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The consequences of poverty can last a lifetime. Rarely does a 
child get a second chance at an education or a healthy start in 
life. In Cambodia, 40 per cent of the population lives just above 
the poverty line, while 16 per cent of children live below it and 
are highly vulnerable. While child poverty threatens individual 
children, without adequate intervention it is likely to be passed 
on to future generations, entrenching inequality in society. 

Cambodia has experienced significant economic progress over 
the past two decades. By 2016, the country had attained lower-
middle-income status and is ranked as the sixth fastest growing 
economy in the world.

Lower-middle-income status suggests less donor dependence 
and an increase in government investment in crucial areas such 
as nutrition, health and education. It also suggests establishing a 
social protection system to reach all citizens, especially the most 
disadvantaged, with adequate social protection schemes. 

Yet Cambodia’s gains remain fragile. While the country achieved 
the goal of halving poverty in 2009, the vast majority of families 
who escaped poverty were only able to do so by a small margin. 
Around 4.5 million of Cambodia’s approximately 16 million 
people remain near poor. This means that they are vulnerable to 
falling back into poverty if exposed to economic or other external 
shocks, such as a poor harvest or a sick parent. 

Cambodia’s recent economic gains have not been distributed 
equally. Over 79 per cent of poor children in Cambodia live in 
rural areas, where there are fewer services than in urban areas. 
Growing up amid inequities can deprive children of a fair chance 
in life, and in the worst cases, can threaten their very survival. 
Poverty is not just about measuring income; children from poor 
households often miss out on basic social services, such as 

going to school, visiting a doctor or having an adequate diet, all 
of which impact their long - term survival and development. It is 
imperative to address multi-dimensional poverty and its multiple 
deprivations so that every child can have a fair chance to achieve 
his or her full potential. 

Children under 5 years in the north-eastern provinces suffer 
more severely from multi-dimensional deprivations than in the 
rest of the country, with 74 per cent of children affected. In 
Cambodia’s urban poor communities, only about 29 per cent of 
children aged 3 to 5 years are enrolled in any form of schooling. 
Migrant children often drop out of school; this may be because 
they do not have their family documentation, or because of the 
high opportunity cost of going to school. Children with disabilities 
suffer from a lack of access to appropriate, quality and affordable 
support services.

Social protection promotes access to social services for the 
most vulnerable families, including poor families, those in remote 
areas, ethnic minority families, and families affected by disability. 
Filling poverty gaps means fulfilling key child rights, which is 
critical for the development of individual citizens, and of a country 
as a whole. 

To achieve a national vision of reducing multi-dimensional poverty 
in Cambodia, there is important work to be done. This includes 
promoting equitable public budget allocation for social services 
and social protection, and ensuring funding is used efficiently. 
The coverage and effectiveness of social protection needs to 
be enhanced, especially for the most vulnerable people, and 
advocacy is needed for public policies and plans at national and 
sub-national levels that are developed with a gender and equity 
focus, and with sound monitoring and evaluation systems.

Situation 

UNICEF is committed to supporting the successful 
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals 
in Cambodia. We work with partners to put children at 
the heart of 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and to see that the Goals deliver results for every child 
and for generations to come. In the descriptions of 
the following programme areas, relevant Sustainable 
Development Goals have been identified with icons.



Supporting children and families with social protection
Many families and people caring for children cannot afford to 
access goods and services. To address this, social protection 
programmes, especially social assistance schemes, need to 
cover more vulnerable families and children. UNICEF believes 
that social assistance programmes that are designed and 
implemented effectively and efficiently, coupled with monitoring 
and evaluation systems that combine integrated social service 
delivery, will lead to improved outcomes for children.
 
Working closely with the government, UNICEF is supporting 
the development and operationalization of the National Social 
Protection Policy Framework (NSPPF) 2016–2025. UNICEF 
engages in the planning and implementation of social assistance 
schemes, including cash transfers for children and pregnant 
woman, scholarships, disability allowances and social pensions 
for the elderly. It also includes a roadmap for their expansion.

The NSPC, and its general secretariat, was established as a 
social protection governance and coordination body. UNICEF 
is supporting the development of a comprehensive social 
protection monitoring and evaluation system, which will monitor 
the progress of the NSPPF implementation and enhance inter-
ministerial coordination.

UNICEF is supporting MoSVY and MoEYS with the re-design 
and implementation of three cash transfer programmes: cash 
transfers for children and pregnant women; a scholarship 
programme; and a disability allowance programme. 

UNICEF is partnering with MoSVY to roll out the new national 
cash transfer programme for children and pregnant women, 
and to increase the benefit level and coverage of the disability 
allowance programme. UNICEF is also supporting MoEYS to 
improve the design and operation of the scholarship programme 
for primary and secondary students. All of this is being done 
through wide-ranging capacity building activities of line ministries 
and sub-national administrations to implement, monitor and 
evaluate the programmes.

To support the effective implementation of the three programmes, 
UNICEF is improving access to social assistance in Cambodia to 
ensure that no vulnerable children and families are left behind.
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Impactful policy advocacy for children
Advocacy is vital to our work. UNICEF established its relationship 
with the Supreme National Economic Council (SNEC) in 2012. 
Building on this relationship, UNICEF advocates for a results-
based policy framework and a monitoring and evaluation 
framework for key national policies. This advocacy aims for 
policies that are results-based, at all levels: sectoral, cross-
sectoral and sub-national. UNICEF’s technical support to 
developing the strategic results framework and key performance 
indicators for the Rectangular Strategy Phase IV influenced the 

National Strategic Development Plan 2019–2023. These included 
key interventions and indicators related to children. This work 
facilitates links between policy and budget efforts of MEF, MoP 
and SNEC. There is increasing focus on developing a functioning 
monitoring and evaluation system as the sector moves towards 
performance-informed budgeting by 2025. UNICEF believes that 
linking policies and budgets will lead to improved outcomes for 
children.

