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MINORITY RIGHTS GROUP

Minority Rights Group works to secure rights and justice
for ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities. It is dedicated
to the cause of cooperation and understanding between
communities.
Founded in the 1960’s, Minority Rights Group is a small
international non-governmental organisation that informs
and warns governments, the international community, non-
governmental organizations and the wider public about the
situation of minorities around the world. This work is based
on the publication of well-researched reports, books and
papers; direct advocacy on behalf of minority rights in
international fora; the development of a global network of
like-minded organizations and minority communities to
collaborate on these issues; and the challenging of
prejudice and promotion of public understanding
through information and education projects.
Minority Rights Group believes that the best hope for a
peaceful world lies in identifying and monitoring
conflict between communities, advocating preventive
measures to avoid the escalation of conflict and
encouraging positive action to build trust between
majority and minority communities.
Minority Rights Group has consultative status with the
United nations Economic and Social Council and has a
worldwide network of partners. Its international
headquarters are in London. Legally it is registered both as
a charity and as a limited company under the United
Kingdom Law with an International Governing Council.

THE PROCESS

As part of its methodology, MRG conducts regional
research, identifies issues and commissions reports based
on its findings. Each author is carefully chosen and all
scripts are read by no less than eight independent experts
who are knowledgeable about the subject matter. These
experts are drawn from the minorities about whom the
reports are written, and from journalists, academics,
researchers and other human rights agencies. Authors are
asked to incorporate comments made by these parties. In
this way, MRG aims to publish accurate, authoritative, well-
balanced reports.
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Declaration on the Rights of Persons belonging to National or
Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities  (Adopted by the UN
General Assembly; Resolution 47/135 of 18 December 1992)
Article 1
1. States shall protect the existence and the national or ethnic, cultural,

religious and linguistic identity of minorities within their respective
territories, and shall encourage conditions for the promotion of that
identity.

2. States shall adopt appropriate legislative and other measures to
achieve those ends.

Article 2
1. Persons belonging to national or ethnic, religious and linguistic

minorities (hereinafter referred to as persons belonging to minorities)
have the right to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practise their
own religion, and to use their own language, in private and in public,
freely and without interference or any form of discrimination.

2. Persons belonging to minorities have the right to participate effec-
tively in cultural, religious, social, economic and public life.

3. Persons belonging to minorities have the right to participate effective-
ly in decisions on the national and, where appropriate, regional level
concerning the minority to which they belong or the regions in which
they live, in a manner not incompatible with national legislation.

4. Persons belonging to minorities have the right to establish and main-
tain their own associations.

5. Persons belonging to minorities have the right to establish and main-
tain, without any discrimination, free and peaceful contacts with
other members of their group, with persons belonging to other
minorities, as well as contacts across frontiers with citizens of other
States to whom they are related by national or ethnic, religious or
linguistic ties.

Article 3
1. Persons belonging to minorities may exercise their rights including

those as set forth in this Declaration individually as well as in commu-
nity with other members of their group, without any discrimination.

2. No disadvantage shall result for any person belonging to a minority
as the consequence of the exercise or non-exercise of the rights as
set forth in this Declaration.

Article 4
1. States shall take measures where required to ensure that persons

belonging to minorities may exercise fully and effectively all their
human rights and fundamental freedoms without any discrimination
and in full equality before the law.

2. States shall take measures to create favourable conditions to enable
persons belonging to minorities to express their characteristics and
to develop their culture, language, religion, traditions and customs,
except where specific practices are in violation of national law and
contrary to international standards.

3. States should take appropriate measures so that, wherever possible,
persons belonging to minorities have adequate opportunities to learn
their mother tongue or to have instruction in their mother tongue.

4. States should, where appropriate, take measures in the field of edu-
cation, in order to encourage knowledge of the history, traditions,
language and culture of the minorities existing within their territory.
Persons belonging to minorities should have adequate opportunities
to gain knowledge of the society as a whole.

5. States should consider appropriate measures so that persons belong-
ing to minorities may participate fully in the economic progress and
development in their country.

Article 5
1. National policies and programmes shall be planned and implement-

ed with due regard for the legitimate interests of persons belonging
to minorities.

2. Programmes of cooperation and assistance among States should be
planned and implemented with due regard for the legitimate inter-
ests of persons belonging to minorities.

Article 6
States should cooperate on questions relating to persons belonging
to minorities, inter alia exchanging of information and experiences,
in order to promote mutual understanding and confidence.

Article 7
States should cooperate in order to promote respect for the rights as
set forth in the present Declaration.

Article 8
1. Nothing in this Declaration shall prevent the fulfilment of interna-

tional obligations of States in relation to persons belonging to
minorities. In particular, States shall fulfil in good faith the obliga-
tions and commitments they have assumed under international
treaties and agreements to which they are parties.

2. The exercise of the rights as set forth in the present Declaration
shall not prejudice the enjoyment by all persons of universally recog-
nized human rights and fundamental freedoms.

3. Measures taken by States in order to ensure the effective enjoyment
of the rights as set forth in the present Declaration shall not prima
facie be considered contrary to the principle of equality contained in
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

4. Nothing in the present Declaration may be construed as permitting
any activity contrary to the purposes and principles of the United
Nations, including sovereign equality, territorial integrity and politi-
cal independence of States.

Article 9
The specialized agencies and other organizations of the United
Nations system shall contribute to the full realization of the rights
and principles as set forth in the present Declaration, within their
respective fields of competence.

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966)
Article 27

In those States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities exist, per-
sons belonging to such minorities shall not be denied the right, in com-
munity with the other members of their group, to enjoy their own culture,
to profess and practice their own religion, or to use their own language.

Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial
Discrimination (1965)
Article 2
1. States parties condemn racial discrimination and undertake to pur-

sue by all appropriate means and without delay a policy of eliminat-
ing racial discrimination in all its forms and promoting
understanding among all races ...

2. States parties shall, when the circumstances so warrant, take, in the
social, economic cultural and other fields, special and concrete mea-
sures to ensure the adequate development and protection of certain
racial groups or individuals belonging to them, for the purpose of
guaranteeing them the full and equal enjoyment of human rights
and fundamental freedoms. 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)
Article 30

In those States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities or persons
of indigenous origin exist, a child belonging to such a minority or who is
indigenous shall not be denied the right, in community with the other
members of his or her group, to enjoy his or her own culture, to profess
and practise his or her own religion, or to use his or her own language.

UN Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples  as
of August 1994 (extracts)
Article 7 

Indigenous peoples have the collective and individual rights not to
be subjected to ethnocide and cultural genocide ...

Article 23 
Indigenous peoples have the rights to determine and develop priori-
ties and strategies for exercising their rights to development. In par-
ticular, indigenous peoples have the rights to determine and develop
all health, housing and other economic and social programmes
affecting them. 

Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness (1961)
The Contracting States, ...
Article 1
1. A Contracting States shall grant its nationality to a person born on its

territory who would otherwise be stateless.
Article 9

A State shall not deprive any person or group of persons of their
nationality on racial, ethnic, religious or political grounds.
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Nineteen ninety five marks the second
anniversary of the United Nations (UN)-
sponsored elections held in Cambodia. The
elections represent the biggest ever peace-
keeping operation mounted by the UN in

any country and more importantly, mark the reemergence
of Cambodia as a modern state after decades of conflict
and turmoil. However, several unresolved problems
remain, among them the need to establish peace on a per-
manent basis, the economic reconstruction of the country
and, the theme of this report the treatment of minorities
in the new Cambodia. The report examines what maybe
appropriate safeguards to ensure the protection of rights
of minorities in the country and to reinforce intercommu-
nity cooperation.

The issue of minority rights has, perhaps understand-
ably, taken a backseat in the overall context of Cambodia’s
myriad problems. But the need to focus on this issue can-
not be emphasized enough especially when seen against
the background of the wanton destruction of the state and
of the brutal genocide perpetrated by the Khmer Rouge
on its civilian population. This long term human rights
agenda is a crucial development issue now that interna-
tional actors in the field of violent conflict resolution have
moved on elsewhere.

Long term efforts for peace and reconciliation are high
on the list of priorities being pursued by almost all sectors
of Cambodian society: government, people and non gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs). The rights of the minor-
ity peoples need to become firmly anchored to the fabric
of the state to ensure continuing peace and reconciliation.

The UN-sponsored elections took place in the last
week of May 1993, and resulted in the coming to power of
the present coalition government in Cambodia. However
the development of civil society is a lengthy process going
well beyond the task of election supervision, and has to
take into account the recent brutal history of Cambodia.
One key element of this history has been the destruction
of a wide range of institutions and infrastructure necessary
for the running of any modern day society, including the
judiciary, academic institutions, media, bureaucracy etc.

The tasks of the present government encompass the
challenges stemming from the urgency of rebuilding insti-
tutions while at the same time providing an element of
stability to a country still not at peace with itself. The
threats to stability come from various directions and have
become more exaggerated since the departure of the UN
towards the end of 1993. These include differences with-
in the government among the various coalition partners,
the ever present threat from the Khmer Rouge, who con-
tinue to wage guerilla warfare in the countryside, and the
severe economic problems now confronting Cambodia.

One of the world’s poorest countries, Cambodia has to
find the resources to feed a people grown increasingly
weary of decades of conflict, turmoil and hardship. The

economic prospects however do not look bright with
severe shortages and a poor industrial and commercial
base: Cambodia is no Asian tiger and may cease to be of
international concern.

As if these problems were not enough, Cambodia has
to find new ways of responding to its minority communi-
ties. Of these the case of the ethnic Vietnamese is perhaps
the best known, if only because of the human rights viola-
tions which have already been perpetrated on this com-
munity and the historical role played by Vietnam. The
Vietnamese Cambodians are deeply unpopular and
attempts to promote their rights have floundered against
the intransigence of the government and wider opinion.

The situation of other minority groups in Cambodia is
not as well known, and therefore this report provides an
introduction to the issues on a wider level, examining the
case of the ethnic Vietnamese, along with the Cham
Muslims, the indigenous peoples of the highlands and the
Chinese community of Cambodia. It is evident that if
Cambodia wishes to to build a truly modern, multicultur-
al and secular society it will have to find ways of accom-
modating the aspirations of the minority peoples of the
country.

This report represents a continuation of MRG’s policy
of working closely with partners in different countries and
regions of the world. It is co-published with the
International Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES) in
Colombo, Sri Lanka. ICES was among the first to partici-
pate in NGO initiatives in Cambodia following the arrival
of the UN in 1993. 

Using the initial research done by ICES, MRG then
commissioned David Hawk, New York-based human
rights specialist and convenor of the Cambodia
Documentation Commission to contribute to and update
the report. 

A very important aspect of this present report are the
recommendations from a coalition of Cambodian human
rights NGOs, which form an annexe to this report.
Cambodian NGOs in general have been doing a crucial
job in setting a positive agenda for the reconstruction of
the country. The human rights NGOs in particular have
taken the lead on the difficult and emotive issue of peace
and reconciliation. It is not always easy to speak out on
unpopular issues in times of transition and crises, but by
doing so Cambodian human rights NGOs have paved the
way for advances in the protection of the human rights of
Cambodia’s minority peoples. This report aims to build on
these initiatives.

Alan Phillips
Director
May 1995
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802-1432 The Angkor period: height of Cambodia’s historic empire.

Seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries Thailand and Vietnam absorb former Cambodian territory.

1864-1940 Cambodia becomes a French Protectorate and part of French Indochina, preventing further absorp-
tion by Thailand and Vietnam.

1954 Cambodia achieves full independence from France.

1954-70 Dominated by Prince Norodom Sihanouk, the Kingdom of Cambodia tried to avoid becoming
engulfed by the US-Vietnam war.

March 1967 The clandestine Communist Party of Kampuchea, popularly known as the Khmer Rouge, begin revo-
lutionary armed struggle against the Sihanouk regime.

March 1969 US begins secret and illegal bombing campaign against North Vietnamese and Vietcong sanctuaries
and supply networks inside Cambodia.

18 March 1970 Lon Nol, Sihanouk’s Prime Minister and military commander staged coup against Prince Sihanouk.
Cambodia’s politics and society begin to unravel. Cambodia is renamed the Khmer Republic.

23 March 1970 Sihanouk announces from Beijing the formation of a coalition with the Khmer Rouge to overthrow
the Lon Nol regime.

30 April 1970 US and South Vietnamese invade Cambodia to attack North Vietnamese and Vietcong bases and 
supply networks. Vietnamese military forces defeat backbone of Lon Nol’s army. Khmer civil war
begins in earnest.

1970-5 Brutal civil war pits Sihanoukists and Khmer Rouge supported by China and North Vietnam against
Lon Nol regime backed by the US.

17 April 1975 Khmer Rouge, secretly led by Pol Pot, win civil war, occupy and then totally evacuate Phnom Penh
and other Cambodian cities beginning a period of ultra-radical communist rule (abolishing money,
banks, private property, religion, forcing entire population into rural labour force) in which destruc-
tion of human life reaches genocidal proportions.

25 December 1978 Responding to deteriorating relations between Vietnam and Cambodia and Khmer Rouge incursions
into Vietnam, Vietnam launches full-scale invasion of Cambodia.

7 January 1979 Vietnamese troops seize Phnom Penh and install a political party made up of Khmer Rouge defectors
called the Peoples Revolutionary Party of Kampuchea. Cambodia is renamed Peoples Republic of
Kampuchea. Khmer Rouge flee westward across Cambodia to, and across, Thai-border, to set up
resistance bases. Hundreds of thousands of Cambodians seeking to escape both the Khmer Rouge
and the Vietnamese, flee to, and across, the Thai-Cambodia border.

1979-81 A former Cambodian Prime Minister, Son Sann, sets up a resistance group, called the Khmer Peoples
National Liberation Front (KPNLF) among the refugees in the border camps which attracts many
former supporter of Lon Nol’s Khmer Republic to fight against the Vietnamese. Prince Sihanouk sets
up a royalist resistance group, called the National United Front for a Peaceful, Neutral and
Cooperative Cambodia (FUNCINPEC) to fight the Vietnamese.

June 1982 China and ASEAN (Association of South East Asian Nations) pressure Sihanouk and Son Sann to join
with the Khmer Rouge to form the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK), in
exile, which remains the UN General Assembly-recognized government of Cambodia.

