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A Case Study in Anlong Rang and Kampong Tralach Fishing Communities

The present Cambodian fishery exploitation is unsustainable, leading to negative impacts on the rural

poor and private sector. There is need to strengthen good governance and the fishing community.

The fishing industry is
important to the Cambodian econo-
my. According to an EIC estimate,
this industry in 2003 amounted to
about 3.6 percent of Gross Domestic
Product (GDP). Furthermore, the
fishery sector employed approxi-
mately five percent of the labour
force, about 1.3 times more than the
garment industry in Cambodia.

Cambodia has a comparative
advantage in terms of inland fisheries
because of the fish resource endow-
ment especially in the Tonle Sap. The
latter is rich in fish compared to other
lakes and rivers of the world. The
potential fish catch is reported to be
five times higher than that of most lakes
and rivers in the tropical area.
Although there is a lack of reliable data
on fish exports, fish is a main export
from Cambodia, especially to Thailand.

Along with rice, fish is an
important staple and a main source of
protein for the rural Cambodian peo-
ple. People in the floodplain area
catch fish in flooded rice fields for
local consumption. The lake con-
tributes to more than half of the fish
production each year and also pro-
vides rural poor Cambodians (about
1.2 million people around the lake)
with fish for their food security.

Seeing the importance of this,
the government has taken fishery
reform to be a main element in natural
resource reform policy. However, the
management of fishery exploitation is
problematic. Unsustainable exploitation
has occurred in most parts of the Tonle
Sap. As a result, the catch per boat has
decreased and the price of fish has gone
higher. This has greatly impacted liveli-
hoods in rural Cambodia.

The objective of this article is

(1) to assess the current government
fishery policy (2) to assess the impact
of fish management in Cambodia (3)
to find a way to enhance sustainable
fishing in Cambodia.

In order to attain these objec-
tives, the EIC research team visited
two fishing communities in two
provinces by the Tonle Sap: the
Anlong Rang fishing community in
Pursat province and the Kampong
Tralach fishing community in
Kampong Chhnang province.

Fishery Management Development

Cambodia is a country which
is rich in natural resources such as
fish and forests. It has exploited fish
resources since the ancient times of
Angkor. In that era, the economy
depended on two main sectors: rice
and fish. These two have traditional-
ly been the main food staples for
Cambodians.

In French Colonial times, the
government leased out fishing lots to
generate revenue for the state. During
this period, fish resources were not
equitably distributed because most of
the benefits fell to a handful of minor-
ity elite whereas the general communi-
ty received only small benefits from
this fishery resource.

After Cambodian independ-
ence in 1954, the government contin-
ued the fishing lot leasing system.
During the 1960s, there were conflict
problems in the form of disputes
between lot owners and villagers.

In the 1973, the Lon Nol
government issued a ban on the fish-
ing lot system, reasoning that this
system was unsuitable. In the Khmer
Rouge period, fish exploitation was

very low while the rice sector was
strong because most of Cambodia
was converted into rice fields.

In the 1980s, Cambodia was
under Vietnamese occupation. It was
then free to fish in any way. During
this time, there was a lot of destruc-
tive exploitation such as the use of
electrocution, explosives, etc.

In 1988, the government
introduced the fishing lot leasing sys-
tem in order to increase state rev-
enues. The government wanted to
increase local sources of finance
after the sudden fall of the former
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

Box 1: Anlong Rang Fishing
Community

The Anlong Rang Fishing
Community was established in 2002
with the support of the Cambodia
Family Development Services
(CFDS). The members of the com-
munity comprised 100 families. The
lot area for the community is 575
hectares. The community catches
about 2 tonnes per day while the big,
illegal fishermen catch a much high-
er amount (many hundreds of tons of
fish per day per boat).

The CFDS supplies loans
to the community members. The
amount of money available for loans
is US$5,000. Without collateral,
each member can borrow US$90 for
a period of one year. The interest
rate is 36 percent per year. The
accumulated interest from the loan is
put to good use for community oper-
ations. On average, a loan of one US
dollar generates an income of US$3
per year. This makes them under-
stand the value of ownership of nat-
ural resources and they are active in
protecting their fish resources.

