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In 2022, UNICEF commissioned an independent 
analysis of the situation of Cambodian children and 
their rights. The goal is to support the full achieve-
ment of those rights, as well as identify the challeng-
es that stand in the way. A commitment to human 
rights is enshrined in the Cambodian Constitution, 
and the Kingdom of Cambodia is a signatory to all 
nine core human rights treaties.1

This analysis adopts a human rights-based approach2 
underpinned by the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child3 (CRC) and guided by key human rights 
principles. It draws on government data, secondary 
sources, semi-structured interviews, consultations 
with 1,414 adolescents, and focus group discus-
sions. Cambodia is a very young society. In 2019, 

children constituted 34.8 per cent of the population, 
a percentage that is growing rapidly.4 

The situation of children has improved as the coun-
try achieved significant economic growth over the 
past two decades and reached lower-middle income 
status in 2015. Unfortunately, the pandemic and oil 
price shocks slowed growth, and poverty is com-
mon, particularly in the informal labour market, with 
81 per cent of all jobs considered vulnerable. Young 
people are three times more likely to be unemployed 
than adults. 

Most families remain at risk of poverty, and - based 
on the Cambodia Socioeconomic Survey of 2019/205 
- about 17.8 per cent of Cambodians live below the 
poverty line. Children are particularly at risk, and 
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when poverty is measured using a comprehensive 
multiple overlapping deprivation analysis (MODA) 
methodology6, almost half (48.7 per cent) of Cam-
bodia’s population aged 0-17 years falls within the 
definition of multidimensionally poor.

The right to equality between men and women is en-
shrined in the Cambodian Constitution and supported 
by a framework of laws, policies, and programmes, 
yet gender inequality persists, and the undervaluing 
of women’s energy, ideas, and potential constitutes 
a severe threat to Cambodia’s development progress 
and realisation of children’s rights. Children are ac-
corded low status, and violence against women and 
children is commonly accepted.7 Children’s rights 
will not be achieved in Cambodia unless women’s 
rights are also fully realised. Challenging gender in-

equality must be a core element of any successful 
child-rights strategy over the next decade.  

Cambodia’s current development strategy is codified 
in the National Strategic Development Plan (NSDP) 
Update 2019-2023.8 A Voluntary National Review9 in 
2019 indicated proven progress on six priority Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs),10 but significant 
challenges remain. Cambodia was ahead of the tar-
get for 29.8 per cent of the SDGs; for 12.3 per cent, 
it was on track, and for 12.3 per cent, it was off track. 
There was insufficient data to assess 45.6 per cent 
of the SDGs. Achieving the SDGs and other develop-
ment goals that affect Cambodia’s children may be 
impacted by factors such as declining overseas aid, 
the impact of severe climatic events, and governance 
challenges, but it must remain an urgent priority.

Source: https://dashboards.sdgindex.org/profiles/cambodia 
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1. These are International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination (28 November 1983); • Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (26 May 
1992); • International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (26 
May 1992); • International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (15 October 1992); • 
International Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhu-
man or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (15 October 1992); 
• International Convention on the Rights of the Child (15 October 
1992); • International Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (20 December 2012); and • International Convention 
on the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance 
(27 June 2013). For details see UN Treaty Body Database ac-
cessed 20 September 2022 at https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_lay-
outs/15/TreatyBodyExternal/countries.aspx 

2. As outlined in Garde M. Parameswaran S. Tso S-YK et al Core 
Guidance: New Generation Situation Analysis UNICEF (May 
2019) NY

3. Convention on the Rights of the Child adopted by the General 
Assembly of the United Nations on 20 November 1989 hereafter 
‘the Convention’ or UNCRC.  For the full text see https://www.
ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx

4. RGC General Population Census of Cambodia 2019; Thematic 
Report on Population Growth and Composition by Age and Sex 
NIS/MoP (2021) Phnom Penh p22 and RGC General Population 
Census of Cambodia 2019; Thematic Report on Population Pro-
jection NIS/MoP (2021) Phnom Penh Table 17 p46

5. RGC Report of Cambodian Economic and Social Survey 2019/20 
(CESS) NIS/MOP (2020) Phnom Penh available at JMP_2021_
KHM_Cambodia v03.xlsx (sharepoint.com) quoted in HRF Con-
tingency Plan. Focus on Floods, Droughts and Storms op cit. 
See also UNDP (2020) COVID-19 Economic and Social Impact 
Assessment in Cambodia CGE and GTAP simulation exercises, 
October 2020.