1979-91 A period of civil war and international conflict in and over Cambodia that pits Sihanouk, Son Sann and
the Khmer Rouge supported by China, ASEAN, and the West against Vietnam and its Cambodian pro-
tégé, the Peoples Republic of Kampuchea, supported by the Soviet Union.

October 1989 Following the failure of an August 1989 peace conference in Paris to resolve the Cambodia conflict,
Vietnam withdraws its armed forces unilaterally. The conflict in Cambodia acquires the character of a
civil war, leading the five permanent members of the UN Security Council to initiate their own
extended negotiations for a ‘comprehensive solution’.

23 October 1991 Upon the conclusion of these negotiations, the four warring Cambodian political parties and 19 exter-
nal parties to the Cambodia conflict sign a peace treaty in Paris known as the ‘UN peace plan’, this
settlement is based on the creation of a large UN peace-keeping operation for Cambodia called the
UN Transitional Authority for Cambodia (UNTAC) which is assigned responsibility for disarming and
demobilizing the rival Cambodian armies and conducting an election to produce a new Cambodian
government based on the will of the Cambodian people.

1992 The Khmer Rouge progressively withdraw from the implementation of the UN peace plan, preventing
UNTAC from disarming and demobilizing the Cambodian armies. FUNCINPEC and the KPNLF,
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along with the Peoples Revolutionary Party of Kampuchea (PRPK), which has now been renamed the
Cambodian Peoples Party (CPP), remain in the peace plan and prepare to compete in the UN-con-
ducted elections.

May-June 1993 Although marred by pre-election political violence, UNTAC conducts Cambodia’s first free and fair
election in a generation and ninety per cent of the Cambodian electorate braves Khmer Rouge threats
to cast their ballots. FUNCINPEC wins the election. CPP is second and a KPNLF offshoot called the
Buddhist Liberal Democratic Party (BLDP) is third.

June 1993 A post-election ‘secession’ ploy by elements of the CPP leads to an interim regime in which FUNC-
INPEC and the CPP share nominally equal power.

21 September 1993 A new Cambodian constitution is adopted creating a constitutional monarchy. Lon Nol’s 1970 coup is
nullified and Prince Sihanouk is reinstalled as King. His son, Norodom Ranariddh becomes ‘First
Prime Minister’ and reflecting the negotiated outcome of the June 1993 ‘secession’, CPP leader Hun
Sen becomes the ‘Second Prime Minister’ in a power-sharing, parliamentary coalition Royal
Government of Cambodia. Cambodia is renamed the Kingdom of Cambodia.

ASEAN (Association of South East Asian Nations), is an intergovernmental organization including Thailand,
Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines and Brunei that was very active on Cambodia-related
issues, particularly at the United Nations, and in opposition to Vietnam’s military occupation and polit-
ical domination of Cambodia between 1979 and 1991.

BLDP (Buddhist Liberal Democratic Party), a conservative, nationalistic, political party that emerged from
the Khmer Peoples National Liberation Front (KPNLF, see below) to compete in the UN-conducted
election in 1993. The BLDP came third in the 1993 election and is currently part of the new royal
Cambodian government.

CGDK (Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea), a loosely-structured, coalition Cambodian gov-
ernment-in-exile consisting of Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge, and two non-communist political parties – the
Sihanoukist FUNCINPEC, and the conservative-republican KPNLF (see below) – formed in the
early 1980s under ASEAN pressure to oppose the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia, particularly at
the UN General Assembly. During the 1980s Cambodia had two competing and warring ‘govern-
ments’, the CGDK, and the Peoples Republic of Kampuchea (PRK, see below).

CPP (Cambodian Peoples Party), the name given in 1989 to the formerly more avowedly socialist, Peoples
Revolutionary Party of Kampuchea (see PRPK below), a regionally-based faction of the Khmer Rouge
that fled to Vietnam in 1978 and was installed in office in Phnom Penh by the Vietnamese invasion of
1979. First under the name of the PRPK and then under the name of the CPP, this group was the de
facto ruling party in Phnom Penh from 1979 to 1993. Headed by Chea Sim and Hun Sen, the CPP
came second in the UN-conducted election and presently forms a major component of the new royal
Cambodian government.

DK (Democratic Kampuchea) the name of Cambodia under Khmer Rouge rule between 1975 and 1979.

FUNCINPEC (French acronym for the National United Front for a Neutral, Peaceful, Cooperative Cambodia)
founded in 1981 by Prince Norodom Sihanouk and became one of the three parties of the CGDK.
Later FUNCINPEC, led by Prince Sihanouk’s son, Norodom Ranariddh, came first in the UN-con-
ducted election and forms a major part of the new royal Cambodian government.

Kampuchea The name of Cambodia in the Khmer language.

KPLNF Khmer Peoples National Resistance Group – see CGDK.

Kampuchea Krom The name given by Cambodians to an area in southern Vietnam that was formerly a part of Cambodia,
and which continues to have a large population of ethnic Khmer.

PDK Party of Democratic Kampuchea – Khmer Rouge

PRPK Peoples Revolutionary Party of Kampuchea – see CPP

SOC State of Cambodia – succeeded the Peoples Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) as the de facto name of
Cambodia in 1989.
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Cambodia is mostly known abroad for the self-
inflicted genocidal suffering that Pol Pot’s
Khmer Rouge committed against the
Cambodian people during the 1975-9 ‘killing
fields’, in addition to the suffering thrust

upon its people when much more powerful countries
fought each other on Cambodian soil: the US-Vietnam
war (1970-5), and the 1979-91 proxy war in Vietnamese-
occupied Cambodia between China and the Soviet Union.

More recently, from late 1991 to late 1993, Cambodia
was the location of what has been widely regarded abroad
as the most successful UN peace-keeping operation of the
post-cold war era. Following five years of negotiations
between the warring Cambodian factions – the neigh-
bouring countries in South East Asia (the ASEAN states
of Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, the
Philippines and Brunei, along with Vietnam and Laos),
and the permanent members of the UN Security Council
(China, France, Great Britain, the United States and
Russia) – the UN dispatched over 20,000 peace-keepers
to Cambodia at a cost of 2 billion dollars. 

While not entirely successful as a peace-keeping opera-
tion (one of the four Cambodian political factions, Pol Pot’s
Khmer Rouge, withdrew from the peace process), this UN
mission, known as UNTAC (the United Nations
Transitional Authority for Cambodia), culminated in a UN-
conducted election in May 1993 that led to the formation
of a new Cambodian government. This government is a
coalition of the three factions that remained within the UN
peace process. As of late 1994, it remains engaged in a low
intensity armed conflict with the Khmer Rouge. 

However, for the first time since 1970, Cambodia has a
government that is recognized – rather than fought over –
by its neighbouring states and other world governments. A
decade-long economic and political embargo against
Cambodia has ended. Cambodia is again open and subject
to trade, aid and investment from international financial
institutions and the growth economies of South East Asia
and the world; it has made a transition from ‘failed state’
to something of a ‘normal’, poor, developing country.

For the last 20 years international attention has neces-
sarily focused on Cambodia’s wars, genocide, refugees and
famines, and on its enduring political personalities. In this
new situation of relative ‘normality’, this MRG report
seeks to provide an introduction to a relatively unknown
and unexamined aspect of the Cambodia situation: the
position of Cambodia’s ethnic minorities.

Ethnic minorities

This report looks at four of Cambodia’s ethnic minority
populations: the Cham, the Khmer Loeu (translated

as ‘highlanders’ or ‘hill tribes’), the Chinese ethnic com-
munity and the Vietnamese ethnic community. (Since the

UN election, Cambodians and outside observers are
beginning to consider the ‘Kampuchea Krom’ – formerly
Vietnamese citizens of Cambodian descent, or Khmer
ethnic stock who have migrated to Cambodia – as a fifth
Cambodian minority group. But because most of the
research for this report was conducted before the UN
elections, this group is not examined here.)

The period between Cambodia’s independence from
France in 1953 and the 1970 coup that ousted Prince
Sihanouk from power, what many Cambodians refer to as
the ‘old society’ i.e. before the terribly destructive wars
and revolutionary upheavals of the 1970s and 1980s, is
often considered to be a benchmark to which policies
should now return. However, during the ‘old society’ only
two of the four minorities considered below, the Cham
and the Khmer Loeu, were thought of as Cambodian eth-
nic minority groups. During that time, ethnic Chinese and
ethnic Vietnamese were considered to be ‘foreign resi-
dents’, not Cambodian citizens. Thus, this report focuses
more on the situation of Chinese and Vietnamese minori-
ties in Cambodia because their situation is more compli-
cated.

The situation of the ethnic Vietnamese featured promi-
nently in Cambodian politics at the beginning of the US-
backed Khmer Republic (1970-5) that followed the coup
against Sihanouk. The very existence of the Cham,
Vietnamese and Chinese ethnic communities was threat-
ened by the ultra-revolutionary policies of Pol Pot’s
Democratic Kampuchea as Cambodia was called from
1975 to 1979. The situation of ethnic Vietnamese and
Vietnamese nationals in Cambodia was a major issue dur-
ing the period of UNTAC (1991-3), and still remains so.
(Because the contemporary unresolved issues revolve
largely around the situation of ethnic Vietnamese and
Vietnamese nationals in Cambodia, this report devotes
more attention to their situation than to those ethnic
minorities which are not a contentious political issue and
are therefore not at risk.)

The 1993 constitution

The status of ethnic minorities was unresolved during
the drafting of Cambodia’s new constitution (late

1993) by the constituent assembly resulting from the UN
election, and remains so today. The new Cambodian gov-
ernment has yet to adopt basic legislation on Cambodian
citizenship because of contention and indecision over who
is, or can become, a citizen of Cambodia.

The complicated issues involved in this matter –
Cambodian’s sense of historical ‘greatness’ followed by
terrible loss and victimization and Cambodia’s current
aspiration for the political and legal accoutrements of a
modern democratic and law-abiding nation state – are
amply displayed in the preamble to the September 1993
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constitution adopted by the constituent assembly resulting
from the UN-conducted election earlier that year:

‘WE, THE PEOPLE OF CAMBODIA, accus-
tomed to having been an outstanding civilization, a
prosperous, large, flourishing and glorious nation,
with high prestige, radiating like a diamond,

Having declined grievously during the past two
decades, having gone through suffering and destruc-
tion and having been weakened terribly,

Having awakened and resolutely rallied and
determined to unite for the consolidation of national
unity, the preservation and defence of Cambodia’s
territory and precious sovereignty and the fine
Angkor civilization, and the restoration of
Cambodia into an “Island of Peace” based on a
multi-party liberal democratic regime guaranteeing
human rights, abiding by law, and having high
responsibility for the nation’s future destiny of mov-
ing toward perpetual progress, development, pros-
perity and glory ...

One of the future tasks of the Cambodian govern-
ment and society guided by the new constitution will
be to determine who, precisely, are “THE PEOPLE
OF CAMBODIA”.’

At key political events: Lon Nol’s coup against Prince
Sihanouk in 1970, the fall of the capital Phnom Penh in
1975, the ousting of Pol Pot by the Vietnamese in 1979,
the famine and refugee crisis in 1980, the Vietnamese
withdrawal in 1990, Prince Sihanouk’s return to Phnom
Penh in 1991, and the UN election of 1993, journalists
have flocked to Cambodia. But because the country has
been engulfed in war and revolution for several decades,
and because it was entirely closed to independent, outside
study during the Khmer Rouge years (1975-9), and par-
tially closed during the decade of Vietnamese occupation
(1979-91), unlike many other countries in South East
Asia, few anthropological, historical, or sociological inves-
tigations have been undertaken by foreign academics or
researchers. Further, because of the warfare, and because
so many educated Khmer were killed by the Khmer
Rouge or fled Cambodia after 1975 or 1979, Cambodians
themselves have had only a very limited opportunity to
examine their own contemporary society. Thus, the dis-
cussions of Cambodia’s ethnic minorities in this Report
are necessarily introductory and it is hoped that it will out-
line subjects and areas for additional research by
Cambodians and others.

◗

9

MINORITIES IN CAMBODIA

Introduction

       



The Cham, or Cham-Muslims, unlike the
Chinese or Vietnamese minorities in
Cambodia, represent an ethnic minority
group that is regarded by Cambodians as a
Cambodian ethnic minority group.

Following Cambodia’s traditional distinction between
‘ethnic minorities’ and ‘foreign residents’, the Cham are
often considered to be the largest Cambodian minority
group. Because they were regarded as Cambodian citizens
and because of their Islamic faith, the Cham were offi-
cially designated by the Cambodian government during
the 1950s and 1960s as ‘Khmer Islam’. 

Originally the Cham were the inhabitants of the
medieval Hindu kingdom of Champa located on the coast
of what is now central Vietnam. Between c. 1000 and 1100
AD, the Cham frequently fought the Cambodians. Indeed
many of the bas-relief battle scenes on the temple walls of
Angkor Wat represent these battles.1 But during the same
century that the Khmer abandoned Angkor, the
Vietnamese, expanding south from Tonkin and Annam,
conquered Champa. Preferring to live among the Hindu
Khmer, rather than the Sino- or Confucian-cultured
Vietnamese, the Cham migrated to Cambodia and settled
along the rivers and Lake of Tonle Sap. The Cham con-
centrated just north of Phnom Penh and in the province of
Kompong Cham. The Cham converted to Islam as it swept
eastward into island and peninsular South East Asia.

Ethnically and linguistically the Cham are Malayo-
Polynesian. Over the centuries the Cham intermarried
with Malaysian Muslims who had migrated to Cambodia,
and broadly-speaking the Malay and the Cham have now
merged into a single group.

The Cham live in their own villages, often in the coun-
tryside, directly next to Khmer villages. In the towns or
cities, the Cham are clustered in their own neighbour-
hoods or suburbs. The Cham maintained their own style
of dress: the women grew long hair and covered their
heads with scarves; men wore skull caps and often grew
beards. The Cham are concentrated in a limited number
of occupations: primarily fishing and water-buffalo raising,
but also blacksmithing, jewellery making, sculpture, boat
making, silk weaving and selling cloth. 

