prior resettlement, the regulations 
and their breach lead to questionable post-resettlement tenure security. However, the 
sale mechanism study also reveals that most of  the residents are content with the 
occupation rights they possess. Asking about their tenure perception was a difficult 
task. The translation may have been an issue here, as most of  the respondents were 
not completely aware of  what we mean by tenure or ownership. However, after further 
explanations most of  them responded that they feel completely secure and consider 
themselves owners. Thus, de-facto tenure or the informality of  the sales is not the 
key problem in resettlement sites of  Phnom Penh. It is rather about being able to 
sustain the de-facto ownership in a case of  financial pressures or new development 
conflicts, which are likely due to urbanization and growing investments. Thus, the 
planning endeavors should be focused on improving tenure security, rather than attending to 
the informality as a problem. 

6.3. Profiteering and System Failure

During the field study we found that the situation regarding land sales in TA is 
influenced not only by the residents’ failure to follow the rules. It is also the outcome of  
the administrative system, indirectly enabling such transactions despite the conditional 
tenure possessed by the occupants. From our point of  view, it seems that the land 
administration system is failing on three levels: 
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Local Profiteering 

As mentioned before, the process of  land sale in OTA is documented by both village 
chiefs and the sangkat. This gives the transaction certain legitimacy despite of  the 
temporary Land Certificate used in the process. 

The transaction mechanism is a source of  profiteering for the lower level institutions 
while, performing land transfers of  questionable security. During the in-depth survey, 
we found that some of  the land transactions involved paying a fee to the village chief  
for drafting and ratifying the contract. Most of  the families did not pay any fee upon 
land purchase. The families, who admitted to have paid, stated the amount between 
3 and 10 USD. However, most of  the respondents said that the selling party paid a 
fee to the chief. As mentioned before, the most common amount in this case was 50 
USD, with one family claiming to have paid 180 USD when selling a more expensive 
plot of  land. When asked about such practice, Sun Memgs, the village chief  in one 
of  the blocks, answered that the amount paid for the contract ratification is optional 
(Memgs, 2014). Thus, a conclusion could be made that the amount is fluctuating, 
mostly depending on the value of  the plot being sold and the urgency of  the contract. 
It is commonly known that choosing to pay more for “the service” is likely to make 
the sale process faster and smoother.

The land sale practice in NTA is less legitimized, due to more recent establishment 
of  the site, as well as stronger control because of  the publicity regarding the project. 
The local authority position on land transactions in NTA remains unclear. During one 
of  our conversations Chansya Ra assured us that sales in this part of  the settlement 
are illegal. However, during the follow-up interviews, the same official changed his 
position and even provided us with an example land price in NTA at approximately 
2700 USD per plot. It is also difficult to deny the presence of  illegal land transactions, 
with the public information available on the NTA site problems gathered by the local 
NGOs. Thus, the authorities are aware about the transactions taking place in the area. 
Such authority indecisiveness can be explained through the personal benefit from the 
manipulations.

The profiteering on this level is conceptualized slightly differently than corruption. 
The lower level officials have considerable freedom to manipulate temporary land 
documents. They are able to issue conditional documents to families that have never 
been resettled and participate in the sale as the middle party. The higher level officials 
have less of  such freedom, as we can see from the NTA practice. None the less, it 
does not prevent the document manipulation in a more informal manner. While the 
residents know that the transaction fees are not legitimized and the profit is not used 
for the benefit of  the community, they are public and understood as payment for 
a service rather than a bribe. Such conceptualization is a result of  what Rothstein 
(2011) calls “collective action” of  corruption, when the practice is so common that 
it is considered to be unreasonable to act otherwise. Thus, local profiteering becomes 
de-facto institutionalized within the resettlement site context. 

Bureaucracy

The bureaucracy in Cambodia is known to be slow and costly, what economists see as 
a recipe for large scale corruption (Miles et al., 2012). The already mentioned Phnom 
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Penh’s administrative structure is impressive in its size. The 9 khans contain up to 15 
sangkats each. A single sangkat is further split into as much as 143 villages. This leaves 
the city with close to 1000 smallest scale administrative units and approximately 100 of  
the larger ones, making coordination and transparency complicated. It also increases 
the possibility for a large number of  officials to seek personal profit. TA is a clear 
example, with 6 village chiefs, representing just 1472 inhabitants. 
 