6. MODA uses child-related indicators to assess child poverty by 
ascertaining deprivation in eight key areas - nutrition; health; ear-
ly childhood development (ECD); education; water; sanitation; 
housing; and information. It is therefore a more accurate method-
ology for measuring child poverty rates.

7. Figures quoted in General Population Census of Cambodia 2019 
Thematic Report on Gender op cit. p8

8. National Strategic Development Plan Update 2019-2023 Ministry 
of Planning (2019) Phnom Penh

9. RGC (2019) CAMBODIA’S VOLUNTARY NATIONAL REVIEW 
2019 OF THE IMPLEMENTATION OF 2030 AGENDA RGC 
Phnom Penh 

10. These are CSDGs 4, 8, 10, 13, 16 and 17 aimed at ‘Empowering 
people and ensuring inclusion and equality’. They relate to quality 
education; decent work and economic growth; reduced inequal-
ities; climate action; peace, justice and strong institutions; and 
partnerships for the goals. 
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The Royal Government of Cambodia has affirmed its 
commitment to upholding the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, and enshrined these rights in its 
constitution. Article 48 stipulates that 

“The State shall protect the rights of children 
as stipulated in the Convention on Children, in 
particular, the rights to life, education, protection 
during wartime, and protection from economic 
or sexual exploitation. The State shall protect 
children from any forms of labor that are injurious 
to their educational opportunities, health and 
welfare”. 

The basic legal and policy frameworks are in place 
in relation to all fundamental child-related services. 
However, there are significant gaps in sectoral legis-
lative and policy frameworks, and it is generally ac-

knowledged that implementation and enforcement 
mechanisms are weak, so the final impact on the 
ground often falls short of the vision and intent out-
lined in law. In addition, regional inequalities in terms 
of staff and resources mean that service delivery is 
patchy and uncertain, particularly in rural areas. 

In June 2022, the UN Child Rights Committee (CRC) 
issued its latest findings on Cambodia’s progress in 
implementing the Convention, issuing a total of 48 
recommendations. 

The concerns and recommendations from the latest 
CRC Concluding Observations on Cambodia are re-
flected below.

CRC recommendations 
“The Committee reminds the State party of the indivisibility and interdependence of all the rights 
enshrined in the Convention and emphasises the importance of all the recommendations contained 
in the present concluding observations. The Committee would like to draw the State party’s 
attention to the recommendations concerning the following areas, in respect of which urgent 
measures must be taken: corporal punishment, sexual exploitation and abuse, children 
deprived of a family environment, education, including vocational training and guidance, 
economic exploitation, including child labour, and administration of child justice.

Securing the rights for every child

Securing the rights for every child
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Regarding corporal punishment and child justice, the CRC recommended the repeal or amend-
ment of all legal provisions which can be interpreted to justify the use of corporal punishment. 
It stated that further efforts should be made to reform child justice and that sufficient financial, 
technical and human resources should be allocated for this purpose. In addition, legal aid should 
be available free of charge to all children accused of having infringed criminal law.

In education, the CRC recommended that greater priority should be placed on ensuring that pri-
mary education is compulsory and free education is provided for all children for at least nine years. 
It noted the need to improve the quality of education at all levels, especially in rural areas, by 
reducing the student-teacher ratio, ensuring appropriate levels of training and equipping schools 
with adequate educational infrastructure. Special legal efforts should be made to guarantee the 
rights of all children with disabilities to inclusive education, with individual support by specialised 
staff and reasonable accommodation for their educational needs.

Regarding sexual exploitation and trafficking, the CRC concluded that grooming, incest, and 
non-physical sexual abuse must be criminalised, with clear definitions. There also needed to be 
further funding and capacity development for community-based child protection mechanisms and 
services, including commune councils, to address violence against children effectively. Finally, 
the CRC recommended an assessment of previous plans of action on trafficking and the creation 
of a follow-up strategy that addresses the shortcomings of the previous plans.

On the subjects of child labour and economic exploitation, the CRC recommended explicit prohi-
bition of employing children in harmful or hazardous work, backed up by business sector regula-
tions that comply with international and national human rights. In addition, the CRC saw a need to 
significantly increase the human, technical and financial resources allocated to labour inspections 
to effectively implement the laws and policies on child labour and prosecute any perpetrators of 
violations relating to child labour.

