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Cambodian Youth Eager to Contribute  
to Green Solutions

The Government of Cambodia has been a party to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) since 1996, ratified the UNFCCC Paris Agreement in 2017 and has a National Strategic Plan 
and Policy on Green Growth 2013–2030. At the same time, the Cambodian young people consulted felt they 
could be doing more to partner with the Cambodian government in following through on those national 
commitments. 

In a recent three-country study commissioned by UNICEF and UNESCO on advancing inclusive green economy 
through empowerment and participation of young people in the Greater Mekong region, participating 
Cambodian youth aged 15–24 indicated there was considerable untapped energy across the country among 
young people to know more about the problems, the solutions and how they could bridge the two. Cambodian 
children and youth below the age of 24 are estimated to make up about 46.6% of the Cambodian population1 – 
a significant proportion of the population whose needs cannot be ignored. This brief highlights the Cambodia-
specific responses. 

The Cambodian youth participating in the study responded that they—the youth—should be on the front-
line helping to solve environmental issues. But they also required knowledge and capacity building on ‘green 
jobs’, ‘green skills’ and practical training related to their interests. They further pointed out that there were few 
opportunities to participate in government policy processes on any issue, not just environmental, within a safe 
space.

1 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2019). World Population Prospects 2019: Data 
Booklet
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The Cambodian adults included in the study (from government, civil society and the green private sector) 
agreed that the Cambodian government should involve young people in policy formulation because they 
would have innovative ideas about climate change and environmental issues. These adults also agreed, 
however, that young people may lack the knowledge of how to access and engage with the different ministries 
and the ministries’ priorities. 

Cambodia’s policy on youth development and its policy on the public’s access to information both support 
youth participation. Yet, many of the interviewed adults saw a need for the Cambodian government to do more 
to proactively reach out to youth and encourage their participation in climate action. 

Policy landscape in Cambodia

The Government currently follows the Climate Change Strategic Plan 2014–2023 to develop towards a green, 
low-carbon, climate-resilient, equitable and sustainable economy, together with its National Strategic Plan and 
Policy on Green Growth 2013–2030. 

 � Cambodia’s National Strategic Plan and Policy on Green Growth seeks to stimulate the economy through 
low-carbon options and savings, protecting vulnerable groups and improving environmental sustainability. 

 � The National Strategic Plan and Policy on Green Growth also includes a strategic focus on Green Investment 
and Green Jobs Creation, Green Economy Management in balance with Environment, Green Environment 
and Natural Resources Management, Human Resources Development and Green Education, among others.

 � Cambodia updated its Intended Nationally Determined Contribution on 31 December 2020, committing to 
reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 27 per cent by 2030, relative to its 2010 emissions level, provided it 
receives international support for finance and capacity. The updated commitment covers adaptation actions 
and mitigation efforts, and highlights actions related to energy, transport, manufacturing and forestry sectors2. 

The National Policy on Youth Development, adopted in 2011, requires the Ministry of 
Education, Youth and Sport and the Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training to work 
together to support vulnerable youth. 

 � The National Youth Development Council was established in 2014 to coordinate the 
work under the Youth Development Policy. It initiated a National Youth Action Plan in 
2015.

 � The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport is in the process of updating curriculum for 
primary and secondary schools to integrate environmental issues (including climate 
change, sustainable consumption and production, and circular economy)3

2 https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/Pages/Party.aspx?party=KHM&prototype=1
3 This is being done through a partnership with UNDP – including the development of a teacher manual on Greener Thursday 

Programme for primary schools connected to the UNESCO Education for Sustainable Development initiative
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Stakeholders consulted in Cambodia

The UNICEF and UNESCO study set out to gauge (i) the level of awareness of 
environmental and climate change among young people; (ii) their participation in 
policy-making, movements or training for green jobs; and (iii) their sense of ability or 
empowerment from that involvement. 

The young Cambodians participating were high school students in Phnom Penh 
and rural Kandal Province aged 15–18, working-aged youths aged 18–24 and youth 
aged 15–24 not working, in education or training. The seven adults included a 
policy-maker, two civil society and social enterprise specialists, two sustainability or 
environmental science experts and two green business owners.

Findings

Awareness and participation

A few of the Cambodian youth respondents in the study were aware of the country’s green industry policies but 
did not know the specifics or thought that they had not been strategically implemented. Some of the young 
people mentioned they wanted to see the Government enforce stricter laws or standards to control industrial 
pollution and punish non-compliance. They recommended that the Government coordinate and collaborate 
more with civil society groups for stronger climate actions. 

 � Some youth were interested in green jobs because they had an interest in preserving the environment and 
motivating future generations to follow their path. Some did not want green jobs, however, because they 
did not think they had the skills or experience needed to solve the environmental problems. The perceived 
lack of skills and lack of information were some of the self-reported reasons for not considering green jobs. 
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 � The youth participants said that skills development in both green and other services should be government 
priorities for youth. Participation from governments in participation with private sectors was recommended 
as a way to develop green skills.