Source: EIC, survey with board of fishing com-
munities and small-scale fishermen, January
2005
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(USSR) and its assistance. As a
result, many conflicts occurred dur-
ing the period when the government
leased fishing lots. The conflict
between farmers and lot owners hap-
pened when pumping ponds dry left
no water for dry season rice.
Whenever there were no clear lot
boundaries, small-scale fishermen
were in conflict with lot operators.

In 2000, the government ini-
tiated a fishery reform by releasing
56 percent of leased lots to the fish-
ing community, aiming at reducing
conflicts and sharing more resources
with the poor. Some fishing commu-
nities were established by the gov-
ernment and some of them were cre-
ated by non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGO) even though there was
not yet a law or subdecree on the
establishment of fishing communi-
ties. This reform led to out of control
exploitation when the government
decided to withdraw the officials of
the Department of Fishery (DOF)
from the fishing ground for two
months. As a result, illegal fishing
was high during that time.

Government Fishery Policy

In 2001, the government cut
off the lot leasing system. The objec-
tive of the policy was (1) to improve
rural livelihoods of the poor, and (2) to
enhance food security, sustainable
development, and equitable use of the
fish resource base. The government
has established 375 fishing communi-
ties throughout the country. It has
drafted a law on fisheries, a sub-decree
on management of fishing communi-
ties, and a royal decree on establishing
fishing communities. With this policy,
conflicts between farmers, small-scale
fishermen and lot operators were
reduced. The small scale fishermen in
the community no longer need to pay
for fishing in any area.

Despite some progress in

fishery reforms, such as establishing
a legal framework for fishery man-
agement, there is still illegal fishing
especially on the Tonle Sap. The fish-
ing community in Anlong Rang
reported that fish overexploitation by
powerful people from outside the
community happened in the commu-
nity areas in 2003. Many kinds of
illegal fishing practices were report-
ed on the Tonle Sap.

First, there is lack of coordi-
nation between the government and
the community in enforcing the law
due to the lack of good governance.
Overexploitation is ignored even
though fishery officials are informed
of violations. Because of the lack of
law enforcement, the community is
unable to protect fish resources.
When there is over-fishing, especial-
ly by big, powerful trawlers, the
community lacks the power to
enforce the law. The Anlong Rang
fishing community argued that they
can only stop small, illegal fishing
activities. But they dare not get into
conflict with the big operators who
indulge in over fishing practices.
Additionally, poor governance, such
as impunity for the powerful, demor-
alises the fishing community, and
they lose the enterprising spirit, thus
resulting in more illegal fishing
activities by the powerful. According

to the Fisheries Action Coalition
Team (FACT), the Beng Kei fishing
community in Battambang province
caught illegal fishers but the commu-
nity was accused of destroying the
fishing property of others.

Second, weak community is
the main constraint for dealing with
the illegal fishing. The lack of funds
is common in communities created
by the DOF and limits the participa-
tion of the communities in protecting
fish resources. In the case of the
Kampong Tralach fishing communi-
ty, the lack of financial support
results in low efficiency in fishery
protection. On the other hand, the
Anlong Rang fishing community,
which is supported by an NGO called
Cambodia Family Development
Services (CFDS), has more financial
assistance. Thus the community can
show more participation from its
members to protect fish resources.

The resulting depletion of
fish stocks threatens the rural liveli-
hoods of the poor around the Tonle
Sap. This also causes inequitable fish
exploitation. The small scale fisher-
men are the majority in terms of
number but they benefit much less
than the minority large scale fisher-
men who commit the over-fishing.
The Box 1 shows that one single,
illegal, large scale fishermen can

Figure 1: Export of Fish by KAFIMEX (Tons)
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catch many times more fish than the
entire community. Overall, the gov-
ernment fishery policy has failed to
reach its policy objectives.

Concerning the abovemen-
tioned fishery management, how
does it impact on rural Cambodia and
the private sector?

