
Why Ireland Should Deepen Its Development Relationship With
Cambodia

Over the next year Ireland will decide on the shape of its multi-annual strategy in the Mekong sub-region,
comprising Cambodia, China, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam. We ask for your support of our goal which is
that Ireland chooses Cambodia as the main focus of support in the region from 2022.

Cambodia - a troubled history
Cambodia stands at a crossroad. It has faced political upheavals, struggles, complexity and changes, losing 2 million of
its people under the brutal Khmer Rouge Regime in the 1970s, a quarter of its then population. Education was a key
target of the Regime. 90% of teachers and 96% of university graduates were killed. That trauma resonates to this day
as a unique and tragic legacy that stands as a barrier to fulfilling the human development potential of its people, and
the prosperity that should accompany it.

Cambodia is among the furthest behind globally in terms of human development. At 144 out of 189 countries in the
Human Development Index of 2020, Cambodia comes in behind the neighbouring countries of Laos, Philippines,
Thailand and Vietnam. Climate change, protecting the environment and tackling issues of water and sanitation, air
pollution and broader health issues continue to be challenges for the country. Cambodia ranks 155 out of 189 on the
Education Index. Cambodia's vision is to transform itself to an upper-middle income country by 2030 and a developed
country by 2050. The government identifies quality human capital as a main driving force towards that goal yet
Cambodia’s human capital indicators lag well behind other lower middle-income countries.

Poverty and inequalities persist despite progress. In 2009, Cambodia achieved the Millenium Development Goal of

halving poverty. However, the vast majority of families who escaped poverty only did so by a small margin. Around 4.5

million people remain near-poor and are vulnerable to falling back into poverty when exposed to economic shocks.

Tourism and travel traditionally represent around one third of Cambodia’s GDP - the highest in the ASEAN Region. This

industry has been decimated due to COVID-19. It is estimated that an additional 1.3 million Cambodians will be

pushed into poverty (those who earn $0.93 or less per day) as a result of the pandemic. Additional inequalities within

the country between central urban regions and the periphery are stark. Almost four fifths of the population live in

rural regions but their household income is only 60 percent of that in urban area. This is further reflected in poorer

outcomes across a range of indicators including educational achievement.

Ireland’s development policy resonates with Cambodia’s needs and priorities

Ireland’s history as a small, agrarian, marginalised country blighted by
emigration resonates with the historical and present-day struggles of
Cambodia. Our own latter-day “national story” informs A Better World,
Ireland’s framework programme for development, which states "we have
also seen our country transformed over the past fifty years, through our
own efforts and also with the assistance of others.” Our experience of
trauma, conflict and post-conflict resonates with Cambodia’s experiences
– as does our identification since the 1960s of education and human
capital as a main driver towards our economic and social development.

A Better World is Ireland’s Policy for
International Development
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-10684399
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-10684399
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-33096971
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/161351468020945260/pdf/448500WP0Box3210KH0Teachers11Final1.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/KHM.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/en/indicators/103706
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/cambodia/overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/cambodia/overview#:~:text=Driven%20by%20garment%20exports%20and,growing%20economies%20in%20the%20world.&text=Around%204.5%20million%20people%20remain,economic%20and%20other%20external%20shocks.
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/cambodia/overview#:~:text=Driven%20by%20garment%20exports%20and,growing%20economies%20in%20the%20world.&text=Around%204.5%20million%20people%20remain,economic%20and%20other%20external%20shocks.
http://www.oecd.org/dev/asia-pacific/saeo-2019-Cambodia.pdf
https://www.adb.org/news/videos/adb-loan-cambodia-covid-19-response
https://www.imf.org/~/media/Files/Publications/WP/2019/wpiea2019187-print-pdf.ashx
https://www.irishaid.ie/about-us/policy-for-international-development/aboutthenewpolicy/
https://www.irishaid.ie/about-us/policy-for-international-development/aboutthenewpolicy/


Irish Aid has signaled its plans to reduce aid flows to Vietnam from 2022 following the success of its programmes
there.  In the period 2017-2020, €40 million was allocated to the sub-region (Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia) of
which 75% went to Vietnam. Our goal is that Ireland chooses Cambodia as the main focus of support in the Mekong
sub-region from 2022 with education as a core intervention area.

Choose education and empowerment in Cambodia
A Better World states that “people are what Irish development cooperation is all about” (p.29) and a focus on people
is one of the three underpinning intervention areas in the policy. Irish Aid and the Irish Embassy in Vietnam have long
seen its aid efforts as contributing, inter alia, to “reduced inequality and the empowerment of people to participate in
their own development.”

The Cambodian education system remains amongst the
weakest in the world. Recent data from the OECD and
the Ministry of Education provides a stark reminder of
the educational challenge: “When the proportion of
students who reach the baseline level is expressed as a
share of the total 15-year-old population…, only 2.1% of
15-year-olds in Cambodia reach a baseline level of
performance in reading; 2.7% in mathematics; and 1.4%
in science.”  Cambodia scored very significantly below
OECD and ASEAN averages in all areas. This is even
before consideration of the substantial negative impact
COVID-19 has already had on loss of learning. Ireland is
committed to reaching the furthest behind first - few
countries demonstrate such a scale of educational need
as Cambodia.