Regarding the right to a family environment, the CRC recommended the prosecution of those 
involved in illegal adoptions, especially the sale of children. Children should be guaranteed co-
ordinated and quality alternative care when they could not live with families. It also said there 
needed to be an effective case management process for the referral of children deprived of a 
family environment.

When it comes to addressing these challenges, there is a series of national action plans and 
strategies as well as statements within overarching national strategies but there is at present no 
specific national child rights strategy setting out a comprehensive, coherent and cohesive vision 
for Cambodia’s children. The CRC noted the need to strengthen Cambodian National Council 
for Children’s (CNCC) authority and ensure that it has sufficient human, technical and financial 
resources to effectively monitor and coordinate activities related to the implementation of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child across all sectors.

The CRC also noted the need to establish an independent monitoring mechanism for child rights 
and recalling its previous recommendations that the State party expeditiously establish an inde-
pendent mechanism for monitoring children’s rights. This mechanism should be in full compliance 
with the principles relating to the status of national institutions for the promotion and protection 
of human rights (the Paris Principles) and is able to receive, investigate and address complaints by 
children in a child-friendly manner. 

Securing the rights for every child
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Progress 

Good health and nutrition are fundamental to a child’s development. The Royal Government of Cambodia 
prioritised “the health of the people” in its National Strategic Development Plan, recognising health’s con-
tribution to social capital and economic growth. The Government has set a commendable goal of achieving 
universal health coverage by 2030 and supported these efforts through reorganisation of the healthcare 
system, investment in health infrastructure, human resource development and expansion of the country’s 
network of health facilities. There are now 131 hospitals and 1,283 health centres across the country. 

The country is on track to meet its SDG targets in several key areas, including the under-5 mortality rate, 
neonatal mortality rate, but progress on maternal mortality rate has been slower. The Cambodia Demograph-
ic and Health Survey (DHS) of 2021/2022 finds that stunting among children has dropped to 22 per cent: as 
recently as 2014 it had been 32 per cent. However, childhood wasting remains stagnant and continues to be 
high at 10 per cent. Also concerning is the continued decline in exclusive breastfeeding rates. Disparities in 
health and nutrition across wealth quintiles and geographical areas remain. Teenage pregnancy is still high 
among certain populations11 and while the incidence of communicable diseases (tuberculosis, malaria, HIV, 
measles), acute respiratory infections and diarrheal illness have reduced, there is a growing rise of non-com-
municable diseases and injuries (NCDIs) affecting children across the life cycle and their caregivers, due to 
changing risk factors associated with lifestyles, diets, and the environment. 

 The right to health 
 and nutrition

 The right to health and nutrition
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Challenges

Although the Universal Health Coverage (UHC) service coverage index has increased substantially in Cam-
bodia in recent years (by 42 points 2000–2019), it remains far below the regional average12. Between 2016 
and 2019, RGC expenditure on health as a percentage of GDP remained largely unchanged (1.3 per cent–1.5 
per cent). Catastrophic health spending in Cambodia improved from 2009 to 2014 but has been rising since 
2014 and out-of-pocket (OOP) for health remains over 60 per cent, putting many vulnerable families at risk. 
Key challenges for the health sector include financial sustainability, health workforce skills gaps, limited stra-
tegic purchasing of medicine and equipment, limited regulation, compliance and enforcement by the private 
sector, and limited coordination between health facilities, hospitals, and communities13, which impact the 
quality of care, equitable and timely access to primary health care services.

As Cambodia moves forward from the pandemic, key imperatives include ensuring that the health system 
is resilient to future infectious disease outbreaks and pandemics, provides affordable quality, equitable es-
sential health and nutrition services, and is fit for purpose in the changing context of emerging health issues 
and the burden of disease.

 The right to health and nutrition

Trends in maternal and child mortality in Cambodia
(2000-2021, CDHS)

Nutritional status of children under 5 in Cambodia 
(2000 - 2022, CDHS)
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Progress

If good health, education and protection underpin the development of children, then good water, sanitation 
and hygiene (WASH) services underpin all basic social services. Cambodia has clear policies and mandates 
for urban and rural water supply, and rural sanitation. There are policy and institutional gaps related to urban 
sanitation but these are now being addressed through ongoing reforms. The Government has formalised its 
strategy for the WASH sector under the National Strategic Development Plan and the National Strategy for 
Rural Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene 2014-2025. 