Impact of Fishery Exploitation
Management in Cambodia

The degradation of fish
resources impacted the rural econo-
my, specifically the poor, as well as
the private sector. As fishery is an
important sub-sector in agriculture,
the degradation of fish resources
impacted the entire economy. EIC
projection data show that fish pro-
duction decreased about 7.4 percent
while that of agriculture decreased
4.2 percent in 2004.

The unsustainable fishing
impacted the stock of fish in the Tonle
Sap. The reduction in fish catch per
boat and the high price of fish in 2004
indicated that fish stocks were under
pressure. The fish catch per boat was
only 5 to 6 Kg of fish per day in
Anlong Rang and Kampong Tralach in
2004 compared to average catch about
20 Kg per day. This has increased the
price of fish. The price of fish in
Kampong Cham in 2004 was three
times higher than in 2003.

This also tended to worsen
the poverty of 1.2 million people liv-
ing around the Tonle Sap. The poor-
est people, who benefit from the low
price of prahok fish, suffered from
the high price of the fish, making
their lives more difficult. And in
2004, the poorest people in the
Anlong Rang fishing community
lived under the food assistance of
CFDS when their catch was too low
to support their own living.

For the middlemen, the
amount of fish bought was reduced
significantly, leading to a substantial

reduction of their income. Data from
FACT show that the fish middlemen
in Chnouk Trou complained that
their fish purchases declined 10
times from 2003 to 2004.

The decline in inland fish
stocks also impacted the private sec-
tor whose products are made from
fish. The local fish sauce industry is
mainly affected. The fish sauce fac-
tories mostly produce low end fish
sauce for local markets in Cambodia
using low quality fish, especially
prahok fish. An EIC survey of fish
sauce producers shows that the pro-
ducers income decreased about 50
percent from 2003 to 2004 as a result
of the higher price of fish.

Kampuchea Fish Import
Export Company (KAFIMEX), a
state-owned exporting company,
exported high value fish to many
countries in the region. The main
high value fish has become rare. The
company stopped exporting in 2003
due to the lack of large fish to export.
Its export reached a peak of 6,366
tonnes in 1998. From 1998 to 2002,
this declined significantly with an
annual decline rate of 46 percent. Its
products then became less competi-
tive with those of private companies
when the government ended the
monopoly of the company.

Medium and large-scale
processors who export high value
fish lost their market share for high
value fish such as Kesh and Damrei.
They shifted to aquaculture fish pur-
chasing. As there is depletion of nat-
ural fish, aquaculture fish prices
went up. This led to a loss of income.

Concluding Remarks

In conclusion, even though
the government has shown some
willingness to push reforms forward,
there is not yet a link between reform
policy and actual implementation on
the ground.

Cambodian fish resources
could recover, especially in the Tonle
Sap, if the government takes steps to
urgently address the issues. Past
experience shows a fish recovery
when tough measures were taken to
reduce illegal fishing in 2004.
According to an EIC survey of small
scale fishermen, the prahok fish
catch per boat increased about three
times in January 2005 compared to
that in January 2004.

The legal framework and
good governance must go hand in hand
to curb illegal fishing. Passing laws is
not sufficient to benefit the poor. The
government should ensure that the law
is enforced to enable good governance
to reach its reform objectives.

But the community is still
weak. Participation is still low for
most of the fishing communities in
Cambodia. The revenue of small scale
fishermen is still many times lower
than that of Thailand. The community
is strong if revenues for each member
are high enough. Thus, the fishing
community should be strengthened.
One option is to provide credit for the
development of the community.

Credit plays an important
role in boosting the effectiveness of
the community and its livelihoods. In
addition, the Department of Fishery
and local authorities should work
closely with the community to set
targets to protect the interest of the
community. The experience in
Thailand shows that the cooperation
among authorities and local fishing
community led to the success of
Phang Nga Bay fishing community.

Touk Khy

This article is compiled from a field
study, jointly conducted by the
National Assembly, the Senate, and
Economic Institute of Cambodia, and
funded by Cambodia-Canada
Legislative Support Project (CCLSP).
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