Although the Cham have lived alongside the Khmer for
centuries, an adherence to sharia (Muslim) law prohibit-
ing marriage outside the Muslim community has resulted
in the retention of identifiable physical group characteris-
tics.2 The Cham still retain their ancestral language, main-
ly as an oral tradition, but Bahasa-Malay is spoken
between Cham. The Arabic alphabet, learned at the
Koran school, is used in writing and in religious contexts.
The Cham observe Islamic holidays and dietary laws, and
pray to Mecca several times daily. 

There is no consensus on the size of the Cham popula-
tion in post-independence Cambodia. According to one
researcher:

‘Estimates vary on the number of Cham existing
in Cambodia before 1975. Cham inside Cambodia
and in exile claim 700,000, one-tenth of the
Cambodian population. [And claim] this figure is
based on a survey of households connected with
Cambodian mosques. Thai Moslems figure their
Cambodian co-religionists to number approximately
half a million. Pre-1975 Khmer accounts regarded
the Cham population as much smaller, as low as
150,000, and some earlier texts did not count the
Cham at all because they were regarded as foreign-
ers and not Cambodian. Father Ponchaud [a French
Cambodian specialist] places the Cham population
in 1975 at 250,000.’3

According to an academic studying ethnic relations in
Cambodia during the 1960s: 

‘Apart from their religion, the Khmer Islam have
adopted the Khmer way of life, and relations
between Khmer Islam and Khmer appear to be unaf-
fected by prejudice or discrimination.’4

According to Elizabeth Becker, a former Phnom Penh-
based journalist for the Washington Post:

‘Sihanouk had tried to integrate the Chams into
Khmer society, but both the Chams and the Khmer
disapproved. The Chams did not want to lose their
identity or disobey their faith as integration might
require. The Khmer were sufficiently racist to prefer
the Chams to keep a lowly distance.’5

Becker continues: 

‘At the beginning of the [Cambodian civil] war in
1970 the Chams were sympathetic to the Khmer
Rouge. They hoped the communists would win and
reverse the long-standing policies of benign discrim-
ination practised by the central authorities in
Phnom Penh. Both sides were eager to enlist the
Chams – as minorities whose faith accepted war,
they were considered to be the best and most fero-
cious fighters in Cambodia. The majority of Chams
joined the Khmer Rouge and were among their
ranks until 1973, when, with the inauguration of
cooperatives, the communists declared the Cham’s
distinct life-style counterrevolutionary.

‘As the [1975-9 civil] war was coming to an end,
the Phnom Penh authorities learned through intelli-
gence reports of the Khmer Rouge repression of the
Chams, and tried to entice Chams to their side. They
promoted Cham military officers and strengthened
ties with Islamic countries in the Middle East as well
as those in Southeast Asia. But it was too late.’6
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The Cham under Pol Pot
(1975-9)

If there is little agreement on the size of the Cham-
Muslim minority group before 1975, there is wide-

spread agreement that the Cham were terribly persecuted
under Khmer Rouge rule – due to the rigidly-maintained
Khmer Rouge policy of forced assimilation and their aim
to abolish religion.

In decrees sent to the provinces the Khmer Rouge
declared that:

‘There is one Kampuchean revolution. In
Kampuchea there is one nation, and one language,
the Khmer language. From now on the various
nationalities [listed according to province] do not
exist any longer in Kampuchea. Therefore [Cham]
individuals must change their names by taking new
ones similar to Khmer names. The Cham mentality
[Cham nationality, language, costume, habits and
religion] are abolished. Those who do not abide by
this order will reap all consequences.’7

According to one human rights investigator:

‘In many areas Cham communities were broken
up and dispersed among the general Khmer popula-
tion, sometimes two or three families to a commune.
Community and religious leaders were executed.
Cham women were required to cut their hair short.
Men were not allowed to wear their distinctive caps
or sarongs. Mosques were destroyed. According to
the Hakkim (religious leader) at Chaing Chamres, a
suburb of Phnom Penh, of 113 mosques prior to
1975, only 20 remain. Cham burial grounds were
desecrated and Cham who died were defiled by
being buried “upside down” (i.e. not facing Mecca).
Some Cham were forced to eat pork, forbidden to
Moslems, as a test of loyalty, and some who refused
were executed.’8

Numerous Cham communities resisted this forced
Khmer assimilation. Probably in response to the prohibi-
tion on religious practices and the threatened loss of their
Islamic identity, the Cham rebelled. This rebellion made
them enemies of the regime. In response to this resis-
tance, massacres of entire villages ensued:

‘Early escapees [to Thailand] reported [the]
wholesale slaughter of Cham at Trea and at Kroch
Chhmar in Kompong Cham province. Mat Le [an
ethnic Cham official from the agricultural ministry
of the successor regime of the Peoples Republic of
Kampuchea], mentioned massacres at Koh Thas vil-
lage and Svey Klieng in Kompong Cham. Up to
40,000 are reported to have been killed in the ham-
lets in the districts of Kong Meas and Kompong Siem
in Kompong Cham. A survivor from the Kong Meas
district reported to a Japanese journalist [in 1980]
that 2,000 people of 500 families of Khach So com-
munity, Peam Chikang village, Kompong Cham
province were killed in one evening in April 1978.
Thousands were thrown into a ravine known as

Chros Stung Treng; other Cham massacres reported
at the Phnom Penh Tribunal took place in Khlong
district, Kratie province, Orussay district, Pursat
province, and Kompong Trolek district, Kompong
Chhnang province. In August 1979 [following the
ousting of Pol Pot] only 60 of 1,200 pre-1975 Cham
households had returned to the Chrui Changvar
area near Phnom Penh.’9

The Cham to the present day

Following the ousting of the Khmer Rouge in 1979, the
Cham were able to resume their traditional lifestyles

and religious practices. They rebuilt their former villages
and mosques, and returned, as best they could, to their
previous occupations. 

Under the Peoples Republic of Kampuchea, Islam like
Buddhism, but unlike Christianity, was again a state rec-
ognized religion. The Cham language, and the use of
Arabic for religious ceremonies, were again allowed in
public in 1979. As a community, the Cham were included
within the structures of the United Front for the Defence
and Edification of the Motherland, the official body cre-
ated by the Peoples Revolutionary Party of Kampuchea
(PRPK) to guide and control Cambodia. As individuals,
the Cham were given governmental administrative roles
and selected by the party to participate in the national
assembly. Indeed, the Cham became something of a
showcase for the regime to distinguish the moderate
socialism of the PRPK from the radical communism of the
Khmer Rouge.

Following the Paris peace treaty in 1991, Cambodians
were freely allowed to travel abroad and many more
Cham are now able to make the Haj, the religious pil-
grimage to Mecca. In 1992, 96 people made this journey,
many with the financial assistance of Muslim states.
Islamic states are also providing financial assistance for
the rebuilding of mosques. Others are providing teachers
of Arabic, and the World Muslim League, an organization
in Saudi Arabia, has promised 30 scholarships for Cham
Muslim students to study in Indonesia, Malaysia or
Pakistan. Muslim religious leaders from Pakistan have also
visited to spread the message of Islam.

During the UNTAC period, the Cham do not seem to
have articulated grievances over discriminatory practices.
There may be some ethnic prejudice among the Khmer
towards the Cham, but it does not seem to have con-
tributed to significant racial tension between the two com-
munities. Similarly, there may be religious prejudice
among the Buddhists towards the Muslims, but this has
not led to any major tension between the two groups. 

◗
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The indigenous minorities of Cambodia,
known by the generic name ‘Khmer Loeu,’
literally the ‘upper Khmer,’ have never com-
manded much attention either inside or out-
side of Cambodia, and their plight has yet to

be seriously addressed. Although their numbers may not
be large, the new democratically elected government
should ensure safeguards consistent with international
standards to protect the language, culture and religion of
its indigenous citizens.

The Khmer Loeu minorities have often been referred
to as the highlanders, uplanders, hill tribes, or indigenous
minorities. These minorities are the Cambodian equiva-
lents of the more widely known highlanders of Vietnam
and Laos or the hill tribes of Thailand. They are indige-
nous in the sense that, like the Khmer, they are deemed to
be original inhabitants of Cambodia as opposed to the
Cham, Chinese or Vietnamese ethnic minorities who
migrated to Cambodia centuries or decades ago. These
small groups inhabit the isolated, north east mountainous
regions of Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri provinces, and also
the mountainous areas of Koh Kong province in the south
west. According to W. E. Willmott: ‘They are considered
by the Khmer to be uncivilized but nevertheless closely
related to them.’10

Centuries ago, the hill tribe areas were raided as a
source of slaves. Otherwise, the hill tribes traded products
with the lowland Khmer from the rice-growing plains.
More recently the hill tribes have been noted for their iso-
lation and presumed ‘primativeness’. In the words of a
nineteenth century French naturalist: 

‘Quite alone and independent in their forests,
they scarcely recognize any authority but that of the
chief of their village ... [The Cambodian king’s]
emissaries scarcely dare pass the limits of the king-
dom, so fearful are they of the arrows of the savages
and the fevers which reign in their forests.’11

Even today, when Khmer speak of the indigenous
minorities, there is sometimes an air of superiority, or
even contempt, conveying an attitude of the need to
‘develop’ or ‘modernize’ them. However, this is not the
view of everyone and one official who works in Ratanakiri
province for a non-governmental organization states:
‘[The Khmer Loeu] are proud people who value their cul-
ture and language.’12

According to a Cambodian government spokesperson,
30 to 36 different ethnic and linguistic minority groups exist
in Cambodia.13 An UNTAC survey of the indigenous
minorities notes six large hill tribes numbering over 10,000
and 20 smaller groups numbering less than 3,000. The larg-
er ethnic groups are Kreung-Brou, Tampuan, Jarai, Stieng,
Kuay, and Mnong. Although this study notes a figure of
75,000, its author warns against accepting this statistic,
because it is only a very rough estimate, as earlier formulat-

ed by the national assembly of the Peoples Republic of
Kampuchea (PRK).14 Most of the indigenous minorities live
in the hills practising slash and burn subsistence farming.

Minorities under the regimes

Historically, various regimes in Phnom Penh have tried
to assimilate the indigenous minorities using covert

and overt means. Under French colonial rule, rubber
plantations were introduced into Ratanakiri, employing
most of the highlanders for 15 days out of the month.15

The highlanders were mainly organized by the tribal
chiefs, and therefore had very little or no contact with the
colonial administrators. The highlanders were also
employed to build roads, bridges, and other construction
works. It appears that French colonial rule provided just
enough freedom to deter organized protests. 

According to Willmott, government resettlement pro-
jects following Cambodia’s independence in 1975 intend-
ed to bring the highlanders into sedentary rice farming.
This met with some success but also some opposition.16

It was not until Prince Sihanouk’s regime that discon-
tent became visible and organized. Under his rule, the
highlanders felt that their independence and autonomy
was being restricted. According to Provincial Chief
Justice, Choung Pheav, the number of rubber plantations
did not increase during Sihanouk’s regime; he merely
maintained the existing ones. However, during this peri-
od, increased working days and harassment by govern-
ment troops greatly aggravated the inhabitants in the
north east, culminating in a street protest in 1966. Discord
intensified after the ousting of Sihanouk, when the suc-
cessor regime led by Lon Nol tried even harder to bring
the hill tribespeoples into the lowland Khmer way of life.

To further complicate matters, in the mid 1960s the then
secret leadership elements of the Khmer Rouge had taken
refuge in the mountains of Ratanakiri, and government
troops indiscriminately burnt highlander villages and killed
the villagers thinking that the highlanders had either allied
with the Khmer Rouge or were sympathetic to their cause.
By 1970, some of the highlander nations had, in effect, allied
with the Khmer Rouge who had hidden in the mountains to
escape Sihanouk’s and later, Lon Nol’s troops. The Khmer
Rouge successfully recruited Khmer Loeu to their cause.
Furthermore, the increased frequency and ferocity of the US
bombings in the north eastern and eastern provinces worked
in favour of the Khmer Rouge, which used the bombings to
fuel its anti-Sihanouk, then anti-Lon Nol and finally anti-US
propaganda. Some observers believe that most highlanders
did not know or understand the Khmer Rouge ideology.17 Or
that highlanders and the Khmer Rouge simply shared the
same adversaries. Others point to Pol Pot’s patient, personal
and intensely loyalty-inducing recruitment methods
employed during the years he lived among the hill tribes.18
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Nevertheless, because of the diversity of the highlander
groups in the area, it remains uncertain to what extent the
indigenous minorities actively supported and were allied
with the Khmer Rouge during the 1966-75 period. The
Jarai people, who had a warrior-like reputation, were sup-
ported by the US government to fight the communist
Vietnamese. Yet the Jarai were also coopted by the Khmer
Rouge to infiltrate Vietnam. Moreover, the Brou were
allied with the Khmer Rouge, but reportedly rebelled after
1973.19 Hence, the Khmer Rouge’s popularity and following
among the indigenous minorities as a whole deserves addi-
tional research. Nonetheless, the association of the Khmer
Loeu with the Khmer Rouge has been widely noted. Pol
Pot reportedly had a substantial personal bodyguard and
trusted messenger force of hill tribespeople.20 According to
Becker’s account of the Khmer Rouge revolution:

‘When [Pol Pot’s] troops won the war eight years
later, witnesses remarked on the high proportion of
dark-skinned tribals fighting in his ranks. Sihanouk,
even later blamed these “savages for the cruelty of
the Cambodian Communist Party”’.21

The lack of information available makes it difficult to
clearly assess the years of Khmer Rouge rule, 1975-9.
Initially the Khmer Loeu may have benefited from their
designation as ‘base people’, i.e. early supporters of the
Khmer Rouge, and because of the mountains, Khmer Loeu
areas were not subjected to the forced influx of urban evac-
uees. On the other hand, although the highlanders did not
suffer persecution to the extent of the Cham or the Chinese
minorities, the hill tribes were subjected to cultural and
economic assimilation. Some were brought down from the
hills to work on irrigation projects and others felt that their
identity was being eradicated by the Khmer Rouge. Many
examples bear this out. First, the Khmer Rouge confiscat-
ed the ceremonial jars which were used to ferment rice for
rice wine. Second, under the pretext of making ammuni-
tion, the Khmer Rouge also took away their ceremonial
gongs. Moreover, the highlanders were forbidden to speak
their own languages and had to learn Khmer; and, accord-
ing to various reports, husbands and wives were often sep-
arated.22 According to French researcher, Locard: 

‘Whole communities [of Khmer Loeu] with their
leaders took the opportunity to run away to Laos
and Vietnam and joined their ethnic compatriots on
the other side of the border’.23

Under the successor regime, (Peoples Republic of
Kampuchea, PRK which later changed its name to the
State of Cambodia, SOC), the indigenous minorities have
fared much better. This is not because of overtly benign
policies to safeguard the minorities but because of the
lack of any coordinated policy towards them. The indige-
nous peoples were able to practise their religion and cul-
ture, albeit within an SOC civil administrative structure.