The country has committed itself to the SDG target to achieve universal access to safely managed drinking 
water, sanitation, and hygiene by 2030. The UNICEF/WHO Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP) analysis for 
the period 2021-2023 reveals encouraging progress in terms of increasing access of the population in Cam-
bodia to basic water (from 43 per cent in 2020 to 49 per cent in 2023), sanitation (from 38 per cent in 2020 
to 40 per cent in 2023) and hygiene (from 76 per cent in 2020 to 83 per cent in 2023) services.

The right to water, 
sanitation and hygiene
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Challenges

While progress is being made towards achieving the SDGs, there are major challenges that need to be 
addressed, with particular consideration to the safely managed14 services level. The same JMP report high-
lights that during the same period 2020-2023 no progress has been made in terms of access to safely man-
aged water and sanitation services, stagnating respectively at 29 per cent and 36 per cent. Overall in 2023, 
22 per cent of the population still has no access to adequate water services, 24 per cent with no access to 
adequate sanitation services and 17 per cent with no access to improved hygiene services. 

Of particular concern is the situation in schools and health centres, key contact points for children. Sixty 
seven per cent of schools in Cambodia do not have basic toilets that are both sex-disaggregated and usable 
and a quarter don’t have water sources available on the premises. Around 50 per cent of health care facilities 
don’t have year-round access to a water supply, and only 23.1 per cent had piped water. One of the main dif-
ficulties in overcoming these challenges is that delivery of WASH services in Cambodia is fragmented with 
several different ministries involved. Better coordination will be crucial to improving services in the coming 
years.

Given the extreme weather conditions in the country, the availability of improved water sources to the rural 
populations can present broad variations over the year. Those with access to these services experience a 
decrease of 22 percentage points in the availability of improved water sources in the dry season compared to 
the rainy period. In urban areas, this figure drops two percentage points. When it comes to access to drink-
ing water supply, the poorest rural households experience ten percentage points loss to this vital service 
during the dry season. Whilst the wealthiest households experience no loss. In 19 districts, 1 million people 
live in flood-prone areas, being periodically affected in the wet period of the year. Often, countless latrines 
collapse or get flooded during heavy rains. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The right to water, sanitation and hygiene

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

2021 2023 2021 2023

Drinking water Sanitation

Safely managed

Access to safely managed water and sanitation services
(2021-2023, JMP)
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Progress
One of Cambodia’s greatest priorities over the last three decades has been education, fundamental to the 
future prospects of children and the country itself. The National Strategic Development Plan emphasises that 
education is key to the country’s economic growth and the Voluntary National Review of 2019 found that 
the country is on track or ahead in terms of meeting the relevant SDG targets. The Education Strategic Plan 
2019-2023 defines the country’s education vision and goals and the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport 
is mandated to administer and develop the education, youth and sport sectors in response to the needs of 
Cambodia’s socioeconomic and cultural development. 

Cambodian law stipulates free access to education for all children from Grade 1 through to the end of lower 
secondary school in Grade 9. Net enrolment in primary schools in 2021 reached 91.9 per cent in primary 
school, an improvement of around 10 per cent from 2009, and 87.4 per cent completed primary school. 
Children enrolling in lower secondary school showed an even greater improvement, from 31 per cent to 47 
per cent.

Early childhood education is provided 
within the framework of the National Pol-
icy on Early Childhood Care and Develop-
ment, and the enrolment rate of 5-year-old 
children reached more than 60 per cent 
between 2017-2020. This number falls to 
32.6 per cent for 4-year-olds and 12.1 per 
cent for 3-year-olds15.

The right 
To education

The right to education
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Challenges

Although school enrolment, attendance and completion rates are rising in Cambodia overall, there is sig-
nificant leakage as children pass through the school system, with the majority still not completing basic 
education. The completion rates for 2019 were 81 per cent, 49 per cent and 26 per cent in primary, lower 
secondary and upper secondary education respectively. There also exist significant disparities and inequal-
ities among different socioeconomic groups. For example, adolescents in the top 20 per cent wealthiest 
households are four times more likely to complete lower secondary education than those in the bottom 20 
per cent.