The land transactions in TA are primarily carried out on the village and sangkat level. 
The institution granting the formal land titles – khan – is not actively involved in the 
process. Still, the temporary documents issued by this authority are used in informal 
transactions. There is also evident institutional overlapping and general instability 
regarding the tenure types granted to TA families. Firstly, municipality did not provide 
OTA residents with any formal document upon resettlement. Secondly, the temporary 
documents – Land Receipt and Land Certificate, which grant similar conditional 
tenure, are issued by different level institutions. Finally, it is most likely, that after the 
5 year conditional tenure period, NTA residents will be granted the same conditional 
document as the households in OTA. As mentioned before, it is highly doubtfil that 
any of  them would be provided with the formal ownership.

The complicated Cambodian land allocation system, as well as questionable resettlement 
practices, result in nation wide unstable post-resettlement tenure situation.  For 
example, it starts with the difference between the initial documents provided for the 
two parts of  TA upon resettlement, which could be explained through the different 
governmental bodies in charge of  the projects. However, it implies that the post-
resettlement tenure depends on the development project, which was the cause for 
relocation. Furthermore, the periodically changing temporary documents, such as the 
switch of  the Relocation Agreement to Land Certificate or Land Receipt to Land 
Certificate, add to the instability. They allow multitude of  possible documentation 
outcomes, as not all families choose or are able to change them at the same time. 
Finally, the situation is adding complexity with the wide variety of  land transaction 
outcomes. Keeping all these factors in mind, I come to a conclusion that the city lacks 
comprehensive planning for resettlement. 

Comprehensive Failure 

Phnom Penh, alongside with other major Cambodian cities, is growing rapidly. It is 
unlikely that the growth will slow down in the near future due to large disparities 
between the rural and urban income (IFAD, 2010). Urban poverty growth is inevitable 
in these circumstances. Displacing poverty to city fringes is just a temporary solution 
to hide it. Even if  the displaced low-income communities would be willing to remain 
on resettlement sites, there is the likelihood of  new land conflicts as development 
shifts closer to the city edge. 

In general, there is something that could be described as “intentional insecurity” in 
Cambodian Government’s actions towards the urban poor. Firstly, the Government is 
often criticized for granting land concessions, which have catastrophic consequences on 
the livelihoods of  the low-income communities. In their recent statement LICADHO 
organization has pointed out multiple land conflicts, where the Cambodian Government 
was involved in the “land grabbing” process (LICADHO, 2014). A notorious and on-
going example of  such is Boeung Kak Lake conflict in Phnom Penh: the government 
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granted a long term State Private land concession for a private developer, thus leading 
to the violent eviction of  the families who settled on site for decades. Large scale 
governmental profiteering, as in this case, and inability to represent its’ citizens, lead 
to mistrust in institutions and a multitude of  outcomes further compromising the 
functions of  the state, such as shortage of  public revenue, as well as, poor service 
provision (Rothstein, 2011).

Coming back to the theory, I must argue that in the Cambodian case the State executed 
evictions should not be automatically regarded as “lawful” (Cities Alliance, 2002). 
The post-resettlement land tenure is often undermining the rights of  the low-income 
families. According to Mathieu Pellerin, consultant at LICADHO working with human 
rights advocacy in Cambodia, the TA resettlement projects violated the communities’ 
rights. It denied them ownership rights through occupation as well as breached the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, signed by Cambodia, 
which regalements human rights to adequate work and living conditions (International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966). Post-resettlement the 
households were given merely occupation rights instead of  ethically and legally rightful 
ownership. Moreover, conditional ownership “promise” is not kept even after the 
period is due. From multiple conversations with STT employees we found that such 
tenure situation is common in other resettlement sites in Phnom Penh. This indicates 
city-wide poor post-resettlement tenure security, which leaves some legal freedom to 
relocate the families again, should more land conflicts occur. 

There are at least 54 resettlement sites around Phnom Penh (STT, 2012b). Such satellite 
pattern displacement further and further into the outskirts of  the capital becomes 
unsustainable. It is likely that most of  the sites face similar difficulties in terms of  
employment shortage and original resident displacement due to various reasons. It is 
also unsustainable from the governmental perspective. The subsidy, which theoretically 
is targeted towards livelihood recreation, is very often liquidated prior to the end of  the 
conditional period. What is more, such policy does not solve the developer/squatter 
conflict, as the families displaced from resettlement sites are likely to come back and 
once again settle on Private or Public land illegally. 