Problems facing the highlanders

The most pressing concern of the indigenous minorities
is the need for health care. Malaria and other diseases

are rampant, and there is a lack of almost all medicines.

Although indigenous medicine is effective for many ail-
ments, life-threatening diseases are often not treated.
Instead, sacrifices of livestock are offered to the deities.
Therefore, a method of incorporating modern medicine
into traditional practices may be a viable alternative.

Another potential problem facing the indigenous
minorities is the environmental pressures of slash and burn
farming. Although no formal research has been conducted
on this matter, field visits to many of the villages bear out
this hypothesis. Because slash and burn agriculture
requires considerable land, any encroachment on their land
could seriously hinder the highlanders’ situation.

Schemes to develop this area for commercial uses such
as logging, farming, livestock grazing, and tourism may
conflict with the way of life of the indigenous minorities.
Already, plans for several hotels in Ban Lung, the capital
of Ratanakiri, are underway, and the newly-built hydro-
electric plant providing electricity to Ban Lung and sur-
rounding areas may also stimulate economic development
and tourism. Moreover, the fertile land and the year-
round availability of water makes Ratanakiri ripe for the
food processing industry.24 The inevitable encroachment
by the Khmer majority coupled with hill tribe population
increases could lead to increased conflicts over land.

Lastly, the increasing frequency of contact with the
Khmer and the development of a market economy, will
inevitably affect the highlanders. Some changes are
already visible. Young girls in remote villages wear make
up and women who traditionally have gone topless are
now wearing blouses and bras. Changes are occurring and
occurring rapidly, yet the indigenous minorities must con-
front these if they are to retain their cultural identity. The
fact that their languages are not written, coupled with the
proliferation of Khmer schools in the past two years, may
lead Khmer to supplant the teachings of highlanders’
native languages and put them in the most vulnerable sit-
uation of their lifetime. 

In order to withstand the inevitable encroachment of
the Khmer majority and modernization, the indigenous
minorities must organize socially and politically. In the
light of these rapid changes, the highlanders living in Ban
Lung, Ratanakiri have recently formed the Association for
the Progress and Development of the Highlander Nations
of Ratanakiri. Their objective is: to promote the develop-
ment of highlander culture and agriculture, to address
medical needs and to improve access to better communi-
cations for the highlander nations in Ratanakiri. As of mid-
1993, the Association had built a meeting hall and a
cooperative shop in the O Chum district. Although the
viability of this organization is uncertain, due to internal
conflicts and a lack of adequate funding, the mere cre-
ation of such a group is a recognition of the need to face
the changes.

Governments, past and present, have neglected the
areas inhabited by the indigenous minorities, and because
these areas are remote, and previously because they were
thought to be controlled by the Khmer Rouge, very few
international NGOs have ventured out to these provinces.
However, the future of the indigenous minorities depends
on sound policies that ensure the freedom to practice
their religion and culture and to speak their languages
without being neglected or assimilated.
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The Chinese community, unlike the
Vietnamese community, does not invoke the
hatred of the Cambodian people. A partial
explanation may be that the Chinese com-
munity has assimilated with Khmer society to

a greater extent. Yet, at the same time, it has retained its
culture through the practice of its language, religion and
customs. 

Interestingly, however, the Chinese enjoy an economic
position envied by many Cambodians. If the Chinese hope
to maintain their economy prosperity and wellbeing, it is
vital for them to live in a peaceful Cambodian society in
which the government respects the rights of minorities. Yet
the Chinese are currently regarded as foreign residents in
Cambodia and not as a national minority, although many
are second and third generation Cambodian-born
Chinese. However, in this report, the Chinese are regard-
ed as a Cambodian minority group due to their inferiority
in number and the duration of their presence. 

Historically, Chinese traders were present in
Cambodia during the Angkor period, although they were
not numerous because Angkorian Cambodia was largely
economically self-sufficient and did not rely on foreign
trade. However, after the Cambodian capital relocated
south and east to the Mekong River, international trade
became much more important and Chinese traders and
immigrants became a key element in the Cambodian
economy.

The Chinese in Cambodia derive from four regions and
five language groups in south eastern China.25 The fore-
most scholar of the Chinese community in Cambodia,
Willmott, believes that the earliest sustained Chinese set-
tlers were Hokkien from the region of Amoy in southern
Fukien province.26 During the eighteenth century,
Hainanese from the island of Hainan came to southern
Cambodia originally as labourers on pepper plantations.
Subsequently many moved to Phnom Penh, where they
came to predominate in the hotel and restaurant sector.
After Cholon, the Chinese sister city of Saigon, become
the major port for lower Mekong trade, Cantonese moved
from Cholon to Phnom Penh, originally as carpenters and
labourers.27 These Cantonese and Hainanese ‘formed the
beginnings of the modern Chinese community in
Indochina’.28

However, three-quarters of the ethnic Chinese in
Cambodia are Teochiu from the north eastern part of
Kwantung province, who migrated in massive numbers
following economic crisis in China in the early 1930s.
Willmott notes that as of 1963, nearly nine-tenths of the
Chinese in rural Cambodia and seven-tenths of the
Chinese in urban areas were Teochiu.29 Also migrating to
Cambodia in more recent times were Hakka from north
east Kwangtun province who specialized in cobbling,
herbal medicine and dentistry, and settled in Phnom Penh
and Takeo province.30

Describing the long term role of the Chinese in
Cambodia, Willmott notes:

‘Even before French times, the Chinese acted as
the economic middle men between the Khmer peas-
ant and aristocrat, leasing monopoly farms from the
king, collecting revenue from his subjects, and org-
anizing the rice and fish trade from which the court
obtained substantial income. Under French rule,
their role continued to be that of economic interme-
diary, and today they still predominate among the
merchants and small industrialists in the country.’31

Not only did the Chinese serve an essential role in the
post-Ankorian Cambodian economy, but while maintain-
ing their own communities the Chinese adopted many
Khmer customs and frequently married with the
Cambodian élite. While many Chinese in Cambodia con-
sidered themselves Chinese in the same way that China
considered all overseas Chinese as subjects of China,
many Chinese were becoming integrated and assimilated
into Cambodian society.

The legal status of the Chinese
in pre-revolutionary Cambodia

Up to the end of sixteenth century, all foreign residents
were regarded as being under the direct justice of the

Cambodian king. But as the numbers and types of foreign
residents (Lao, Vietnamese, Cham, Malay, Chinese,
Japanese, Javanese) grew, indirect control over these
diverse communities was initiated by selecting a leader
from the various foreign communities who would be
responsible for maintaining law and order over those com-
munities. Willmott believes this was the beginning of a
congregation system elaborated in the nineteenth century
by the Vietnamese emperors and later formalized by the
French.32 (See below).

But the role of the Chinese in the Cambodian econo-
my was such that they were treated differently from other
foreigners. Like other foreigners, the Chinese were
exempt from corvée, (conscripted) labour but were given
responsible positions in the Cambodian administration,
and were granted monopolies in revenue, alcohol and
fishing.33 They enjoyed privileges not available to other
foreign residents. According to Wilmott: ‘Chinese born in
Cambodia could become full subjects of the king by
adopting Khmer customs’.34

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the
Vietnamese had adopted a rigorous system of congrega-
tions in southern and middle Vietnam – dividing foreign
residents into groups according to their place of origin,
one of whom was selected to be responsible for law and
order, the collection of taxes, and travel for the members
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of these different congregations. Coming into Cambodia
after they were already established in parts of Vietnam,
the French tried to adopt and further refine this system,
making a separate Chinese congregation for each of the
five Chinese regions described above. The French tried to
classify children of Sino-Khmer marriages as Chinese, but
the Cambodian kings ordained that any child of one
Cambodian parent could be entered in the Cambodian tax
register as Khmer, provided he or she abandoned Chinese
dress and hairstyle.

By the time of Cambodia’s independence from France
in 1953, the situation of nationality for the Chinese in
Cambodia became more complicated because the
Chinese could not be nationals of either the Republic of
China or the Peoples Republic of China. While the
Republic of China had always claimed jurisdiction over
the Chinese abroad, the new government in China initial-
ly ignored the Chinese abroad, perhaps as Willmott notes,
judging them to belong to classes antagonistic to the
Chinese revolution.35

The newly independent Cambodian government
passed laws on nationality and immigration in 1954 and
1956, according to which anyone with one Cambodian
parent could be considered Cambodian regardless of the
place of birth, and that anyone born in Cambodia of one
Cambodian parent was Cambodian. Further liberalizing
the circle of potential Cambodian subjects, any foreigner
of good character and morals who resided in Cambodia
for at least five years could apply for naturalization.
Candidates for naturalization were supposed to know the
Khmer language, but this requirement could be waived
for a fee.36 The upshot of this expansion of citizenship was
that in the late independence-pre-revolutionary period,
the Chinese community in Cambodia contained both
Chinese and Cambodian nationals.37

The Chinese community after
the ousting of Sihanouk

The situation of ethnic Chinese in Cambodia began to
deteriorate during the Khmer Republic, 1970-5. After

organizing massacres and expulsions against the ethnic
Vietnamese, Lon Nol, an ultra-nationalist populist, also
began to campaign against the Chinese stating they were
greedy merchants whose offspring were exempt from the
draft. According to Becker, then a Washington Post corres-
pondent in Cambodia: 

‘One pro-government newspaper warned that the
Chinese of Phnom Penh might reap the same “bitter
souvenir” as the Chinese of Indonesia, who were
slaughtered in the 1965 uprising.’38

Lon Nol ordered the closing of Chinese schools and
began to extract large sums of money from the Chinese
community. But the Khmer Republic was absorbed by its
losing battle with North Vietnam and the Khmer Rouge.
The ‘bitter souvenir’ for the ethnic Chinese in Cambodia
would await the Khmer Rouge victory. The extreme left-
ists of the Khmer Rouge shared with the extreme right-
wingers of the Khmer Lon Nol regime an ultra-nationalist

Khmer chauvinism. But the followers of Pol Pot grafted
onto the ideas of a purified Khmer race an ultra-radical
Marxist-Leninist-Maoist ideology, ironically drawn in 
part from the Great Leap Forward and Cultural
Revolution in China. 

According to the academic, Kiernan: ‘What happened
to [Cambodia’s] Chinese appears to have been the great-
est tragedy yet to befall any community of South East
Asian Chinese’.39 Cambodia’s Chinese community was
indirectly targeted by the Khmer Rouge for their ‘bour-
geois’ economic status, as the Communist Party of
Kampuchea sought to make a socialist revolution by elim-
inating ‘capitalists’ as well as currency, banks, private
property and other central features of a capitalist eco-
nomic system. 

As merchants and economic traders, the ethnic
Chinese in Cambodia were concentrated in the cities and
towns of Cambodia, so they were, like other Cambodian
city dwellers, profoundly affected by the urban evacua-
tions and the rigorously enforced requirement to become
agricultural labourers in extremely harsh and brutal cir-
cumstances. A survey on death tolls of 1,500 Cambodian
refugees conducted by the academic Heder suggests that
half the Chinese inhabitants died in less than four years:
roughly one-third from executions, one-third from starva-
tion and one-third from disease.40

According to Kiernan:

‘When they were driven into the countryside in
April 1975, many Chinese, like urban Khmer, went
back to their villages of origin, mostly in the Eastern
and Southwest Zones. However, in an almost equal-
ly massive second forced evacuation later in the
year, most Chinese, like most urban Khmer, were
transferred to the Northwest Zone near the Thai
border. The Northwest was divided into seven num-
bered Regions: in Region 5 alone, over 230,000
Phnom Penh people arrived in late 1975, outnum-
bering the Region’s 170,000 original inhabitants.
This crash resettlement programme was a disaster.
The Northwest, though fertile and under populated
could not immediately support such large numbers,
and tens of thousands of “new people” died in 1976
alone. 1977 and 1978 were only slightly better years
in terms of food and often worse in terms of over-
work and brutality. Many Khmer refugees report
that ethnic Chinese suffered the most in this tragedy,
as they were unused to labouring in the fields even if
they had originated from rural areas. It is probable
that at least two-thirds of the national death toll of
200,000 Chinese died in the Northwest from 1976 to
1978.’41

Cambodia’s ethnic Chinese suffered not only because
of their economic status. Like all other ethnic minorities
in Cambodia under Khmer Rouge rule, the Chinese were
also subjected to ethnic or racial discrimination as part of
the Khmer Rouge efforts to banish minorities. This repre-
sented a vigorously enforced compulsory assimilation of
former ethnic minorities into the Khmer majority brought
about by a complete prohibition on minority languages,
minority dress, customs and holidays, and the break up of
ethnically separate neighbourhoods and communities. 
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According to Becker: 

‘The Khmer Rouge directive to all zones that only
the Khmer language would be spoken in Democratic
Kampuchea and that minority nationalities no
longer “existed” meant people of minority races
either became Khmer in a sometimes brutal fashion
or faced execution. Some Khmer Rouge cadre took
the decree [abolishing ethnic minorities] as licence
to slaughter minorities.’42

‘In the case of the Chinese,’ Becker relates, ‘race
and class were indistinguishable in the Cambodian
revolution.’43

This approach is confirmed by a Sino-Khmer survivor
interviewed by Kiernan who said: ‘We were not even allowed
to speak Chinese; we were accused of being capitalist by the
Khmer Rouge. We were killed off.’44 Kiernan concludes that,
while other ethnic minorities from poor social origins were
targeted for execution, for the Chinese minority: 

‘Despite prohibition of their language and cultur-
al autonomy, ethnic Chinese would have been safe
enough in Democratic Kampuchea if they could sat-
isfy their Khmer Rouge rulers that they were of poor
social origins. But the Khmer Rouge presumption
was always they were not, and half of them (proba-
bly more than 200,000 people) died as a result of this
and a general Khmer Rouge prejudice against urban
dwellers’.45

The Chinese minority 
since 1979

Following the Vietnamese invasion that ousted Pol Pot
from power in late 1978, the surviving Chinese, like

other Cambodians, were free to return to the cities and
towns from which they had been evacuated. Like other
Khmer, many ethnic Chinese returned to their old homes
or places of business to see what was left, to search for
missing family members, and to try to put their lives and
families back together.