Schools are also failing to provide quality educational outcomes for the majority of children. The results of the 
Programme for International Student Assessment for Development in 2018 revealed that only 8 per cent of 
15-year-olds in Cambodia reach a minimum proficiency level in reading and 10 per cent reach the minimum 
level in mathematics. Again, significant socioeconomic disparities can be observed. For instance, the odds 
of low performance in reading and mathematics among students who speak a minority language at home 
are more than twice as high as the odds among students who speak Khmer at home. 

The disruption of learning caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has made many learners fall further behind. 
The recent Grade 6 National Learning Assessment confirmed that significant learning loss did occur in Cam-
bodia: the proportion of students who failed to meet the basic proficiency level increased from 34 per cent 
to 45 per cent in Khmer and from 49 per cent to 74 per cent in Mathematics between 2016 and 2021.

Despite its importance to national development, the Government invested just 2.9 per cent of GDP in edu-
cation in 2023. Further investment will be essential for all Cambodian children to benefit from an improved 
education.

The right to education
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Progress
If health, sanitation and education are fundamental to a child’s development, it can only take place if they 
grow up safe and protected from harm. The Cambodian Government has promulgated legislation to prevent 
violence, neglect and exploitation of children over many decades, and a new draft law on child protection 
is at the final stages of consideration. The National Child Protection Commission (NCPC) was established 
by CNCC in 2015 to strengthen the child protection system and eliminate all forms of child abuse, violence 
and neglect, and a National Policy on Child Protection Systems16 was adopted in 2019. Progress towards the 
SDG goals continues.

Deinstitutionalisation continues apace, and the numbers of residential care institutions (RCI) and the number 
of children in them, continues to be gradually reduced. In 2015, there were 16,579 children in residential 
care, but by 2021 this had dropped to 5,440. Social workers work at national or provincial level, or report to 
the local administration office at district and commune levels, but there are also social workers employed by 
NGOs and INGOs operating in the country. At the commune level, the Commune Councils for Women and 
Children (CCWC) have a defined role related to child protection and basic social work.

To address complexities and fragmenta-
tion, the Ministry of Social Affairs, Vet-
erans and Youth Rehabilitation and the 
Ministry of the Interior developed a Child 
Protection Sector Strategic Implementa-
tion Plan (CP-SSIP) to progress develop-
ment of a national child protection system. 

The right 
to protection

The right to protection
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Challenges
Despite the progress, many children in Cambodia are at risk. Loopholes in civil and criminal laws relating to 
child labour, trafficking, early marriage and statelessness still leave thousands of children vulnerable. Vio-
lence remains a major challenge with more than 3 million children aged 1-14 years experiencing violent disci-
pline (physical or psychological) in their homes, according to CDHS 2022. Alarmingly, 27 per cent of parents/
caregivers think that physical punishment is needed to educate a child, and many children live with a female 
caregiver who experienced intimate partner violence. Similar, the 2013 Cambodia Violence Against Children 
Survey found that 50 per cent of children aged 13-17 experienced physical violence at home, and 60 per cent 
of children reported witnessing violence in their homes, schools, and communities. 

Over 4 per cent of females and 5 per cent of males reported at least one experience of sexual abuse be-
fore age 18. The fast advancement of technology provides children and adolescents in Cambodia with new 
opportunities to access information, learning and socialising. Eighty per cent of children aged 12- 17 years 
have access to internet, according to the Disrupting Harm Study released in 2022. However, about 160,000 
children (11 per cent of those using internet) experienced online sexual exploitation and abuse in the year 
preceding the study. Too many children still end up in prison, despite the efforts to implement the Juvenile 
Justice Law. About 4.5 per cent of the total prison population are children, with the majority convicted due 
to drug use, drug trafficking, and theft.

There are not enough professionally qualified social workers to respond to the child protection need, and the 
normative framework for licensing and accreditation of social workers is under development.