Finally, the most severe governmental failure regarding resettlement in Cambodia 
is concentrated around poverty alleviation. Commonly resettlement projects have a 
stated goal to improve or, at least, provide the same quality living conditions of  the 
poor, as they had prior to the relocation (The World Bank, 2013). However, this aim 
very often remains only on paper or is executed formally and with minimal effort. 
While some projects do succeed in providing better quality sewage systems or safer 
electricity connections, they often push the relocated households even deeper into 
poverty. Evictions towards the outskirts of  the city are ineffective means of  solving 
the problems regarding urban poverty, it is a measure which has been outdated 
through the changed conceptualization of  slums and has negative consequences on 
city development in the long run. Instead a comprehensive long term policy plan is 
necessary to work with urban poverty, rather than ignoring its’ importance for the city, 
its’ needs and the intrinsic informality that it carries. 
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7. DISCUSSION: TOWARDS PLANNING 
RECOMMENDATIONS

The TA case study and the careful analysis of  the existing theoretical material revealed 
multiple critical points which should be addressed to improve existing resettlement 
practice and its outcomes. A detailed policy plan would require a more in-depth 
feasibility studies for future solutions. However, based on the findings of  this study, it 
is possible to start visualizing possible development strategies for the future.

Long Term Thinking

From the TA experience it seems that the policies on urban poverty alleviation and 
resettlement are rather shortsighted. The latter is based on the removal of  a particular 
low income settlement to allow a particular development project. There is little 
consideration beforehand for the immediate outcomes of  such poverty shifting and 
even less for its long run impact on the city development. 

It is important to understand that urban poverty is a wicked problem – “complex and 
defying simple formulations and easy solutions” (Beinecke, 2009:1). In this section I 
will argue that Phnom Penh is in need of  a multidisciplinary long term planning for 
resettlement with poverty alleviation as its’ essential goal. It is important to point out 
that ignorance and poverty removal will lead to outcomes which tend to multiply and 
become increasingly difficult and costly to manage. While attending to every aspect of  
such complex reality is highly unlikely, there are relatively straight forward means to 
start working with the causes of  poverty.

Urban Poverty Islands 

It is a common practice to relocate urban poor into what could be called poverty 
islands outside Phnom Penh misleading the residents with land ownership “promise”. 
The reason for such way of  displacement is clear – low short-run cost. The land far 
away into the urban fringe is cheap and the infrastructure provided is truly minimal 
(when it is provided at all). While it is a bargain for the government and developers at 
the given moment, it sets off  a wide variety of  socio-economic processes which prove 
the practice to be unsustainable in the long run. 

First and foremost, most of  the families choose to never move in to the resettlement 
site or move back to the city. As it is a low income group with limited possibilities, who 
have been squatting before, it is likely that they will settle illegally. Thus, eventually the 
same social group might have to be relocated again, with additional subsidy required. 
The ones who stay on resettlement sites have limited access to work and through that, 
little possibilities for gradual improvement of  their socio-economic wellbeing, getting 
caught in poverty traps. For a growing city urban poverty islands can become long 
living sores, which are extremely difficult to attend to post-factum.
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A different scale, but similar character situation has evolved in Hong Kong. In the 
50’s it was a rapidly growing city with a major wave of  immigrants and increasing 
land prices. Squatting on high cost land had to be eliminated to make way for more 
profitable use. Thus, the urban poor were evicted and resettled onto land with lower 
value. The first new towns were relatively close to the city core and got submerged over 
time. As the neoliberal self-regulated market discourse became stronger, the islands 
of  subsidized housing were established further from the city on lower cost land and 
with less access to workplaces and services (similar trend in Phnom Penh, see STT, 
2012b). Tin Shui Wai also often referred to as “the city of  misery” is such example. 
Established 25km from the city center and with public transport fare too high for daily 
commuting, it became isolated and developed a wide range of  virtually unmanageable 
social problems. Hong Kong has learned its lesson: the most recent new towns were 
established close to developing industrial areas with jobs readily available. It provides 
the necessary low cost labor, in the long run lessens the need for additional subsidies 
and allows for urban metabolism through upward social mobility. 