However, because the Vietnamese invasion of
Cambodia was shortly followed by a limited Chinese inva-
sion of Vietnam, and because many ethnic Chinese were
fleeing Vietnam, tens of thousands of Cambodia’s ethnic
Chinese took the opportunity of the end of Khmer Rouge
rule to flee to Thailand, where they established large scale
Sino-Khmer sections of the sprawling Khao-I-Dang
refugee camp run by the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR).

Those Chinese who returned to Phnom Penh were
able to resume limited economic activity, particularly
petty trading. But they were not allowed by the Peoples
Republic of Kampuchea to reestablish the Chinese
Association, display business signs in Chinese, or reopen
Chinese language schools. This would have to await the
withdrawal of the Vietnamese in late 1989 and the
prospect of an end to the Cambodian civil war, and the
arrival of the UN in 1991.

These events ended the economic and diplomatic
embargo against Cambodia by the West, the international
financial institutions, and the growth economies of South
East Asia. Chinese businesspeople and investors from
Hong Kong, Taiwan, Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore
brought significant private capital into Cambodia, often
though Sino-Khmer business networks. 

Scores of new hotel and restaurants were opened in
Phnom Penh and the provincial towns along with distrib-
ution and retail outlets for all manner of goods and ser-
vices.

The revival of Cambodia’s Chinese community is evi-
dent from the main streets and boulevards of Phnom
Penh where businesses now display signs in Khmer,
Chinese and English. The Chinese Association was
reestablished and the first Chinese language schools
reopened in September 1992. There are now eight such
schools in Phnom Penh alone. Cambodia’s ethnic Chinese
and Sino-Khmers have for the most part now resumed the
economic, social and political status and role they occu-
pied in Cambodia’s ‘old society’ before the ousting of
Sihanouk in 1970.

Today, the Chinese community is a cohesive, tolerated,
and integrated community. Sometimes it is extremely dif-
ficult to determine who is Chinese because of the decades
of intermarriage. However, it seems that up to the arrival
of the UN, Cambodian citizenship was still considered to
be based on the 1954 law which required a patrimonial
blood lineage, i.e. the need of a Cambodian parent.
Furthermore, a would-be Cambodian must be able to
speak and write Khmer as well as change his or her name
to a Cambodian name. Hence, although the Chinese may
speak, read and write Khmer, they are still considered to
be foreign residents.

◗
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Aleading scholar of ethnic relations in
Cambodia has pointed out four distinct
groups of Vietnamese in Cambodia with sep-
arate histories of immigration: rice farmers,
an urban population, the fishing community

and plantation workers.46

Regarding the rice farmers, during the eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries, the boundaries between the
lands held by the Vietnamese emperors and those held by
Khmer kings were undefined. The Vietnamese emperors
were able to carry out a policy of colonization in the
sparsely populated Mekong Delta, much of which they
subsequently incorporated into their empire as
Cochinchina but which the Khmer continued to regard as
Kampuchea Krom or ‘lower Cambodia’. As Vietnamese
rice farmers moved up the Mekong River they met with
opposition from Cambodian peasants. Nevertheless, by
the 1960s, according to Willmott the Vietnamese farmed
a large area of the ricelands of Prey Veng and Svay-Rieng
provinces in Cambodia.47

When the French established their protectorate over
Cambodia they staffed much of their colonial administra-
tion with Vietnamese, who established a Vietnamese quar-
ter in Phnom Penh called the ‘Catholic village’. As
Willmott describes it: 

‘Since independence, many of the Vietnamese
civil servants have been replaced by Khmer and
have moved into secretarial and clerical jobs in the
non-Chinese commercial and industrial establish-
ments. The French also encouraged Vietnamese arti-
sans (carpenters, mechanics, plumbers) to come to
Phnom Penh and established a tradition of hiring
Vietnamese maids.’48

The third category of Vietnamese in Cambodia in post-
independent Cambodia is the fishing community on the
Mekong and in the Tonle Sap Lake. According to
Willmott, while the Chinese control the fish commerce,
the Vietnamese form the largest portion of the commer-
cial fishing fleet. However: ‘These Vietnamese are poor,
and in contrast to their urban compatriots, they are usual-
ly Buddhist rather than Catholic’.49

Lastly the French brought in Vietnamese plantation
workers for the large rubber estates in eastern Cambodia
near the Vietnam border. In 1961 there were over 23,000
Vietnamese in the plantation labour force.50

The upshot, according to Willmott, is that:

‘Although these four different groups are all con-
sidered Vietnamese, it is primarily against the rice
farmers and the urban population that Khmer prac-
tice discrimination, mainly because it is with these
categories that they are in daily contact. Khmer
prejudice against Vietnamese has deep historical
roots, for the Vietnamese have been invaders of

Cambodia during three centuries. Their
[Vietnamese] identification with the French over-
lords has also contributed to bad feeling, as has the
belief that they have displaced Khmer peasants from
the rich ricelands of the lower Mekong basin.’51

The burdens of history

For some Khmer, the immigration of various groups
into Cambodia is coupled with the legend of historical

Vietnamese occupations of Cambodia. This is particularly
the case with the Vietnamese occupation of 1835-40,
when the Vietnamese emperor in Hue colonized
Cambodia with common criminals and prisoners of war
from Vietnamese civil conflicts. Worse, the Vietnamese,
whose culture and ethos was Confucian, attempted a thor-
ough ‘civilization’ of ‘barbarian’ Cambodian political cul-
ture and social customs. Cambodian provinces were given
Vietnamese names, and Khmer officials replaced with
Vietnamese administrators. In the absence of a sitting
Cambodian monarch, the Vietnamese appointed a
Cambodian queen according to Sino-Vietnamese, not
Khmer, coronation ceremonies. In addition, the
Vietnamese took away the Cambodian royal vestments
and regalia thought by Khmer to be necessary for
Cambodian monarchs to maintain and exercise their polit-
ical legitimacy and moral authority. 

In the name of increased efficiency the Vietnamese
also attempted to alter Cambodian rice growing and oxen
raising techniques. The Vietnamese also sought to teach
the Khmer the Vietnamese language. And to further ‘civ-
ilize’ the Khmer, the Vietnamese sought to impose
Vietnamese dress (trousers instead of sarongs for men,
dresses with slits up the sides for women) and Vietnamese
etiquette, including forms of salutation (greeting others
from a standing rather than bowing or kneeling position).52

Moreover, to make Vietnamese rule in Cambodia finan-
cially self-sustaining, the Vietnamese increased taxes and
corvée, on the Khmer populace.

In sum, the Vietnamese treated Cambodia as a part of
an expanding Vietnam and sought to impose Sino-
Confucian customs on the Hindu-Buddhist Khmer. As a
leading historian of Cambodia has noted: 

‘The two peoples lived on different sides of a deep
cultural divide, perhaps the most sharply defined of
those in effect in nineteenth century South East Asia;
it was to be savagely exploited in the 1970s, first by
Lon Nol and later by Pol Pot and his xenophobic
armies.’53

The difficult history between Cambodians and
Vietnamese is by no means limited to the mid-nineteenth
century. During the French colonial period, the border
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between Vietnam and Cambodia remained in dispute.
Both sides claimed parts of the Mekong Delta that con-
tained both Vietnamese and Cambodian populations.
After the Second World War, when the French were
attempting to rebuild their rule in Indochina, they estab-
lished the Cambodian-Vietnamese border in Vietnam’s
favour. This left a substantial number of Cambodians now
living in Vietnam. It is from this Khmer population in
Kampuchea Krom that many of the present day ultra-
nationalist Cambodian leaders come. To these people,
both left- and right-wing, Kampuchea Krom in general,
and their native villages (and their families’ property) in
particular, were lost to an expansionist Vietnam, not cen-
turies or generations ago, but in their lifetime. 

This is the background to the Cambodian fear and
hatred of the Vietnamese. Nowhere in Cambodia do the
Vietnamese form an outright provincial majority. In the
areas of heaviest concentration there is little hint that
their numbers pose a potentially explosive situation. Yet
the presence of the Vietnamese has been, and is now
being, exploited politically. 

As we have seen, even before the French came to
Indochina, the Vietnamese had begun moving into
Cambodia. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
they migrated to Cambodia in a steady stream and came
to dominate the more fertile agricultural lands along the
river banks from Phnom Penh to Stung Treng and from
Batambang to Chaudoc, incurring the (usually passive)
resentment of the Khmer peasants. 

By establishing a protectorate over Cambodia in 1863,
the French halted Vietnamese military aggrandisement
but provided protective legal cover and economic incen-
tive for large scale Vietnamese movement into Cambodia.
This policy was designed to fill the ranks of a newly-creat-
ed French colonial service and to secure a reliable labour
force for the French-owned and operated rubber planta-
tions. It is therefore natural that the numbers of
Vietnamese migrating to Cambodia over the period rose
considerably. By the time of the 1970 coup against
Sihanouk which brought Lon Nol to power, the number of
Vietnamese in the country was thought by some to be
more than 500,000, although other estimates suggest
300,000.54

This migration occasionally led to the displacement of
the indigenous Khmer who moved out as larger numbers
of Vietnamese settled in those areas. One more interest-
ing aspect of the Vietnamese settlement in Cambodia is
that even though many of them have lived in the country
for generations and sometimes married with Cambodians,
they have not been integrated into Khmer society and
have maintained their own identity. The fact that the
Vietnamese were seen as historical poachers on
Cambodian soil, and the lack of assimilation of the
Vietnamese with the Khmer, has acted as a major hurdle
to the Khmer acceptance of the Vietnamese as part of
their national community. Despite generations of
Vietnamese settlement in Cambodia, they are still treated
by the Khmer as aliens. This is in sharp contrast to the
Khmer’ attitude to the Chinese who have dominated and
continue to dominate the economic life of the country.

Prince Sihanouk does not seem to have ever subscribed
to the xenophobic hatred of the Vietnamese that charac-

terized the right- and left-wing regimes that succeeded
him. Sihanouk’s primary concern was preserving
Cambodia’s shaky neutrality lest Cambodia become
engulfed in the US-Vietnam war, and securing Hanoi’s
recognition of Cambodia’s then existing borders. However,
even during his rule, the presence of Vietnamese residents
in Cambodia was a contentious issue, and presented the
same problem that would confront the new Cambodian
government in 1993. As noted by Willmott:

‘Anti-Vietnamese sentiments found expression at
the 15th National Congress held July 1-2, 1963,
when two questions on the agenda dealt with the
naturalization of aliens. The Congress voted unani-
mously to recommend that naturalization be refused
in principle to all Vietnamese because they were
unassimilateable. The Congress also recommended
that a committee of inquiry be established with pow-
ers to revoke the citizenship of any naturalized
aliens who did not “respect our traditions” ... Even
before this, Vietnamese girls in government techni-
cal schools sometimes felt it necessary to abandon
their distinctive Annamese dress and hat in favour of
less identifiable costume.’55

During the late 1960s, as the US-Vietnam war intensi-
fied, the North Vietnamese and their South Vietnamese-
based ‘Vietcong’ allies utilized Cambodian territory for
well-developed base camp sanctuaries and the famous ‘Ho
Chi Minh trail’ personnel and arms supply lines. While
Sihanouk tried to maintain his ‘neutrality’ balancing act,
Vietnamese encroachments became a heated issue in
Cambodian domestic politics, as the Khmer lost effective
control over a swathe of Cambodian territory. Sihanouk had
extracted North Vietnamese recognition of Cambodia’s
existing borders. But some Khmer, on the left and right,
feared that these Vietnamese would not go home.

Persecutions and expulsions
under the Lon Nol and Pol Pot
regimes

Sihanouk’s army leader, Lon Nol subscribed to a mysti-
cal but virulent Khmer nationalism. He came to power

following a coup in March 1970, changing Cambodia’s
name to the ‘Khmer Republic’. Moreover, he and his asso-
ciates ordered North Vietnamese and Vietcong troops out
of their Cambodian sanctuaries and launched a murder-
ous campaign against the Vietnamese community in cen-
tral Cambodia, mostly around Phnom Penh and its
environs. Lon Nol’s evacuation order of 1970 had scant
effect on the Vietnamese military forces in their
Cambodian sanctuaries. However, Lon Nol’s massacres
left thousands of ethnic Vietnamese dead, and roughly
200,000 ethnic Vietnamese civilians were forcibly repatri-
ated to South Vietnam. 

The US-South Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia in
April 1970, had the effect of pushing the North
Vietnamese regulars out of the border sanctuaries deeper
into Cambodia’s heartland, where they assumed effective
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control of entire provinces. It was these Vietnamese
troops who defeated Lon Nol’s Cambodian army at battles
known as Chenla I and Chenla II. The Vietnamese then
turned over large sections of Cambodian territory to their
shadowy Cambodian communist allies, whom Sihanouk
had earlier dubbed the ‘Khmer Rouge.’

Lon Nol’s primary domestic opponents in the 1970-5
Cambodian civil war were ultra-radical communist revolu-
tionaries not mystical reactionaries. But the Khmer Rouge
were no less anti-Vietnamese, even though they had been
allied with Vietnam in the war against the United States.
Indeed, Pol Pot, the then clandestine Khmer Rouge
leader, saw himself as the ‘Original Khmer’ who personal-
ly wrested the Communist Party of Cambodia away from
the control of the Vietnamese communists who had origi-
nally implanted Marxist-Lennism on Cambodian soil, via
the ethnic Vietnamese residing in Cambodia. Initially, the
Cambodian communist movement had been, along with its
Lao counterpart, an integral, subordinated component of
the Vietnamese-founded and led Indochina Communist
Party, which at one point had advocated an ‘Indochina
Federation’ consisting of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. In
1954, at the end of the First Indochina War (against the
French), when Vietnam withdrew its forces from
Cambodia, they evacuated a sizeable proportion of the
Khmer communist leadership to Hanoi for training, indoc-
trination and safe-keeping. This evacuation subsequently
enabled a group of élite overseas Cambodian students who
had been inducted into the communist movement by the
French Communist Party, not the Vietnamese, to assume
leadership of the tiny, struggling radical leftist movement
that remained inside Cambodia.