The right to protection

Online child sexual exploitation and abuse  
(Disrupting Harm in Cambodia 2022)

16. CNCC National Policy on Child Protection Systems 2019-2029 RGC (2019) Phnom Penh
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Progress 

One of the greatest impediments to a child’s development is the impact of poverty. The Cambodian Govern-
ment’s economic strategy over the last three decades has lifted many out of poverty, but many have been 
left behind and require further support. As part of the Government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Cambodia invested heavily in social protection and is building on that momentum to enhance and develop 
its social protection system. In 2019 281,597 children were reached through child-focused cash transfer 
schemes. By 2022 this figure was 698,591, an extraordinary ramping up of efforts to reach the vulnerable 
children in line with SDG goals. Additionally, over 240,000 children were reached by the Home-grown School 
Feeding Programme. Overall, at least one in ten children in Cambodia is reached by some form of social 
protection – a commendable result informing the future expansion and harmonisation of child-sensitive so-
cial protection schemes to increase coverage and accessibility to core and complementary social protection 
programmes for children and adolescents. 

The introduction of the national social protection schemes and the expansion of the coverage of the social 
protection of children, including during COVID-19, has been effectively led by the National Social Protection 
Policy Framework 2016-2025, whose goals are to ensure income security, reduce economic and financial 
vulnerability, increase people’s well-being and solidarity, and reduce poverty to a maximum extent. 

The National Social Protection Council is re-
sponsible for steering the development of 
various social protection strategies and pol-
icies, adopting a ‘life-cycle’ approach intend-
ed to ensure social and economic security 
and stability at all stages of individuals’ lives, 
with explicit recognition of the need for extra 
support to particular population groups, or 
at particular life stages, as well as at times 
of sudden shocks and stresses. The Coun-
cil comprises representatives from relevant 
ministries and institutions, but there are 

The right to an adequate standard 
of living and social protection

The right to social protection
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mechanisms in place to enable representation from development partners and civil society. The latter’s 
involvement is particularly vital and development partners need to be actively advocating for their continued 
and expanded involvement. 

Challenges
Despite progress made in economic devel-
opment and expansion of social protection, 
monetary poverty remains at 17.8 per cent 
as of 2020. Children are the most vulnera-
ble, with their estimated poverty rate at 22 
per cent. Children with disabilities are even 
more affected, with their poverty rate being 
estimated at 36 per cent. This is partly af-
fected by the fact that persons with disabil-
ities spend on average 39 per cent more on 
healthcare.

Eliminating child poverty will require not just 
the expansion of the existing social protec-
tion schemes and their further harmonisa-
tion, but also a further paradigm shift in the 
the economic growth model in order to en-
sure a more equitable distribution of employment opportunities and access to services and their financing. 
This could involve measures to reduce the informal employment market, achieve equitable digitalisation, 
improve skills training, challenge gender biases in workplaces and homes, and reduce barriers to land own-
ership, business registration, and financing for women. 

Civil society entities are being increasingly accepted as implementing partners at operational level, where 
they can offer a flexible and cost-effective response to implementation challenges. There, however, needs 
to be additional effort made to further clarify and formalise the engagement of civil society in the delivery 
of social protection in order to strengthen social accountability and broaden the space for civil society and 
citizens engagement, particularly at grass-root level to ensure their contribution in the schemes’ planning, 
development, transparency and accountability.

The right to social protection

Monetary poverty trends (%) 
(2014-2022)
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Climate change and the environment:  
The impact on children
Children across the world face few greater chal-
lenges than climate change and extreme weather 
events, and Cambodian children are no exception. 
Cambodia is vulnerable to extreme hydrometeoro-
logical events such as floods, storms, and droughts 
and was ranked 19th – High Risk - on 2019’s Climate 
Risk Index. Extreme weather crises can have grave 
consequences for households’ livelihoods and food 
security, and climate change impacts like low crop 
yields are likely to push families in at-risk areas fur-
ther into debt, leading to increased migration, with 
consequent risks for children17. 

Children in Cambodia are also threatened by a range 
of long-term climate-related stresses. Local food 
production is vulnerable to increased temperatures, 
changes in rainfall patterns, and extreme weath-
er events. Climate change is also likely to increase 
transmission of water and vector-borne diseases, 
to which children are particularly susceptible, and 
without action, the population exposed to extreme 
river floods could grow by around four million by the 
2040s. 

The impact of climate-change is likely to significant-
ly exacerbate existing issues of wealth and income 
inequality, hinder poverty alleviation efforts, and 
put increasing numbers of children at risk. Plans for 
hydroelectric development in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion pose a particular danger to Cambodia’s 
food supply, and show the need for an agreed re-
gional strategy to address environmental issues. In 
2013 the Government produced a Cambodia Climate 
Change Strategic Plan and it has established systems 
and structures to address environmental issues and 
the threats posed by climate change but overall the 
country seems significantly under-prepared to deal 
with impending climate and environmental risks. It 
ranks 149th on the Notre Dame Global Adaptation 
Initiative ranking (ND-GAIN)18. 