Getting back to Phnom Penh, it becomes clear that the practice of  allocating every 
relocated family a small plot in an isolated outskirt area is not attending to the source 
of  the problem, but rather hides its’ symptoms. It creates an array of  homogeneous 
islands with unclear land tenure. At the rate they are produced now (see STT, 2012b), 
the resettlement sites are likely to reach the critical mass to once again trigger land 
conflicts and new disrupting displacement projects. What is more, Phnom Penh is 
largely dismissing the urban poor – their importance to its own functioning through 
service provision, low cost labor and mobilization to strive for higher socio-economic 
living standards. 

There is a need for different lines of  thinking while planning for poverty alleviation 
in Phnom Penh. A City where every 4th resident has low income should focus on 
inclusive planning strategies. With almost no limit to the potential number of  poor 
rural immigrants, the Cambodian capital is facing a reality when such resettlement 
morphology is physically unfeasible. Instead, to tame at least a part of  the “wicked” 
nature of  poverty, it is time to plan for housing and re-housing strategy based on three 
lines of  thinking: 

Think about proximity – location is essential for the urban poor. 
Commuting  means additional expenses which make a substantial difference 
for the low income households. Thus, most of  the informal settlements 
naturally evolve in the city center. In the case of  resettlement, it is fairly 
unlikely that the location of  the new site will have the same benefits, due to 
economic pressures. However, more attentive spatial thinking in early stages 
of  resettlement planning would lessen the probability of  impoverishment 
through isolation.

Think about density – undoubtedly better located land is more expensive. 
Thus a long time planning for resettlement should include higher density 
housing (and here I do not refer to high-rise) on less but potentially more 
expensive land. There are evident challenges in this line of  thinking. Of  
course, density involves thinking about a built structure, which is more 
costly in the short run. It also limits (but not eliminates) the possibility of  
self-improved housing, as the families are likely to be restricted by the built 
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form. Finally, if  self-improvement is to be allowed, there are issues to address 
regarding the quality control and safety.

However, density as a goal in Phnom Penh is likely to be beneficial keeping 
the long term development in mind. The Cambodian Capital is a compact 
city – and this is a quality which should be further prioritized through 
planning strategies. As the transport infrastructure is still underdeveloped, 
sprawl would make the mobility in the city increasingly difficult. It would 
also increase the immediate necessity of  further investments into wider road 
network. Thus, in the long run – thinking dense is less costly.

Keeping the benefits and the threats in mind, an open ended discussion 
about physical outcomes and different financing possibilities including 
NGOs, architects, developers, donors, the State and the users as stakeholders 
is likely have positive outcomes. Currently, organizations, such as Building 
Trust International, as well as Habitat for Humanity Cambodia are working 
with small scale affordable housing projects (Building Trust International, 
2013; Sona, 2014). Undoubtedly, given the possibility such initiatives could 
grow into larger scale affordable and flexible solutions. 

Think about financing – it is to be expected that resettlement solutions 
with long term poverty alleviation as a goal are more expensive in their initial 
stages. However, it should not be forgotten that the cost for the subsidy 
provider includes short term investments and additional financing required 
in the later development stages. The latter costs are likely to increase if  the 
planning practice is shortsighted or focused merely on removal. On the 
other hand, inclusion is likely to help avoid additional costs in the future. For 
example, in the NTA resettlement case, the ADB has admitted shortcomings 
and pledged compensation, thus additional subsidy, for the impoverished 
residents (ADB, 2014). Through more attentive planning such investment 
could be redirected to the initial stages of  the process and thus used more 
efficiently to eliminate the impoverishment causes.

For the subsidy receiver, financing is also crucial, as large expenses are 
unavoidable upon resettlement. The self-financing capacity of  the poor is 
highly dependent on the employment possibilities and flexibility. As Roy 
(2005) states in her work, we must not ignore that some of  the low income 
residents are better off  than others. Thus, planning for poverty alleviation and 
resettlement should be rather open ended, involving different possibilities for 
self-improvement and access to credit. As the income of  the resettled or 
urban poor families is often fluctuating (In-depth survey, 2014), success in 
rigid mortgage loan plans is unlikely. Generally, proximity to possible work 
places would improve the self-financing possibilities for the receiving party 
and lessen the likelihood of  displacement. 

