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ABSTRACT

After the end of civil war in 1991, the new government of Cambodia implemented
development programs, aiming to take the country on a path towards market
economy, democracy and modernization. The Cambodian government opened itéelf
to international commercialization, which had been supported by various kinds of
natural resources including timber, land, fish, water and minerals. As a consequence,
the government became very interested in the Northeastern Cambodia, where there
was a great wealth of natural resources. These resources then came into high demand
and were exploited on a large-scale by national and international entrepreneurs.
Further, the government promoted agro-industry by expanding agricultural land for
cash crop production, which led to increasing levels of deforestation. In 1995 the
government initiated the Highland Development Plan in ethnic minority communities
supported by various international development agencies in promoting the
development of local communities, tourism and cultural preservation. At the same
time, the government allowed lowlanders to settle in upland communities. Villagers
were unaware of the procedures involved in applying for legal title to land and

community rights. As a result, they had gradually lost their land rights and also lacked




legal recognition to manage local community resources. All of these events were a
threat to livelihood security, and the cultural values of ethnic minority peoples.

This study examines the changing power relations and social interactions between
government and ethnic minority communities within the context of cultural, social,
political and écological transformation in Northeastern Cambodia. It investigates how
ethnic minority groups have been maintained, changed and revitalized their
knowledge, cultural values and social networks, and how they have exested their
r'ights over land, forest and culture in respomse to the government development
planning.

This study employs various methods in gathering data. Firstly, secondary data
were collected in order to describe the historical context of development in
Northeastern Cambodia. Secondly, household survey, key informant interview,
observation and informal interview were used in obtaining information on traditional
practices, agricultural practices, livelihood strategies, focal community rights and
economic development of government in order to describe the transformation in
ethnic minority communities. Fieldwork was conducted during a period of four
months, which was divided into two stages. Firstly, preliminary data collection lasted
for two months from mid-March to mid-May 2003. Secondly, the actual field research
was conducted for two months, from December 1, 2003 until February 5, 2004.

The study illustrates that the government development plans introduced to
highlands in the 1990s tends to exclude community rights over the conmtrol and
management of local natural resources, while the Cambodian government granted
land and forest concession to various companies. Ironically, the government excluded
villagers from access to natural resources and also prohibited practice of shifting
cultivation through the legislation of provincial authorities. The government improved
rural infrastructures and reorganized local governance structures through introducing
village chiefs, village development committees and commune councilors for
decentralization at local commupity level. In fact, these forms of development
involved the bureaucracy reinforcing and expanding the power of the state. This led to
changes in traditional institutions, social structures, and also relationships among the
community members as well as local authorities. Further, the government encouraged

villagers to grow cash crops and also motivated them to work for plantation
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cornpaniés. Traditional shifting cultivation was transformed to sedentary farming.
Exchange labor system was changed to hired labor practice. As a result of these
changes of livelihood strategies, increased land scarcity, and monetary dependency,
resources competition in cthnic minority communities emerged. Therefore, these
factors are the ‘technology of power’ initiated by the Cambodian government and has
affected ethnic minority communities.

The study looks at the response of ethnic practices to Cambodian development.
Ethnic minority people employ ‘coping strategies’ of negotiation, complaint, and
opposition to the government’s granting of logging and land concession, but yet
participating in local development projects with the expectation to get benefits. At the
same time, they have revitalized cultural values and traditional knowledge systems,
and created social networks between .community members and non-government
organizations to struggle for their rights to secure local natural resources and
customary practices. They also have diversified their livelihood strategies by
increasing investments in agricultural products, using intensive labor within and
outside the community, and using local resources for their survival.

The study concludes that to achieve sustainable livelihood in natural resource
utilization, the state should consider the participation of ethnic minorities as central to
development plans. Ethnic minoritics must gain recognition and legitimization for
their customary practices, and local rights for natural resource management. Finally,
the transformation of ethnic minority communities should be accomplished through a
new development paradigm that considers the overall well-being of ethnic minority

communities as necessity for the development of Cambodia.
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