The PISA-D Report highlighted very significant educational
inequalities

The learning crisis is a significant drag on both the social and economic future of Cambodia, including its ambition to
become a middle ranking country by 2030. To achieve transformation in education outcomes, action is needed both to
improve the front-line teaching and learning, and to build the core research and institutional capacity needed for
continuous improvement. Ireland can make a lasting contribution to Cambodia’s economic and social development
through a strategic Country Programme centred on education. This is in line with Irish Aid’s long-held belief that
education is a human right that has the potential to break the cycle of poverty, particularly in relation to poverty
experienced by women and girls.  The pursuit of better educational outcomes for children and young people would
serve Cambodia’s labour market goals while also creating real positive change in rural communities. Furthermore, it
could lend Irish Aid a unique opportunity to contribute to sustainable trade and development, not just in Cambodia
but also throughout the South-East Asia region as a whole.

The military coup in Myanmar has thrown the spotlight back onto the fragility of political structures in the region.
China’s growing influence and America’s absence from discussions on human rights until Joe Biden’s election as
President have emboldened powerful factions to crack down on their people. In Cambodia, recent political moves to
suspend the voice of opposition have prompted the EU to alter its trade relations with the country. As the transition of
power from Cambodia’s Prime Minister Hun Sen, becomes a topic of concern given his advancing years, fractures in
the establishment risk spilling out into open hostility between rival factions. This is a challenging time to be investing
in the future of the country and something not to be taken lightly. While Cambodia’s dependence on ‘Official
Development Assistance’ has fallen from 100% of Government expenditure in 2002, it remained significant at 20% in
2018. With the pandemic expected to increase poverty rates in many areas, the pressing case for assistance is further
heightened. Ireland’s distinguished international record in providing sensitive and strategic support can be
indispensable at this time.
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https://irishaid.ie/
http://www.dci.gov.ie/media/irishaidpublications/DFAT-Vietnam-Mission-Strategy---English.pdf
http://www.dci.gov.ie/media/irishaidpublications/DFAT-Vietnam-Mission-Strategy---English.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/PISA-D%20national%20report%20for%20Cambodia.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/PISA-D%20national%20report%20for%20Cambodia.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/PISA-D%20national%20report%20for%20Cambodia.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/cambodia/overview
https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/eu-trade-sanctions-on-cambodia-come-into-force/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/DT.ODA.ODAT.XP.ZS?locations=KH
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/DT.ODA.ODAT.XP.ZS?locations=KH


While infrastructure is being greatly improved, there remains much to be done with strengthening the country’s
institutions. In education, new building programmes have made school accessible to all. However, improvements in
educational standards have been minimal as evidenced by the very poor learning levels achieved by students.
Challenges have arisen in programme design and delivery as a consequence of the inherent tension between the need
for the income provided by these programmes and the existence of meaningful commitment to change. Rolling out
programmes to introduce revised textbooks for example, have demonstrably achieved little in improving teaching
quality over the last 30 years. This is a time for a different approach where establishing a shared vision for the future
and empowering teachers and communities intent on educating the next
generation, are the centrepieces. A new partnership model where funding
is conditional on progress and not on timetables, where changes are
measured from the data and not opinion, where the focus is on
sustainability and not on quick fix solutions and where leadership is
inspired from within the country offers great potential.

Choose gender equality in Cambodia as a core driver
The central role afforded to gender equality and empowerment in A Better
World further sharpens the importance of a focus on people, especially in
the context of education. There is an opportunity to empower women as
education leaders within Cambodian education. This is in line with Irish
Aid’s own efforts to advance the gender equality agenda. Promotion of
gender equality can be a key driver of Cambodian education reform.
Women make up the majority of the primary teaching workforce yet less
than 9% of Provincial Primary Directors are female. The international
evidence is that teacher status and professionalism impacts education
outcomes positively. Promoting the role of women teachers and women
leaders can boost educational outcomes and provide exemplar positive
role models.

About us and our partners
The Cambodia Ireland Changemaker Network (CICN) is a mutually
beneficial partnership between Cambodian and Irish organisations. Our
aim is simple: to enhance education in Cambodia and on the island of
Ireland. Because of CICN, Cambodian-based NGOs gain access to the skills
of Irish educators, signposting to master scholarship opportunities
through Irish Aid, and the support of Irish researchers, policy analysts and
donors. In return, citizens in Ireland enhance their understanding of social
justice issues, connect with the Sustainable Development Goals and play a
role in becoming active global citizens.

CICN works with two Cambodian-based NGOs SeeBeyondBorders and
PEPY Empowering Youth. Both are supported by Irish Aid and the INTO
and both NGOs take part in the annual exchange programme to Ireland.
PEPY supports young Cambodian students by helping them achieve a third
level qualification and secure skilled work. SeeBeyondBorders recently
registered successfully as a charity in Ireland. It operates evidence-based
education in rural Cambodian primary schools. SeeBeyondBorders has
developed close links with the Ministry in Cambodia and with teaching, development and research communities in
Ireland.
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http://www.nis.gov.kh/nis/WM/Women%20and%20Men's%20in%20Cambodia%20final%20version_EN.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2PX4H2E0UAM&t=85s
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://www.seebeyondborders.org/
https://pepyempoweringyouth.org/
https://www.irishaid.ie/
https://www.into.ie/
https://www.seebeyondborders.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Ministry-and-SBB-visit-to-Ireland-for-Web.pdf