With this I do not suggest a preset development plan, rather - abstract goals to keep 
in mind while planning. In more detail planning strategies, these goals should be 
defined in more specific terms.
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7.1. Structural Unity and Recourses

Attempts to structuralize an informal land market are difficult and potentially harmful. 
The documents held by the current occupants do not always represent the factual 
ownership. In this case formalization may bring a wave of  new land conflicts and 
negatively affect the already questionable tenure security (Roy, 2005). Thus, other ways 
to approach the problem must be sought out. In this case, structural and procedural 
reforms are more likely to induce a gradual change in the outcomes of  governance 
(Rothstein, 2011:104). 

The TA study findings indicate different outcomes resulting from dual governmental 
agency involvement.  Establishment of  a unified agency responsible for resettlement 
would lead to more clarity and, possibly, quality in terms of  resettlement procedures 
and land documentation. The Cambodian Rehabilitation and Development Board also 
recognizes the need (CRDB, 2002), as the IRC currently works with specific projects 
only, leaving the smaller scale resettlement for the local municipalities. Resettlement 
should not be the sole focus of  the unified body. It should work towards poverty 
alleviation by combining the physical infrastructure improvement with planning for 
socio-economic enablement of  the poor. 

The case study also showed that resettled families and the households who bought the 
land in TA possess multiple types of  often paradoxical documents. These documents 
are issued by different municipal levels, thus implying different security status, while 
still granting the same conditional occupancy rights. Thus it leads to a conclusion, 
that the land documents of  the same type should be issued by the same institution to 
enable more thorough control and unification of  the land documentation system. It is 
unlikely to curb land transactions and displacement by documentation system reforms, 
still a review of  the institutions and their flaws may limit profiteering possibilities 
which currently are a problem in TA and, likely, other resettlement sites. 

During the field study we found that generally the documents which are issued from 
higher municipality levels leave less possibility for manipulations, as they cannot be 
altered by the lower level officials – village chiefs and sangkat. In terms of  post-
resettlement land sales, these two levels are where most of  the small scale corruption 
occurs, also allowing for land manipulations leading to many cases of  displacement. 
Thus, the need for such large number of  lowest level administrative units and officials 
in the Phnom Penh municipality should be reviewed. While local governance has its’ 
positive aspects, it is clear that in TA the village chief  position grants the de-facto right 
to profit from managing public goods.

Finally, the access to the official land title must be simplified. The inability to obtain 
the formal land document creates nation-wide tenure insecurity. The document is 
issued by the Ministry of  Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction – yet 
another institution in a wide range of  other document issuing bureaucratic organs. 
The high agency rank makes the document difficult to access in terms of  time and 
its cost, making it out of  reach to any poor family. For this reason, the land market 
has been established functioning somewhat smoothly without the document. In turn, 
many families do not consider the possibility or need to request it. However, from 
the conversations with the residents in TA we found that most of  them agree to be 
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resettled or decide to buy the land in the settlement with a hope for ownership. This is 
what the resettled families should be provided with after the conditional period is due 
to avoid further conflicts. 

Of  course, mere institutional reforms cannot solve the problems arising post-
resettlement. However, they are necessary to accommodate new and more 
comprehensive planning practices. What is more, reshaping the institutions could 
become a part of  anti-corruption actions, which are needed in the planning sector. 

7.2. Planning: Job-oriented Resettlement

Little can be achieved through more strict tenure conditions or regulations to curb 
the informal land transactions and displacement. For example, Cernea’s (2013) 
recommendation to extend conditional tenancy period in NTA up to 8 years is not 
likely to bring substantial improvement. The transactions are common despite the 
tenancy conditions, as the residents are pressured by debt. There is also little hope 
for more strict rule enforcement on the local administrative level, as the officials are 
involved in transactions for personal profit. 

To actually make a valid attempt we must, first and foremost, look at the sellers 
reasoning. Most of  them are pressured by inability to recreate their livelihoods 
(Lindström, 2012; Ra 2014). Thus, the pressures should be attended in the initial 
stages of  resettlement. From the TA case we know that the residents are satisfied 
with the living conditions on site and are motivated for self-improvement, even if  it is 
beyond their financial capacities. Thus, to alleviate poverty and reach for more positive 
resettlement outcomes it is important to increase the capacities. This could be done by 
promoting economically sustainable job-oriented resettlement. 