Thus even as the Khmer Rouge were allied with the
North Vietnamese in the war against the United States,
the Khmer Rouge cadre were fighting a war within a war
for control of the Cambodian communist movement.
Within the intra-revolutionary struggle, Khmer Rouge
forces local to Pol Pot pushed aside or liquidated the
Vietnamese-sheltered and trained Cambodian commu-
nists who returned to Cambodia from Hanoi to join the
common struggle against the US-backed Lon Nol regime.
Pol Pot, and the Khmer Rouge leadership loyal to him,
would thereafter continue to portray any Vietnamese-sup-
ported faction within the Cambodian Communist Party, as
one of Hanoi’s instruments, along with Vietnamese mili-
tary units and ethnic Vietnamese settlers, to subvert
Cambodia’s sovereignty.

When the Khmer Rouge came to power in April 1975,
perhaps as many as 150,000 Vietnamese who had not fled
or been expelled from Cambodia during the Lon Nol
years were expelled to Vietnam. Those Vietnamese who
remained in Cambodia, many because they were married
to Cambodians, were massacred, often along with the
children of mixed Khmer-Vietnamese families. The
Khmer Rouge prohibition against all non-Khmer ethnic
minorities was rigorously applied to ethnic Vietnamese.
While the preferred means of eliminating ethnic
Vietnamese from the Cambodian body politic was expul-
sion, the killings of those who remained, and even the
children of mixed marriages, most likely constitutes an act
of genocide under international law. The Khmer Rouge
certainly intended, and succeeded in eliminating from

within, Cambodia, all ethnic Vietnamese ‘as such’. 
For reasons that are still unclear, but insanely counter-

productive, Pol Pot soon directed his troops in Cambodia’s
eastern provinces to attack Vietnam, in the name of recap-
turing Kampuchea Krom. While provoking Vietnam, pre-
dictably enough, these attacks failed to recapture
‘southern Cambodia’, a failure that Pol Pot and his closest
cohorts deemed treasonous. Thereafter, Khmer Rouge
forces loyal to Pol Pot conducted a murderous purge of
these unsuccessful, presumedly traitorous Khmer Rouge
cadre, who were castigated as having ‘Khmer bodies with
Vietnamese minds’. 

A remnant of the Khmer Rouge cadre from the eastern
provinces, who had earlier unsuccessfully attacked
Vietnam, now sought shelter in Vietnam to escape Pol
Pot’s murderous party purges of 1978. It was this ‘Eastern
Zone’ Khmer Rouge rump group (along with a nominal
Cambodian Communist Party leader who had been living
in Hanoi since the mid-1950s and had not returned to
Cambodia in 1970) that the Vietnamese installed in power
in Phnom Penh, after the December 1978 Vietnamese
invasion that ousted Pol Pot from power and drove the
Khmer Rouge into exile in Thailand. 

With the protection of the Vietnamese army, which
remained in Cambodia until 1989, this group, then
renamed the Peoples Revolutionary Party of Kampuchea
(PRPK), governed Cambodia. It then renamed Cambodia
the Peoples Republic of Kampuchea (PRK),56 initially with
the assistance of numerous Vietnamese advisors, until the
advent of the 1991 UN peace plan for Cambodia and the
arrival of UNTAC, the UN Transitional Authority for
Cambodia.

PRK/SOC policy towards
Vietnamese residents in
Cambodia

It was during the time of the PRK/SOC57 that the issue
of ethnic Vietnamese and Vietnamese nationals in

Cambodia assumed its contemporary dimensions. For
that reason, PRK/SOC policy toward the Vietnamese in
Cambodia merits particular attention.

Officially, a 1982 directive of the PRK council of min-
isters established three categories of Vietnamese residents
in Cambodia: former long term residents who have
returned, Vietnamese people who came to Cambodia
after 1979 and those who wished to come to Cambodia
after the 1982 policy directive. According to a government
bulletin published by the ministry of foreign affairs enti-
tled Policy of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea with
Regard to Vietnamese Residents in 1983, article 1 of the
policy directive stated: 

‘With regard to former Vietnamese residents in
Kampuchea who were the victims of pogroms and
massacres under the former regimes and who,
thanks to popular protection were able to survive or
escape to Vietnam and who have now returned to
Kampuchea, the local authorities and populations
shall give them assistance and create conditions for
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them to quickly settle down to a normal life.’ 58

Accordingly, the PRK seemed to accept those
Vietnamese who lived in the country prior to 1970 as part of
the population and instructed the populace and local offi-
cials to help these Vietnamese settle down to a ‘normal life’.

As to the second category, according to the directive:

‘With regard to Vietnamese people who have
come to Kampuchea since liberation and are
engaged in occupations which contribute to the
rehabilitation and development of the economy such
as farming, fishing, salt-making, handicrafts ... and
who maintain good relations with the people, the
local authorities shall create conditions for them to
stay in the country and work’.

In other words, for those Vietnamese who moved to
the country after 1978, the directive states that they would
be allowed to stay and work. However, it says nothing
about their settling down to a normal life as with the first
category. 

The directive makes a further category of people:

‘With regard to Vietnamese people who with the
assistance of friends or relatives wish to move to
Kampuchea to live and work or to be reunited with
their families, they shall have to request authoriza-
tion from the competent Kampuchean and
Vietnamese organs.’ (Article 4).

In other words, Vietnamese who want to come to
Cambodia in the future will have to undergo emigration
and immigration formalities. Article 6 of the directive
refers to the strengthening of control, supervision of
points of entry and strict prohibition of illegal border
crossings. To this end, a protocol governing border cross-
ing by people living on either side of the two countries was
also signed between the People’s Republic of Kampuchea
and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam on 20 July 1983. 

Several aspects of this official policy are worthy of note.
First, the directive seems to accept the formal framework
of ‘old society’ Cambodia. While making distinctions
between various types of Vietnamese in the country,
nowhere does the directive refer to the Vietnamese as eth-
nic minority citizens, but as foreign residents. 

Second, whatever the Cambodian intention to control
immigration from that point on, the PRK/SOC never
achieved effective control of its borders. Furthermore,
few incoming Vietnamese bothered with the formalities of
visas or working papers, although it seems many were able
to aquire some form of Cambodian identity papers. 

The PRK/SOC foreign ministry policy statement
assumes that the number of Vietnamese who returned to
their former residence in Cambodia by mid-1983 was
56,000: ‘Barely 10 per cent of the number of Vietnamese
residents living in Kampuchea in days prior to Lon Nol-
instigated massacres and Pol Pot’s genocide’. Whether or
not this was an accurate number of the Vietnamese in
Cambodia in 1983, (exclusive of the presence of roughly
150-200,000 Vietnamese military troops), an unknown but
much larger number of Vietnamese would emigrate to
Cambodia during the decade of the 1980s.

These were, after all, the final years of the Vietnamese

‘boat people’ crises when hundreds of thousands of
Vietnamese were fleeing repressive Vietnamese political
orthodoxy and a grinding, impoverished austerity result-
ing from Vietnamese government policy and the interna-
tional isolation and economic boycott instituted in
response to the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia.
Scores of thousands of Vietnamese still set sail for
Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia, in the hope of third-
country resettlement in the West. Other Vietnamese fled
to Cambodia. Both food and work opportunities were
much more plentiful in Cambodia than in Vietnam during
the 1980s, and thousands of Vietnamese fishing workers,
rice farmers, artisans, and petty traders sought to make
their living in Cambodia. These were also the years of
Vietnamese ‘foot persons’ who crossed Cambodia hoping
to make it to the Vietnamese satellite camps adjacent to
the huge Cambodian refugee camps in Thailand. 

Certain categories of Vietnamese migration to
Cambodia, particularly artisans and construction workers,
accelerated following Cambodian economic liberalization
and privatization policies of the late 1980s. This accelera-
tion would continue as the improved prospects for peace,
private investment from the growth economies of South
East Asia, and the arrival of the UN approached in 1990
and 1991. Meanwhile, whatever the real numbers, in 1989
the issue of Vietnamese immigration into Cambodia burst
with a vengeance onto the Cambodian and international
political scene.

The contemporary 
politicization of the
‘Vietnamese settlers’ issue

The presence of Vietnamese nationals in Cambodia
became a highly contentious issue at the 1989 Paris

peace conference – an unsuccessful attempt involving the
four Cambodian political factions and 20 countries to con-
clude a negotiated settlement to the conflict in and over
Cambodia. The conflict broke down over the inability of
the four Cambodian factions to find an interim power-
sharing formula. This power-sharing was to proceed to
internationally supervised elections to bring about a new
unified Cambodian government that would be accepted
by all members states of the international community. But
during the month-long August peace conference, the
Khmer Rouge charged repeatedly and vociferously that
there were 2 or 3 million ‘Vietnamese settlers’ in
Cambodia – a vast exaggeration of the number of
Vietnamese civilians then residing in Cambodia. The
Khmer Rouge stated, sometimes with the support of their
non-communist partners in the exiled but UN-recognized
‘Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea’
(CGDK), that these Vietnamese had been brought into
Cambodia by the Vietnamese ‘puppet regime’ (the
PRK/SOC) as part of Hanoi’s plot to take over and
‘Vietnamize’ Cambodia. The Khmer Rouge demanded
the removal of the Vietnamese settlers as part of a ‘com-
prehensive political solution’ to the conflict in and over
Cambodia. 
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It had been the dominating presence in Cambodia of a
large Vietnamese military force, not Vietnamese civilians,
that was the primary concern of Cambodia’s neighbouring
states and the international community. The Paris peace
conference had only been possible because of Vietnam’s
stated intention to withdraw its armed forces from
Cambodia. A primary purpose of the Paris conference was
to enable the Vietnamese military withdrawal to take
place as part of a ‘comprehensive solution’ that would pre-
clude the continuation of a regionally destabilizing
Cambodian civil war. 

Following the failure of the 1989 Paris conference,
Vietnam went ahead with a unilateral withdrawal. This
took place without the benefit of UN or other interna-
tional inter-governmental observers to certify that the
withdrawal of Vietnamese military units had, in fact, taken
place.59 Nonetheless, most of the UN member states
involved subsequently recognized that the Vietnamese
military occupation of Cambodia had ended. The CGDK
Cambodian political parties, however, did not. They
charged that the Vietnamese troops never left Cambodia,
but merely discarded their uniforms and melted into the
‘Vietnamese settler’ communities. These charges would
continue, and grow even more heated, over the years.

Negotiations to avoid a full scale Cambodian civil war
continued into 1990 and 1991, largely under the leader-
ship of the five permanent members of the UN Security
Council. Over some 18 months, the outline of what
became the UN peace plan for Cambodia took shape. One
of the highlights of that plan was the creation of UNTAC.
This body had a variety of tasks. Two functions, however,
brought the UN into the middle of Cambodia’s ethnic
minority/foreign residents politics: first, the UN guarantee
of the removal and non-return of all categories of foreign
forces, and second, the organization and conduct of an
election that would enable the Cambodian people to
determine their own government.

Meanwhile, the prospect of peace and the projected
arrival of 20,000 UN personnel, with additional hundreds,
if not thousands, of other foreigners, prompted an enor-
mous building and construction boom which brought with
it a huge influx of new, and often highly visible,
Vietnamese immigrants: construction workers, bricklay-
ers, electricians, plumbers, plasterers, painters, cabinet
and furniture makers, barbers, beauticians, tailors, petty
traders and sex workers. This influx, when added to the
long term former Vietnamese residents who had returned
to Cambodia after the 1979 ousting of Pol Pot, and the
Vietnamese farmers, fishing and transport workers who
had migrated into Cambodia during the decade of the
1980s, gave an aura of plausibility, at least to some highly
vocal political élites, that Cambodia was now engulfed by
Vietnamese ‘settlers’. 

The UNTAC era

The Cambodian peace treaty stipulated that:

‘Immediately upon entry into force of this
Agreement, any foreign forces, advisors, and military

personnel remaining in Cambodia, together with
their weapons, ammunition and equipment, shall be
withdrawn from Cambodia and not be returned.
Such withdrawal and non-return will be subject to
UNTAC verification in accordance with Annexe 2.’60

Annexe 1 gave UNTAC the mandate of:

‘Verification of the withdrawal from Cambodia of
all categories of foreign forces, advisors and military
personnel, and the weapons, ammunition and equip-
ment, and their non-return to Cambodia.’61

UN member state signatories to the Cambodian peace
treaty, and UNTAC officials, took the terms ‘foreign
forces, advisors and military personnel’ to mean the main
force or other military or police units that had for a decade
been the main focus of UN General Assembly concern on
Vietnamese-occupied Cambodia. The Khmer Rouge, fre-
quently with the concurrence of their KPNLF and
FUNCINPEC allies, interpreted ‘foreign forces’ to
include virtually all ethnic Vietnamese and Vietnamese
nationals – practically all of whom were regarded as polit-
ical agents of Hanoi. 

The radio and press organs, particularly of the PDK
(Khmer Rouge) and KPNLF, launched vitriolic attacks on
the Vietnamese in Cambodia and incited Cambodians to
support the full scale removal and/or expulsion of
Vietnamese from Cambodia. Many of these broadcasts
incited racial hatred and included thinly veiled incite-
ments to racial violence, which clearly violated provisions
of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination – international human rights
treaties that Cambodia had acceded too. 

UNTAC was mandated under the peace treaty to mon-
itor and ‘control’ the Cambodian media, and the UN made
a series of protests to the PDK and the KPNLF. The latter
moderated its rhetoric to some extent, although KPNLF
leaders continued to demand Vietnam recall its citizens.
The KPNLF also called on the UN to round up
Vietnamese nationals into refugee camps prior to their
repatriation to Vietnam. UNTAC protests had virtually no
impact on the Khmer Rouge who were progressively with-
drawing cooperation with the UN. Indeed, the Khmer
Rouge accused the UN of supporting the Vietnamese
‘domination’ of Cambodia, and soon started referring to
UNTAC as ‘Yountac’ (‘Youn’ is a commonly used
Cambodian colloquial translation for Vietnam, that fre-
quently has pejorative and sometimes racist connotations.)