 � Lack of financial and family support was cited as a barrier to dream jobs. The youths also did not feel 
encouraged either by their families or their surroundings to pursue any unconventional job because it is 
considered risky. 

These findings were consistent with perceptions from the adult informants. For instance, the civil society 
participants in the study mentioned ongoing environmental training programmes targeting youth and 
children. But they also said there is no sustained effort from either the Government or the private sector for 
youth engagement. All the adult interviewees agreed that the Government and private companies could do 
more to engage youth in environmental movements.

The young people seemed to feel uncomfortable and unfamiliar with expressing their concerns to the local or 
national government. Some of them even seemed unaware of their right to express their ideas and opinions. 
Some of the youths said they use social media platforms like Facebook, YouTube and Twitter to share their 
concerns of contemporary issues, including environmental degradation and climate change. They agreed that 
social media is one place where they are not only vocal about their concerns but can start and follow a trend or 
a movement. The Government and non-government interviewees agreed that youths’ access to social media 
helps them raise issues and concerns at the national and global levels. 

None of the adults consulted mentioned any government-led channel to promote youth participation. 
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Empowerment

The study explored how youth are being ‘readied’ for the green economy and their perception of green skills. 
Many of the adult interviewees agreed young people should be included in policy formulation once they have 
gained awareness of how to access and engage with different ministries and the ministries’ priorities. 

Most of the young Cambodians in the study did not have a good idea of what green jobs were and had 
not thought about working in green industries because they did not realize green jobs could be financially 
rewarding. Some youth, however, were interested in green jobs because they wanted to help preserve the 
environment and motivate future generations to do the same. Lack of relevant knowledge, skills or experience 
needed to solve the environmental problems seemed to be holding some of the young people back from 
considering green jobs. 

Only a few of the youth participants said that they had learned skills in school that will help them find 
employment in green jobs. Few extracurricular opportunities, they added, provide opportunities to build green 
skills. The Cambodian youth in the study wanted skills development in both green and other services to be 
government priorities for youth. They suggested that green businesses could provide employment guarantees 
and other economic incentives to attract youth. 
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Recommendations for government action to partner with young people
as agents for change

Efforts to include climate change mitigation and adaptation strategies at the policy level need to translate into 
practical livelihood options around the green and environmentally sustainable job opportunities if they are to 
attract youth and create sustainable economies. 

 � The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport has already initiated work on local life skills and entrepreneurship 
education programmes that are implemented at the secondary education level. They could further could 
incorporate the concepts of green schools, and green education system into the national education with 
transparent budget allocation. In addition, there could be a focus on green skills into the secondary school 
curriculum and discuss green jobs as potential career options with real-world examples of how it can provide 
financial security.

 � The Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training could incorporate green skills and soft skills into the technical 
and vocational education and training system and strategies. Ideally, this would include a more inclusive 
programme that provides additional opportunities for girls. The environmental-related skills training will 
need to reflect the labour market needs, including future needs, which thus requires greater partnership 
between the Government and the private sector.

 � Allocation of budgets and content development related to environment issues for teacher training purposes 
and exploring mechanisms such as pre-service and in-service training opportunities for all teachers, 
across different levels. This could enable teachers across all levels so they have a better understanding of 
environmental issues, climate change and green skills and have capacity to train the youth. 

 � Establish knowledge-sharing platforms with mentors who are already engaged in green jobs, through which 
youth can learn, explore career options and share ideas. 

 � Expand initiatives across the country to empower girls and boys with opportunities to develop their 
communication skills by engaging community leaders and providing a forum in which youth have 
opportunities to discuss issues, including green businesses, with adults. Communities could lead by example 
and encourage young people to volunteer to improve the environment in the community. 

 � Initiate environment-related parenting messaging to expand households’ awareness of viable career paths in 
the green economy. This could include basic information on climate change impacts and the need for more 
young people to pursue related studies, technical training and workplaces. Emphasis on making space in 
education and the workforce for girls and women to pursue green ambitions would be useful. 
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“Greening the Mekong: Action for a Greener Economy with Children and Youth” is a study to better 
understand the opportunities and barriers for young people to integrate sustainability into their current and future economic 
activity. Awareness of sustainability issues has grown over the past decade, but does not always result changes to the way 
we live and work. This series of policy briefs examines current levels of awareness and support mechanisms in Cambodia, 
Thailand and Viet Nam, and explores opportunities to empower youth to play more active roles as agents of change for a 
greener planet. 

The full report and policy briefs can be accessed at: 

 � UNESCO website: https://bangkok.unesco.org/content/report-greening-mekong-action-greener-
economy-children-and-youth

 � UNICEF website: https://www.unicef.org/eap/research-reports