There are two directions to job-oriented resettlement – enabling to keep the current 
employment and providing access to new employment. A multitude of  possible 
strategies may develop from both directions depending on the context. Yet for Phnom 
Penh I will present two schemes of  development for each: one of  a purely managerial 
character, thus attending to the shortcomings of  the current situation in TA and 
another – as an alternative development path for long term considerations. While the 
latter could not be referred as movementist, it does call for more attentive planning 
effort, which would work with inclusive development and avoiding joblessness from 
the initial resettlement stages. 

Enabling to Keep the Current Employment

In an attempt enable the urban poor to keep their pre-resettlement employment 
the goal should be bringing the people closer to the workplace. In this case, the 
two strategies for Phnom Penh could be described in terms of  spatial location and 
subsidies. There are many existing resettlement sites around the city which are similar 
to TA location wise – isolated from the urban core and workplaces. As the location is 
fixed, the government subsidies become the most important part of  the strategy. They 
should be directed towards traffic system development. It can be achieved through 
road infrastructure improvement, which is currently a part of  the national strategy 
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(Ministry of  Public Works and Transport, 2010) and will be used by all individuals and 
sectors, thus is not focused on resettlement sites in particular. However, in the short 
run, there is a need for subsidized public transport lines, specifically focused on isolated 
resettlement sites residents and their need to access the urban core for employment. 
It is also important to comprehend that this policy is not applicable for all. During the 
field study, we found that many of  the bread winners in the TA work in the transport 
sector, as motto-taxi drivers in the city. For this group commuting to their workplace 
with private transport has become significantly more expensive post-resettlement. As 
public transport system is irrelevant in this case, the self-employed drivers are entitled 
for a separate compensation for their losses due to increased commuting.

The above mentioned managerial approach is focused on attending to the existing 
problems post-factum. However, an alternative solution must be sought after for future 
development. The goal of  such strategy should be to avoid isolation in the first place. 
This could be achieved by two means. The first possible strategy should be developed 
similarly as the one above. However, including transport oriented development 
into resettlement planning from its’ initial stages. Phnom Penh is in need of  both 
physical infrastructure improvement and public transport network development. By 
joining resettlement projects and timely transport network development into a single 
comprehensive program, isolation, displacement and tenure insecurity could be 
avoided. 

An alternative strategy should focus on location. Phnom Penh is a compact city. 
Thus, it is possible to come across land which is in close proximity to urban economic 
activities and services, as well as, priced relatively close to the average 47 USD/m2 in 
TA (General survey, In-depth survey, 2014) (Figure 27). The subsidies here should be 
targeted to site selection and higher initial investment to land or to a denser structure. 
While it is a more expensive practice in the short run, it provides the opportunity 
for the urban poor to keep their employment during and post-resettlement period, 
thus minimizing impoverishment and lessening the need for further investments and 
subsidies. 

Figure 27: Phnom Penh: Location and Land Price
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Figure 28: Job-oriented Resettlement, Keeping Existing Employment
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Providing Access to New Employment

The new workplace provision can also be twofold. In this case the dimensions of  
location and subsidies are similar, yet differentiation could be made on temporal basis, 
as actions come in at different times. The managerial strategy attending to already 
exiting workplace shortage on site should start with providing incentives for businesses 
to locate close to the settlement, as also recommended by Cernea (2013) in his report 
on TA. Undoubtedly, this strategy is a rather late attempt to address the symptoms of  
an already critical problem. However, it is one of  the few steps that can be taken to 
improve the current livelihood situation in TA and slow down the displacement of  
resettled families. It also points to the crucial need for alternative policies which would 
prevent such situations from emerging in the first place. 

An alternative case of  new employment oriented resettlement should be based on 
partnership with businesses. It is a path of  multidisciplinary development rather than 
just establishing homogenous isolated settlements. From the initial stages employment 
should be at planners’ focus, so that the resettled families would have access to new 
employment during the financially challenging early post-resettlement period. Just as 
the previous managerial approach, this strategy would also require subsidies for the 
employers, as well as their participation. However, it is more likely to be successful 
if  the businesses are involved in the location selection and motivated (encouraged 
through incentives) to hire the resettlement site residents. 