Budgeting for social services for children
Increasing the amount of public budget that is allocated to social 
services, along with efficient execution of the budget, is critical 
to improving children’s well-being. UNICEF advocates MEF 
and social ministries to increase equitable and evidence-based 
budget formulation and execution. This is for sectoral and cross-
sectoral social services and programme interventions, as well 
as social protection programmes (mainly social assistance) that 
address key indicators and dimensions of multi-dimensional 
child poverty. UNICEF supports the government to formulate, 
implement and monitor programme budgets for social services 
and social protection programmes as the sector moves towards 
performance-informed budgeting (as stated in the Budget 
System Reform Strategy 2018-2025). 

Due to its expertise in supporting social ministries (education, 
health, social affairs, rural development, etc.) to design and 
develop innovative interventions and programmes that address 
multiple dimensions of child poverty, as well as monitoring and 
evaluation systems, UNICEF is seen as an important player in 
supporting MEF and social ministries. UNICEF helped identify 

gaps and coordinate joint inter-ministerial actions addressing 
children’s issues. The approach of evidence-based budget 
and policy advocacy, combined with technical support to MEF 
to develop results-based monitoring and evaluation systems 
for programme budgets, led to budget increases and more 
equitable allocations in interventions for children. These included 
interventions in basic education, nutrition, water, sanitation and 
hygiene, child protection and cash transfer programmes. 

UNICEF advocacy reaches primary service delivery units, 
particularly sub-national administrations. Given its close 
relationship with central ministries such as MEF, MoI and MoP, 
UNICEF advocates relevant central ministries to issue clear 
guidance to sub-national administrations for planning, budgeting 
and monitoring and evaluation. This is with a specific focus on 
social service interventions for children, and citizen participation 
in the planning and budgeting process. Listening to the voices of 
children, young people and marginalized communities ensures 
that interventions actually address needs and are most beneficial 
to the people who receive them.
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Using data to fight multi-dimensional poverty 
Monitoring and evaluating any action is vital to achieving progress. 
UNICEF supports the government to establish mechanisms to 
monitor progress and evaluate how interventions in the social 
sector bring Cambodia closer to the vision of more children and 
adolescents living free from multi-dimensional poverty.

UNICEF’s work is centred on sharing knowledge and transferring 
skills so that national and sub-national authorities can generate 
and use data to monitor and evaluate programmes. With strong 
mechanisms for monitoring and evaluation, authorities can 
prioritize the allocation and execution of the budget and address 
existing gaps and disparities, with the ultimate goal being to 
reduce multi-dimensional poverty for Cambodian children. 

Specifically, UNICEF provided technical support to MoP and 
MEF to formulate and implement the National Monitoring 
and Evaluation Strategy, so that Cambodia’s monitoring and 
evaluation systems are solid and reliable. In building human 
capacity, in 2016 UNICEF engaged the training institution, IDEA/
Laval University, Canada, to provide a Master’s certification 
course on results-based monitoring and evaluation. This was 
for 25 professionals from key ministries, such as: Economy and 

Finance; Planning; Social Affairs; Education; Civil Service; Rural 
Development; and Interior. 

UNICEF supports data generation and analysis when needed. 
Using data sets from the 2014 Socio-Economic Survey 
and the 2014 Cambodia Demographic and Health Survey, 
UNICEF provided technical assistance to the National Poverty 
Measurement Working Group, led by MoP, to analyse data on 
multi-dimensional poverty  for the first time. Findings were used 
for a baseline and target setting for Sustainable Development 
Goal indicators related to child poverty. It should be noted that 
with UNICEF technical support, the roles and responsibilities of 
the working group were amended to include multi-dimensional 
poverty, as well as focusing on financial aspects.

One priority in Cambodia is to collect data on children with 
disabilities. UNICEF plans to provide technical and financial 
support to the National Institute of Statistics to collect data on 
this extremely vulnerable group. Quality data on disability in 
Cambodia will help to inform policies and programmes, which 
will have a significant impact on the well-being and participation 
of people with disabilities in society. 
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Cambodia at a glance

16% of children live below the poverty line16%

Nearly 49% of children are multidimensionally poor, i.e. 
they have at least 3 deprivations 49%

Over 79% of poor children in Cambodia live in rural areas

Families affected by disability are likely to spend 6 times 
more on health services than families not affected by 
disability, and 4 times more on transport costs to reach 
health services.

79%
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Estimated budget required for the 
Policy and public financing 
for children programme: 

US$ 7,418,000

Partners
To fulfil the vision of reducing multi-dimensional 
child poverty in Cambodia, so that all children and 
adolescents, including the most deprived, benefit from 
effective social services and child-sensitive social 
protection systems, UNICEF works with the following 
government partners (listed in alphabetical order): the 
Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF); the Ministry 
of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS); the Ministry 
of Interior (MoI); the Ministry of Planning (MoP); 
the Ministry of Social Affairs, Veterans and Youth 
Rehabilitation (MoSVY); the National Committee for 
Democratic Development (NCDD); and the National 
Social Protection Council (NSPC).

Other key partners include: the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB); the Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ); the European 
Union (EU); the International Labour Organization 
(ILO); the Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency (SIDA); the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP); the World Bank (WB); and the 
World Food Programme (WFP).
.
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