As noted above, the PDK, KPNLF and FUNCINPEC
leaders claimed that Vietnamese civilians were soldiers
who had merely taken off their uniforms, and that UNTAC
was not fulfilling its mandated responsibility to ensure the
withdrawal of ‘foreign forces.’ These three parties pressed
UNTAC into creating mobile ‘strategic investigation
teams’ to comb the Cambodian countryside in search of
remaining Vietnamese military personnel. These searches
yielded just three cases, where former Vietnamese soldiers
had married Cambodian women and were now living in
Cambodia with their Cambodian wives and families.
(Almost surely there were more cases, although common
state practice would give such persons a strong claim for
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residence if not also citizenship.) Predictably, Vietnam
refused to accept the return of these former soldiers. 

Political violence against the
Vietnamese in Cambodia

The primary tactic in the Khmer Rouge effort to drive
all Vietnamese out of Cambodia was a systematic

campaign of kidnappings and political assassinations tar-
geting remote Vietnamese communities – usually isolated
Vietnamese fishing villages in or around the Tonle Sap
Lake. (Of all the different circumstances of ethnic
Vietnamese and Vietnamese nationals in Cambodia, these
floating fishing villagers have the strongest claim to resi-
dence and citizenship, and the full protection of the
Cambodian authorities.)

According to the final report of the UNTAC human
rights component, from July 1992 to August 1993, 116
ethnic Vietnamese were killed and another 87 injured. A
further 11 ethnic Vietnamese were ‘abducted by the
NADK [National Army of Democratic Kampuchea, the
formal name for the Khmer Rouge armed forces] and
their whereabouts remain unknown’.62

These killings were well publicized at the time by inter-
national human rights NGOs.63 They are summarized in a
1993 report by Asia Watch:

‘On July 29, 1992 Khmer Rouge troops reported-
ly attacked the village of Tuk Meas, located near the
Vietnamese border in Maneay Meas district,
Kampot province. Eight ethnic Vietnamese were
killed, including a week-old baby, and a three-year-
old boy was injured.

‘On October 3, 1992 Khmer Rouge soldiers abduct-
ed 14 fishermen and killed at least 11 of them in
Chamkaleu village, Koh Kong province. The Khmer
Rouge had visited the village four days earlier to ask
locals for their cooperation in fighting the Vietnamese
before the abduction. Twelve of those taken were eth-
nic Vietnamese, and the Khmer Rouge soldiers were
later heard boasting they had killed all of 14.

‘After setting out on September 26, 1993 from
their village of Chhnok Trou, Kompong Chhnang
province, eight Vietnamese were abducted by
Khmer Rouge troops on the Tonle Sap Lake at Prek
Kloh, about 40 kilometres away. The local Khmer
Rouge commander initially admitted he had custody
of the men and was awaiting instructions from head-
quarters in Pailin. He later denied the kidnapping,
and claimed to know nothing about the men, whose
whereabouts remain unknown.

‘On December 17, the bodies of three ethnic
Vietnamese were found bound together in the
Mekong River near Stung Treng. Their throats had
been cut ...

‘On December 27, two dozen Khmer Rouge
troops attacked Phum Taches, a fishing village in
Kompong Tralach district of Kompong Chhnang
province. The soldiers fired B-40 rocket -propelled
grenades into houses and opened fire with AK 47’s

on people escaping to the river bank. Thirteen ethnic
Vietnamese were killed, four of them children, as
well as two ethnic Khmer. Approximately 13 others
were injured ...

‘On March 10, 1993, approximately 40 gunmen
slaughtered at least 35 persons, including eight chil-
dren in an attack on Chong Knewas, a floating vil-
lage in Siem Riep province. At least 25 others were
injured. Villagers accused the Khmer Rouge of the
attack. Many persons had apparently died as they
were trying to swim to safety, and peace keepers
found children who had their hands blown off or
who had been shot in the head ...

‘On March 25, 1993 eight persons were killed in
an attack on a fishing village in Kampong Chhnang
princes. Three children were shot at very close
range; one woman was speared to death, and a man
clubbed to death with an axe.

‘On March 29, 1993 two persons were killed and
23 injured in a coordinated series of four grenade
attacks on businesses run by ethnic Vietnamese in
Phnom Penh ...

‘On March 31, 1993 as Vietnamese fled on their
houseboats down the Tonle Sap, a little girl was shot
in the abdomen by an unknown attacker in
Kompong Chhnang province, on the same side of the
shore as the March 25 attack that killed eight.

‘Khmer Rouge radio broadcast a report that on
April 17, inhabitants of Chroy Takeo village in
Chroy Takeo commune in Kaoh Thom district,
Kandal province killed six ethnic Vietnamese at a
pond near the villages ... The broadcast went on to
say that “the people’s revolt against the Yuon is now
widespread and occurs in the form of small or large
scale movements or gatherings of 200 to many thou-
sands of people attacking Yuon villagers, or Yuon
floating houses. Grenade attacks, shootings and
slashings of the Youn are now increasing”.’64

As noted in the 24 February, 1994 report of the UN
Special Representative for human rights: 

‘As a background to these kidnappings and mur-
ders, the PDK radio constantly broadcasts messages
of ethnic hatred and incitement to violence against
ethnic Vietnamese. These broadcasts call on
Cambodians to purge, through violent means, all
Vietnamese from Cambodia.’65

However, it should also be noted, that while there were
anti-Vietnamese incidents where the perpetrator has not
been confirmed, UNTAC investigations found that almost
all of the anti-Vietnamese abductions and killings were
perpetrated by Khmer Rouge soldiers – not the general
Cambodian public as proclaimed, and incited, by Khmer
Rouge radio.

Technically, under the terms of the Cambodian peace
treaty, the local Cambodian administration and authori-
ties, i.e. for the cases above, and the State of Cambodia,
were to provide police protection for such residents.
However, the SOC was itself under attack from opposition
parties who claimed it was a ‘Vietnamese puppet regime’.
The SOC authorities were unwilling, and perhaps in some
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circumstances unable, to provide protection to ethnic
Vietnamese, and reportedly informed UN officials that its
police and military units would not take responsibility for
protecting Vietnamese in Cambodia. (The SOC, however,
unlike the KPNLF or FUNCINPEC, was finally persuad-
ed to condemn the physical violence against the
Vietnamese in Cambodia.)

These physical attacks on the Vietnamese had the
desired effect. While the Cambodian population did not
strike out against Vietnamese communities, the Khmer
Rouge killings ‘prompted a mass exodus of ethnic
Vietnamese from Cambodia’.66 A total of approximately
30,000 Vietnamese, from the fishing community, strapped
their boats to one another in large convoys. Under UNTAC
escort, the huge flotillas made their way from the Tonle
Sap, down the Mekong and Bassac rivers to the Vietnam
border where the Vietnamese government refused to
accept them. The remnants of this group, those unable to
bribe their way back into Cambodia, remain stranded at
the border living off of food provided by UN agencies. 

Deliberate executions of ethnic Vietnamese in
Cambodia continued into the post-UNTAC period.
Twenty Vietnamese were reported to have been killed in
Cambodia in the last six months of 1994 (although the
identity of the perpetrators is not known in all cases).67

Who should vote?

Because the warring Cambodian political parties could
not agree in 1989 on the composition of an ‘interim

coalition government’ that would conduct an internation-
ally supervised election, the UN itself was mandated by
the 1991 Cambodian peace treaty to organize and conduct
the Cambodian election. Indeed, this election became the
remaining centrepiece of the UN peace plan after Khmer
Rouge non-cooperation with the UN had rendered
UNTAC incapable of implementing its mandate to disarm
and demobilize the warring Cambodian armies. 

Regarding the election, the Cambodian peace accords
had stipulated that:

‘Every person who has reached the age of 
eighteen at the time of application to register, or who
turns eighteen during the registration period, and
who either was born in Cambodia or is the child of
a person born in Cambodia, will be eligible to vote
in the election.’68

At the time when the peace treaty was being negotiat-
ed, (several years earlier), the four Cambodian political
parties involved had not objected to this franchise provi-
sion. However, when UNTAC elaborated these principles
into voter registration and election codes, all of the
Cambodian parties realized that a a franchise provision
based on age and place of birth was at considerable vari-
ance with the Cambodian ‘old society’ franchise based
essentially on ethnicity, or degree of assimilation into
‘Khmer’ culture. (As noted above, the Sihanouk era fran-
chise had been extended to ethnic Khmer, the Cambodian
hill tribespeople, i.e. Khmer Leou, and the Cham, i.e.
Khmer Islam, but not to Chinese or Vietnamese, who
were regarded as ‘foreign residents’.)

The UNTAC franchise approach had the quirky effect
of disenfranchising two members of the Cambodian
Supreme National Council because they were born in
what Cambodians regarded as Kampuchea Krom, i.e.
‘lower Cambodia’, but who now, in effect, were recog-
nized by UNTAC as Vietnamese nationals of Cambodian
descent. More serious, however, was the perceived effect
of extending voting rights to Vietnamese and Chinese res-
idents of Cambodia. 

The Cambodian political parties feared that a residen-
cy based franchise would extend citizenship rights not
only to the ethnic Vietnamese who had previously resided
in Cambodia as non-voting foreign residents, but also to
the Vietnamese nationals who had migrated to Cambodia
during the 1980s and early 1990s. They also feared it
would exclude the large numbers of Cambodian refugees
who had fled to Europe, North America or Australia to
escape the Khmer Rouge genocide or Vietnamese occu-
pation, as well as excluding ethnic Khmer born in territo-
ry which the French ceded to Vietnam after the Second
World War but who, in the immediate post-independence
period had easy access to Cambodian citizenship.

The UN made minor adjustments in the election pro-
cedures to deal with these issues after strong protest by all
the Cambodian political parties. But this debate both
highlighted and clouded (still unresolved) approaches to
the issues of citizenship for the new government following
these elections.
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Attacks on ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia
continued after the election. According to the
UN Special Representative: 

‘In July and August [1993], NADK attacks
claimed the lives of at least 18 ethnic Vietnamese in
Kampong Chhnang province. Six more were report-
ed to have been kidnapped and murdered by Khmer
Rouge in November and December.’69

In late April 1994 five indigenous Cambodian human
rights NGOs denounced the massacres of ethnic
Vietnamese in Kandal province. According to their report: 

‘On the night 9 April approximately ten persons
entered the ethnic Vietnamese village of Piem So,
Trouy Salar district, Kandal province, and began
randomly shooting hand grenades. When the killing
stopped, 13 people were dead – nine of them chil-
dren – and 25 were wounded, all of them ethnic
Vietnamese.’70

According to an Amnesty International report, in early
September 1994, four ethnic Vietnamese (and two
Khmer) were killed in a houseboat village of Prek Dam
commune, Ponhea Lu district, Kandal province when
men dressed in both Khmer Rouge uniforms and the uni-
forms of the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces came to the
village at night looking for ethnic Vietnamese.71

Apparently, no one has been arrested or brought to justice
by the new Cambodian government for these killings.

Also, by the end of 1994 approximately 5,000 ethnic
Vietnamese from the flotilla of boats that fled Khmer
Rouge violence on the Tonle Sap Lake in 1993, still
remain trapped on the Vietnam-Cambodia border.

However, the main focus of concern regarding ethnic
minorities following the UN election was the formal poli-
cy positions of the new government that emerged from
the first democratic election in Cambodia for more than
20 years.

Under the provisions of the Cambodian peace plan, the
UN-conducted elections would result in a constituent
assembly whose main item of business was to draft a con-
stitution for a new Cambodian government. Once the
constitution was adopted by the constituent assembly, the
new internationally recognized, sovereign government of
Cambodia would come into existence, and the constituent
assembly would automatically convert to being the nation-
al assembly of that new government.

Minorities and the new
Cambodian constitution

Article 31 of the September 1993 constitution 
states that:

‘The Kingdom of Cambodia shall recognize and
respect human rights as defined in the United
Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and all treaties and conventions con-
cerning human rights, women’s rights and children’s
rights.’

However, UN officials and international human rights
organizations have noted with considerable concern the
way this general rights provision is then applied. In some
parts of the constitution the Khmer word for ‘all people’ is
utilized. In other places, however, the Khmer word for
‘Khmer people’ or ‘Khmer citizens’ is used. For example,
the next paragraph of article 31 goes on to assert that:

‘Khmer citizens shall be equal before the law and
shall enjoy the same rights, freedom and duties,
regardless of their race, colour, sex, language, beliefs,
religion, political tendencies, birth origin, social 
status, resources or any other position.’

Amnesty International has expressed the concern that: 

‘Ambiguities exist in the wording of this and other
articles of the constitution which could be used by
the organs of the state to exclude sectors of the pop-
ulation from full enjoyment of fundamental rights
and freedoms.’72

UN officials also formally noted this problem, and
pointed out its incompatibility with the approach of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, one
of the major human rights treaties to which Cambodia has
acceded to, and which is referred to in the very same art-
icle 31 of the Cambodian constitution. In the words of the
UN Special Representative: ‘There are serious deficien-
cies in the Constitution. The most important is that the
human rights guarantees are provided only to “Khmer cit-
izens”.’73

That UN report continues:

‘For example, article 32 of the Constitution states
that “every Khmer citizen shall have the right to life,
personal freedom and security”. This and many
other articles are similarly worded. This formulation
excludes many Cambodians, such as non-citizens
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and visitors, who do not qualify as Khmer citizens,
from the ambit of the Constitution. In the absence of
a clear law on citizenship and nationality, this may
also result in the exclusion of ethnic groups who are
not Khmer from constitutional protection. This is
contrary to article 2 of the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, to which Cambodia is
a party. It states, in paragraph 1:

‘“Each State Party to the present Covenant
undertakes to respect and to ensure to all individu-
als within its territory and subject to its jurisdiction
the rights recognized in the present Covenant, with-
out distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex,
language, religion, political or other opinion, nation-
al or social origin, property, birth or other status.”