For this strategy to be successful, the planners have to be aware and tackle a serious 
threat. In the case of  new employment oriented resettlement, it is important to avoid 
a situation when the resettled workers are forced into poor working conditions and 
inadequately paid jobs due to lack of  choices. Similarly as in TA, where the garment 
factories are the only available employers paying a low wage. Such development 
cannot be limited to a single employer, thus enabling the competition not only for 
work positions, but also for the workforce. Employer control mechanisms have to be 
established, revoking the subsidies in case of  failure to comply with the partnership 
conditions. Finally, even following this strategy, the location matters – it is important 
to ensure that the settlers have access to alternative employment, should the system 
start to fail. 

Socially responsible business ideas are slowly emerging in Cambodia.  A careful 
business/resettlement development strategy has the potential to contribute to the 
evolution of  the social capital in the country, as well as alleviate poverty by providing a 
higher physical standard living environment and enabling to sustain it.

Taking into consideration the varying nature of  poverty, it would be reasonable to 
apply a combination of  the above mentioned strategies. Such approach would help 
tackle already existing issues in resettlement sites, as well as provide more freedom of  
choice in terms of  employment. The alternative strategies, if  developed further, would 
contribute to the isolation prevention in further resettlement projects. Generally, a 
comprehensive resettlement and poverty alleviation policy in Phnom Penh should 
address both the symptoms and the causes of  the current shortsighted policy failures.
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Figure 29: Job-oriented Resettlement, Providing New Employment
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8. CONCLUSION

The low income communities – a quarter of  the inhabitants in Phnom Penh are 
currently struggling to claim their “right to the city” (Lefebvre, 1974). They shape the 
city character and keep it functioning through vibrant markets, small workshops, street 
food stalls and a vast sea of  motto-taxis. However, such city image is conflicting with 
the concept of  development and consumption imposed by globalization. Resettlement, 
as executed in TA’s case, is a loss in the fight for the right to be included in the city 
life – expulsion.  In reality, similarly as in the theory review of  this thesis, it starts with 
tenure insecurity in informal settlements and ends with even more insecurity in the 
urban fringe. While the lack of  security in the city center is fairly straight forward – 
related to illegitimate tenure, the insecurity after resettlement is more complex. Here 
the problems occur regarding the inability to sustain the newly allocated tenure, due 
to financial hardship and land manipulations. Many researchers and organizations 
emphasize the tenure issues prior resettlement, advocating for the residents who are 
under threat of  eviction. With this project I attempted to direct the reader’s attention 
to what happens after and reveal a reality which requires extensive planners’ attention.

Post-resettlement land transactions and large scale displacement can be effectively 
addressed only by looking into their causes in the resettlement and overall city planning 
strategies. Informality is to a certain degree tolerated or, more likely, ignored in Phnom 
Penh. However, for the sake of  sustainable development, it should become the focus 
of  policies aiming to include it into concepts of  future growth. If  the ignorance 
proceeds, the city will face more  violent conflicts as the ones in Boeung Kak and Borei 
Keila, as well as continuous removal of  the low income residents to poverty islands in 
the outskirts. Undesired as it is, the time is due for the planners and the government to 
recognize that the urban poverty in Phnom Penh will grow and become more evident 
together with urbanization. In a rapidly developing city this means new conflicts. 
The planners, the donors and the government should start looking into alternative 
comprehensive development strategies to solve them. 

Alternative strategies in their goals should focus on more than merely rehousing, in 
terms of  time – foresee longer periods of  development and, in terms of  scope – take 
more than ad hock actions looking at the city as a whole and not just one conflict. 
This is a rather simplified recipe and it is likely to become more complicated through 
implementation, which is the greatest challenge in Phnom Penh. Undoubtedly, 
corruption is still a large scale issue in Cambodia, making the implementation of  
any social security targeted policy problematic. Corruption was not the immediate 
focus of  this study, nonetheless its’ presence was evident in all institutional processes 
ranging from small scale land transactions to the reasons for resettlement in the first 
place. Addressing the corruption in the city planning sector of  Phnom Penh should 
be a topic for future research projects, looking deeply in to possibilities to reshape 
governance and its’ apparatus in direct and indirect ways (Rothstein, 2011). 