The country’s Nationally Determined Contribution 
(NDC), its contribution to the global response to 
the threat of climate change, acknowledges the dif-
ferential impact of climate change on children and 
notes that “children and youth play a critical role in 
the development, implementation, monitoring, and 
enforcement of climate actions across sectors – they 
need to be engaged at the national and local levels 
to participate meaningfully in the development of cli-
mate policies”19. But it also notes that information on 
the impact of disasters on women, children, disabled 
people, and other marginalised groups is largely an-
ecdotal. There has not been a full assessment of the 
impact of climate change on children to inform na-
tional responses in Cambodia, and this needs to be 
addressed urgently.

Climate change and the environment
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The Royal Government of Cambodia has established 
mechanisms to facilitate input by young people into 
statutory and administrative decision-making pro-
cesses at all levels of governance. However, within 
Cambodia’s current socio-political context there are 
constraints that impact on children and adolescents 
right to participate. 

The country’s Decentralization and Deconcentration 
(D&D) framework provides opportunities for youth 
participation and the National Action Plan for Cambo-
dian Youth Development maps the need for compre-
hensive youth services and participation at all gov-
ernance levels. The UN Country Team established a 
UN Youth Advisory Panel in 2007 to open dialogue 
and allow youth to advise on strategic opportunities 
and actions to address adolescent and youth issues 
across the UN system. Various donors and INGOs 
likewise offer support to various youth NGOs, net-
works and projects. The CNCC has National Child 
Participation Guidelines to support children and ado-
lescents to input on the implementation of the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, but CNCC itself 
meets infrequently with children. 

There is still insufficient space and capacity for 
young people to organise at local level. Traveling to 
group and community events can be difficult and 
even unsafe, especially for young girls. Other fac-
tors20 that inhibit youth engagement include limited 

education and experience, low self-confidence and 
shyness. Social norms are another reason why chil-
dren’s engagement in social issues is still relatively 
muted in Cambodia. Most respondents to the 2020 
Adolescents and Youth Situation Analysis in Cam-
bodia (AYS) felt that their civic participation is deter-
mined by parents and at community level, and young 
people are constrained by commonly held cultural 
expectations that they should listen to their elders, 
not vice versa. Young people who did get involved 
in local issues found government counterparts were 
resistant to accountability. Those who do speak out 
risk ostracism and as a result are likely to self-censor. 
Some inevitably give up trying to participate. 

So, despite the existence of official structures, sys-
tems and processes for child participation in deci-
sion-making, young people in Cambodia have insuf-
ficient space, voice, audience and influence to truly 
participate productively in social processes as they 
would wish. The Government is clearly committed 
to strengthening children’s and adolescents’ civ-
ic engagement, but children’s voices are muted to 
a large extent by lack of resources and support at 
ground level, inexperience, and strong expectations 
of submissive silence from young people until they 
are older.

Adolescents are increasingly aware of the internet’s 
wider potential in a context of restrictive cultural 
norms and shrinking civic space. AYS findings sug-
gests that young people’s political engagement will 
continue to grow alongside technological advances 
that allows them to engage directly with the wider 
world beyond Cambodia, learn directly from their 
peers and negotiate life and lifestyle choices without 
the need for family support, endorsement or permis-
sion. Adult duty-bearers in Cambodia need to con-
sider how technology can create opportunities for 
dialogue on a wide range of social issues between a 
far wider range of adult and child stakeholders than 
are currently engaged. 

Youth participation in decision-making

17.See NCSD/MoE A Third Study on Understanding Public Percep-
tions of Climate Change in Cambodia: Knowledge, Attitudes, 

18. University of Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative available at 
Rankings // Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative // University 
of Notre Dame (nd.edu)

19. Ibid pp43/44 

20.See Parkinson S. et al Final Report Cross-Sector Cambodia Youth 
Assessment USAID 2019 accessed 21 October, 2022 at https://
docslib.org/doc/9113463/final - report-cross-sector-cambo-
dia-youth-assessment     
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