
Unlocking rural potential 

Cambodia’s poverty rate remains among the highest in Southeast 

Asia, with approximately 30% of the population living below the 

poverty line. Ninety percent of this population consists of rural 

poor people. Progress, reforms and high growth rates mainly 

benefit urban centers. This is also the case for GIZ’s target province 

– Siem Reap. Despite the province’s prospering tourism industry, 

its rural districts are among the poorest in Cambodia. The rural 

economy suffers from many weaknesses. Limited know-how and 

innovation coupled with inadequate services are main causes 

for the low productivity and diversification of rural products. 

Additionally, a small trader network limits access to markets and 

the supply of quality inputs. 

GIZ’s Regional Economic Development programme (RED) 

is partnered with the Council of Ministers, the Provincial 

Government and departments, private sector institutions and 

civil society organisations that aims to build economic capacity in 

rural Siem Reap. RED empowers rural households and individuals 

by providing new opportunities for economic participation and 

development. To unlock rural potentials, the programme pursues 

a market-driven approach.

Combining efforts in multiple partnerships

Cross-sector cooperation and combined efforts by the public 

and private sectors as well as civil society are crucial for creating 

business and employment opportunities. Cooperation triggers 

self-sustaining district development. Therefore, the establishment 

of multiple and cross-sector partnerships is a key feature of the 

RED approach. In regional fora representatives of the Goverment, 

private sector and civil society evaluate opportunities and risks 

to develop a common vision towards economic prosperity. This 

common vision drives the initiatives of action groups and networks 

as they implement joint economic initiatives. 

To improve the competitiveness of their products, RED supports 

these groups by facilitating access to technical innovations and 

business know-how. Enhanced capacities of local authorities 

and improved local regulations provide the enabling framework 

that local economic initiatives need to thrive. To better meet 

citizens’ needs, local government bodies receive advice to regulate 

economic behavior and to undertake economic promotion 

measures. RED supports the Provincial Association of Commune 

Councils to advocate and channel demands to higher-level 

government service providers. 

Seizing the market advantage

The booming tourism industry in Siem Reap town generates market 

opportunities for rural producers.  Through transfer of knowledge, 

techniques and innovations, the production and competitiveness 

of local farm and handicraft products are enhanced. RED promotes 

coordination and cooperation along selected value chains, building 
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trust and fostering specialisation.  Stronger business linkages and 

accurate market information open new opportunities for rural 

male and female producers. Public and private sector institutions 

are qualified to establish business development services. Private 

sector operators get advice and support to build-up producer 

associations, federations and chambers. One of the innovations, 

a label of origin, distinguishes local products and improves their 

chances of success in the marketplace. 

Experiencing change 

Over the past five years of the RED programme’s implementation, 

change has been continuous and broad-based. Public and private 

sector stakeholders applied new economic promotion approaches 

and instruments. Six districts defined regional development 

concepts and more than 100 networks and action groups 

implemented joint initiatives to develop the local economy. In 

addition, gender-responsive measures were put in place to enhance 

women’s quantitative and qualitative participation in discussions 

for priority setting and decision making. As a result, the percentage 

of women involved in district workshops increased from 20 to 33% 

over the last five years, while their participation in cross-visits 

remarkably grew from 16 to 38%. Quality inputs for agriculture 

are now widely available on district and commune levels. Roughly 

110 rural enterprises cooperate with RED in the vegetable and 

rice sectors and provide technical and market knowledge to 

their clients. Sector agencies and commune councils established 

Public-Private-Partnerships (PPP) with local and international 

companies and thus mobilised more than US$ 250,000 additional 

private resources for capacity building of rural producers. Regular 

stakeholder dialogues in the rice sector resulted in numerous joint 

activities such as transparent trade agreements based on mutually 

defined quality standards or far-reaching campaigns for the 

production, certification and use of improved seeds. Additionally, 

producer groups and farmer associations now offer multiple 

services for their members.

In the handicraft sector 55 enterprises – with a total of more than 

4,000 artisans – joined together and established two self-sufficient 

business associations. They offer training courses and services 

such as the establishment of new business contacts, assisting with 

the opening of new markets, and the development of new designs 

and products. The “Angkor Handicraft Association” introduced a 

label of origin for local artisans’ products. These initiatives have 

significantly improved the competitiveness of rural products, 

contributing to job creation, better incomes and poverty reduction. 

More than 17,000 rural households are employing improved 

production techniques, resulting in significantly increased yields 

and market-ready products. 

Since 2007, the share of local vegetables in Siem Reap’s markets 

has doubled. The quality and volume of commercialised rice 

significantly increased and is now traded in higher value export 

markets. Significant impacts brought about by the programme are 

visible at the target group level: Roughly 14,000 small and medium 

farmers increased their annual revenues by an average of US$188 

or more than 20%. More than 1,100 artisans have increased their 

annual income by approximately US$160 through additional 

working days and higher product revenue. About 15% of these 

beneficiaries are from households living below the poverty line. 

RED activities are unleashing change beyond the Siem Reap 

province as well. Private sector companies, which have partnered 

with RED, are driving similar initiatives in other provinces, while 

the approaches developed by RED are being recognised and 

adopted at the national level.
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