Corruption creates citizen mistrust in the state and its’ decisions (Rothstein, 2011). 
This brings out a situation when all strategies and changes suggested by the state are 
automatically assessed as corrupt. It means that a possible lack of  resident cooperation 
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through planning and implementation should be kept in mind. Here we have to turn 
back to the reason why during the recent years the problems of  the poor in Cambodia 
are more public and commonly discussed – the NGO activity. In TA we experienced 
that the NGO’s and often the media are the trusted institutions. Similarly as explained 
by Roy (2005), NGO’s in Cambodia are “scale jumping”. They are the reasons why 
the government can no longer conceal the unjust development and execute violent 
evictions without causing an outrage on a national or even international level. What 
is more, they are usually familiar with the problems and the livelihoods of  the poor 
and work with them in a hands-on manner. Allowing the NGO’s, together with the 
developers, the State and the affected families, to participate in the planning process 
as the mediators would create a more sound discussion addressing possible solutions 
and possible outcomes. Generally, a broad dialog is where the comprehensive changes 
and innovative planning approaches towards a higher quality resettlement practice in 
Phnom Penh should begin.  
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10. APPENDIX

Survey Questionnaire for Indebted Resident in a relocation site,  

Trapeang Anhchanh (TA) 

I. Respondent’s  profile 

QID Question Answer Code Skip 
1.1 Name of respondent    
1.2 Gender of respondent 1. Male 

2. Female 
  

1.3 Age of respondent ___________   
1.4 Current Address: 1. Plot number:______ 

2. Village:___________ 
3. Sangkat:__________ 
4. Khan: ____________ 
5. Phone number:_________ 

  

 If yes, since when have you 
lived in TA? 

1. Date:______________   

 
II. Income, expenditure and debt profile 

2.1 What is your current gross 
household income? 

Monthly income: 
R_______________ 
$_______________ 
Weekly income: 
R_______________ 
$_______________ 

  

2.2 What is your current 
household expenditure? 

Monthly expenditure 
R________________ 
$________________ 
Weekly expenditure 
R________________ 
$________________ 

  
 
 
 
 
 

2.3 Are you able to repay the 
debts that you have? 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In-depth Survey Questionnaire:



APPENDIX

73

Please detail the household’s outstanding debts? 

7-3 7-4 7-5 7-6 7-7 7-8 7-9 7-10 

Loan 
Amount 

Loan Source 
 
1=Bank 
2=MFI 
3=Money 
lender 
4=Friends/rela
tives 
5=NGO 
6=SBK (SHG)  
7=Other 
(please 
specify) 

Collateral 
 
1=Land title 
2=Occupancy 
letter/land receipt 
3=Transaction 
letter 
4=National ID Card 
5=Family book 
6=Cash deposit 
7=Other (please 
specify) 
(Multiple responses 
possible) 

Primary Loan 
Purpose 

1=Food expenses 
2=Home construction  
3=Home 
improvement 
4=Education 
5=Health 
6=Invest in existing 
business 
7=Start  new business 
8=Purchase assets 
9=Festival/ 
ceremonies 
10=Pay off existing 
debt 
11=Other (please 
specify) 

Other loan 
purposes 
(see codes 
– multiple 
responses 
allowed) 

 

Monthly 
Interest 
Rate % 

Monthly 
Interest 
Payment 

Remaining 
Loan Principle 

 

R_______ 

$_______ 
 

 

    
R_________ 

$_________ 

R__________ 

$__________ 

R_______ 

$_______ 
 

 

    
R_________ 

$_________ 

R__________ 

$__________ 

R_______ 

$_______ 
     

 

R_________ 

$_________ 

R__________ 

$__________ 
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  Answer 
  

How did you come to 
know about the land 
for sale? 
 

 
 

 Why did you buy it? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 How much did you pay 
for the land? 

 
 
 

 For what did you pay? 
(Land, house, other 
buildings) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

 Who did you buy the 
land from? 
Why did they sell? 
Do you have contacts of 
the person? 
 
 
 
 

 

 What kind of land 
ownership document 
do you get upon 
purchase? 
 
 

 

 
 

Who ratified the sales 
agreement? 
Were there any 
ratification fees? 
 
 
 

 

 
 

How do you understand 
your land ownership 
status? 
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General Survey Questionnaire:

Survey Questionnaire for Indebted Resident in a relocation site,  

Trapeang Anhchanh (TA) 

1-2 1-3 1-4 1-5 1-6 1-7 

Map 
Number 

Plot Number Year Status 
 
1-relocated 
2-bought 
3-rent 

Price 

 

Name ( comments ) 

 
 

 

    

  

 

    

      

 

      

 

      

 

      

 

      

 

      

 

      

 

 