‘In the historical context of the relationship
between ethnic groups in Cambodia, the provisions
of the Constitution relating to human rights as they
are presently worded may give rise to the risk that
they could be used to justify discrimination against
non-Khmer ethnic groups, such as Cambodians of
Vietnamese or other non-Khmer origin.’ 74

It appears that the members of the constituent assem-
bly were basing their deliberations on the ‘old society’
(1954-70) precedent of considering Chinese and
Vietnamese as foreign residents, not citizens of the
Cambodian state. Indeed, as noted in the Amnesty
International report on the new constitution:

‘In a debate on the Constitution in the National
Assembly, the definition of “Khmer citizens” was dis-
cussed by the representatives. It was agreed that the
term included some of Cambodia’s ethnic minorities,
such as the hill tribe people, known as “Khmer
Leou” and the Muslim Cham population, the
“Khmer Islam”. However, according to the reports of
the debate, representatives agreed that people of eth-
nic Vietnamese origin were not included in the defi-
nition. One member of the assembly reportedly said
“It doesn’t include Vietnamese. Vietnamese are for-
eigners.”’75

Admittedly, at the time when the constituent assembly
members were gathering to draft Cambodia’s first democ-
ratic (multi-party) constitution in 20 years, their primary
concerns were the political structure of the new govern-
ment they were constructing, the relationships and distri-
bution of power between the three political parties the
Cambodian voters had installed, questions relating to the
reinstitution of the Cambodian monarchy (i.e. the role of
Prince Sihanouk), and so on. Cambodian legislators
asserted that this was not the moment for a full consider-
ation of citizenship policies.

Indeed, on many important points, the constitution was
left unspecified, except for the notation ‘as defined by law’
in order to allow the assembly to return to these areas
through the drafting of the basic or organic laws necessary
to implement the new constitutional order. Thus the minor-
ity issue would be taken up more fully when the assembly
drafted the laws on citizenship and immigration policies.

The immigration dispute

However, for whatever reasons, the assembly decided
to take up immigration law before tackling the more

fundamental issue of citizenship. The draft of the immi-
gration law, which allows for the deportation and expul-
sion of aliens without defining nationality, initially
presented to the national assembly provoked a storm of
protest from local and international NGOs, from Vietnam,
from the UNHCR, and even from UN Secretary General
Boutros Boutros Ghali.

The local NGOs principal concerns with the bill were
twofold: in the absence of citizenship laws, ethnic groups
could be classified as aliens even though they have lived in
Cambodia for many generations, and there were not ade-
quate provisions for fair hearings prior to deportations.76

The UNHCR criticized the draft law for allowing the con-
fiscation of identity cards of aliens and their subsequent
expulsion within seven days, fearing that this might have
immediate implications for the ethnic Vietnamese still
stranded at Chrey Thom on the Cambodian border.
Boutros Ghali asked the Cambodian government to
undertake immediate negotiations with Vietnam on the
immigration law.

Khmer Rouge radio was still protesting the ‘4 million
Vietnamese sent into Cambodia to take over the districts
and villages’, and the national assembly passed the immi-
gration bill without any major changes regarding the con-
cerns which had been raised, although the bill has not yet
been signed into law.77 And, First Prime Minister
Norodom Ranariddh informed Secretary General Boutros
Ghali that there would be no mass rounding up or expul-
sion of foreigners. 
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As noted at the beginning of this report, many
Cambodians think, as they have thought for
centuries, of Cambodia as ‘srok Khmer’, the
land of the Khmer: a people, culture and dis-
tinct way of life that once was the jewel of

South East Asia, but now, in the minds of many Khmer, is
threatened with extinction. In the early post-independence
(from France) period, the extent of Cambodian citizenship
included the Khmer, the Khmer Loeu hill tribes, and the
Khmer Islam Cham – the ethnic majority and ethnic minori-
ties that had been present in Cambodia for centuries.

The mantle of citizenship was not extended to compar-
atively more recent arrivals in Cambodia, i.e. ethnic
Chinese and ethnic Vietnamese who were both consid-
ered to be foreign residents. Initially, Cambodian
approaches to the legal status of ethnic Chinese were
muddied by China’s insistence that overseas Chinese
remained Chinese citizens and subject to the concern and
protection of the government of China wherever they
resided. Only more recently did the Chinese government
adopt the position that overseas Chinese in South East
Asia should become citizens of the country in which they
reside. Cambodia’s approach to ethnic Vietnamese had
long been clouded by Khmer perceptions of ethnic
Vietnamese, which was that unlike the Chinese the
Vietnamese could not be assimilated into Khmer culture.
This view was additionally tainted by association with
Vietnamese encroachments on, and occupations of,
Cambodia during the nineteenth century and with French
rule over Cambodia in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Cambodia’s approach to ethnic
Vietnamese communities within Cambodia was drastical-
ly exacerbated by the influx of Vietnamese nationals
throughout the 1980s when Cambodia was occupied by
Vietnam, and then by the additional migration of
Vietnamese artisans, tradespeople and service sector per-
sonnel drawn into Cambodia by the economic and con-
struction boom of the 1990s.

Avoiding the issue

The newly elected Cambodian constituent assembly
basically avoided the citizenship issue of which ethnic

minorities were entitled to full citizen rights when draft-
ing Cambodia’s new constitution. But the language of the
constitution has raised concerns about narrow, ethnicity-
based constrictions on potential citizenship that harken
back to the practice of the immediate post-independence
period. The newly formed Cambodian national assembly
also dodged the issue of citizenship when drafting an
immigration law, while alarming sectors of the interna-
tional community by including measures that could poten-
tially deny rights set by in international norms to be
available to all residents, citizen and non-citizen alike.

The political reasons for delay in tackling the issue of
Cambodian citizenship are not hard to discern. The
Khmer Rouge, having dropped out of the UN peace plan
and having survived military attacks by the new
Cambodian government, remain in enclaves along the
Thai-Cambodia border. Khmer Rouge propaganda organs
continue to spew forth racist and other abusive tirades
against ethnic Vietnamese and Vietnamese nationals in
Cambodia, insisting that 4 million Vietnamese settlers in
Cambodia are political agents of Hanoi and must be
expelled, and that the new Cambodian government is still
a puppet regime dominated by Vietnam. The Khmer
Rouge have demonstrated the will, and apparently the
continuing ability, to stage guerrilla attacks against isolat-
ed Vietnamese communities in Cambodia in their attempt
to drive ethnic Vietnamese out of Cambodia and continue
Democratic Kampuchea’s absurd pose as saviour of the
Cambodian nation. A small, conservative, ultra-nationalist
Cambodian political party that is part of the new coalition
government denounces racist violence but periodically
calls for the repatriation of Vietnamese from Cambodia. It
would seem that, at best, Cambodian political leaders
from the larger, more moderate (on this issue) parties in
the national assembly are reluctant to take actions that
would expose themselves to charges of being insufficient-
ly nationalist or even pro-Vietnamese. 

In addition, many Cambodian political leaders do not
judge the contentious issue of citizenship to be an urgent
priority, compared to other pressing legislative issues such
the basic laws on the press and judiciary. Further, there is
concern that a debate on citizenship might reveal wide-
spread corruption regarding the sale of Cambodian iden-
tity papers and passports over the last decade.

Nonetheless, the issue of citizenship can probably not
be deferred indefinitely. When it is addressed, should the
‘old society’ ethnicity-based concept of citizenship be
readopted, Cambodia would hardly be the only country in
the world to link citizenship with ethnicity. A newspaper
column in the Phnom Penh Post recently noted that Japan,
Germany and Israel do the same. But as the same story
pointed out this linkage often consigns sectors of the pop-
ulation to second class citizenship and leads to festering
minority group problems.78 Should Cambodia return to
ethnic-based citizenship, it is likely that the hill tribes 
and the Cham would again be included. But it would 
leave the ethnic Chinese and ethnic Vietnamese, who
have resided in Cambodia for several generations, as
essentially stateless.

However, Cambodia now has a government that is inter-
nationally recognized as independent and sovereign. And,
for the first time in a generation, that government has been
chosen, at least in large part, by the will of the Cambodian
people. It is the elected representatives of the Cambodian
people who must determine the nature of Cambodian citi-
zenry. Hopefully, Cambodia’s political leaders will rely on,
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and conform to, contemporary international norms and
modern state practice as much as possible.

In the meantime, the recommendations put forward by
the Cambodian human rights NGOs (see Annexe) provide
a number of starting points. Of course, it needs to be con-
tinually reiterated to the new Cambodian government
that it is responsible for protecting the lives of all the peo-
ple in Cambodia, and that political violence against and
killings of peoples no matter how they are classified, or
not classified, need to be officially investigated, and the
perpetrators apprehended and brought to justice. 

This must be reiterated and insisted upon, even though
the politically motivated ethnic violence described in this
report takes place in the context of a general absence of
law and order: where both urban and rural banditry is rife,
where Western embassies have given travel advisories
because of the kidnappings of Western tourists, and even
though the new government is in a state of sporadic and
inconclusive armed conflict with the Khmer Rouge – the
main perpetrators of anti-Vietnamese and anti-foreigner
violence – who, except for their guerrilla forays, remain
outside the territory controlled by the central Cambodian
government. 

Even in a situation where the Cambodian police and
legal system provides scant protection to Khmer citizens,
in light of the massacres and genocidal acts directed
against ethnic minorities in Cambodia’s recent past, ele-
ments of the international community need to remind the
Cambodian government that it is responsible for protect-
ing the fundamental human right to life of all of the peo-
ple in Cambodia, whether they are considered to be
citizens, foreign residents or illegal immigrants.

And, while the larger, long term issues are considered,
the humanitarian emergency of those ethnic Vietnamese
who fled Khmer Rouge racist violence in boats down the
Mekong River, and who more than a year later remain
stranded at Chrey Thom on the Vietnam-Cambodia bor-
der should be resolved. Those who are left in this position,
are almost certainly the impoverished ethnic Vietnamese,
who have a strong claim to residence, if not also citizen-
ship, and who were unable to ‘purchase’ or bribe their way
into possessing Cambodian identity papers. Considering
the generalized problem of law and order in many parts of
Cambodia, it may well be that the Cambodian authorities
are limited in the extent of security and protection they
could provide to these ethnic minority residents. But
there seems no discernible reason or merit for keeping
this small group under virtual detention and denying their
ability to resume their residency until the larger issues of
citizenship, and the varying approaches to the recent
Vietnamese immigrants and contemporary migrant work-
ers, are resolved. 
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MRG has published this report to draw
attention to the situation of the different
minority groups living in Cambodia.
Cambodia is undergoing a process of
democratization, and by highlighting the

complexities involved, we seek to advance the formulation
of creative strategies at the national, regional and interna-
tional levels which will address the most urgent concerns
of the minority communities.

With this in mind, MRG makes the following recom-
mendations:

Application of international
standards

In order to provide the enabling framework for a just
and democratic society, MRG urges the application of

international standards, including the Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights, the Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, and the Convention for the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, all
three of which have been ratified by Cambodia.

Furthermore, any constitutional and legislative mea-
sures should take into account the specific concerns of
each minority group in the country and conform with the
internationally recognized principles of human rights such
as those established in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and the UN Declaration of Rights of
Persons belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and
Linguistic Minorities.

The r ight  to  c i t izenship

The crucial issue of citizenship should be clarified and
resolved in a just and equitable manner. Ethnic origin

should not be the sole criteria. Constitutional safeguards
which recognize the multi-cultural composition of the
country would facilitate this process. MRG recommends
that any legislative and administrative measures taken or
envisaged in this matter should take account of the funda-
mental principles of the UN Convention on the Reduction
of Statelessness (1961).

Principles  of  plural ism and tolerance

Only in a spirit of tolerance and pluralism enhanced by
inter-community cooperation can the tenets of

democracy and the rule of law be upheld. Effective mea-
sures should be implemented to protect and promote the
fundamental rights of all persons, irrespective of race or
creed, who are living within the territory of the state. Any
violations and/or abuses of human rights should be inves-
tigated and the persons responsible brought to trial.

Development pol ic ies

Socio-economic policies which impact on the indige-
nous peoples in the mountainous regions of the coun-

try need to be devised and implemented with their
participation and consent, and in accordance to the real
needs of the peoples living on the land. Impact-assess-
ment studies should be carried out prior to the imple-
mentation of development projects in indigenous areas in
order to ensure that their health and wellbeing will not be
adversely affected. Modern health facilities which also
respect traditional health practices should also be made
available in remote areas.
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The recommendations of the
new Cambodian NGOs

Agroup of Cambodian NGO’s79 working in conjunction
with the Human Rights Task Force promulgated a

position paper entitled Let Us Join Together to Settle the
Issue of Persons of Vietnamese Origin in Cambodia in the
Spirit of Peace, Justice, Compassion and Reconciliation.
The Cambodian NGO position paper provides an
informed perspective on the most pressing situation of
minorities in Cambodia and makes numerous recommen-
dations. It is addressed to the governments of Cambodia
and Vietnam in response to the announcement that these
governments had created a commission to examine the
problem of persons of Vietnamese origin in Cambodia as
well as the issue of the Cambodia-Vietnamese border.
This Cambodian NGO position paper is excerpted below
because it stands at considerable variance to the approach
of the Cambodian political parties:

The issue of  the status  of  persons of
Vietnamese origin in Cambodia

‘The basic issue is that the Vietnamese government
and others consider that majority of those stranded

near the border are Cambodian citizens of Vietnamese
origin because they hold Cambodian identity cards which
indicate that they are descendants of Vietnamese fisher-
men who have lived on the Tonle Sap for several genera-
tions. The Cambodian government is therefore urged to
accept these persons into Cambodia on the basis of inter-
national human rights standards.

‘However, we must point out that citizenship is primarily
an internal matter, not a matter of international law.
Cambodian laws do not grant automatic citizenship to for-
eigners, including Vietnamese, who have resided in Camb-
odia for long periods of time. Mere possession of an identity
card is not proof of citizenship but, rather, of residency.

‘We also humbly request all concerned to consider that
the right to return to a country of habitual residency
depends upon whether the Cambodian government
granted residency rights in some legal form at some point
in the past. The question of residency rights cannot be
separated from the events that have shaped Cambodia’s
recent history.

‘After Cambodia was granted independence by France
in 1953, those Vietnamese permitted to migrate to
Cambodia prior to 1953 were granted residency rights.
Until 1975, they were required to hold foreigner identity
booklets and to renew their residency permit every six
months. They were also obligated to pay appropriate taxes
to the local government where they resided.

‘However, the above immigration and residency proce-
dure were relaxed in favour of Vietnamese migrants after
the invasion of Cambodia by Vietnam at the end of 1978.
While entry of other foreign nationals not aligned with the
then Sov-iet Union was restricted, it was easy for
Vietnamese national to enter Cambodia and acquire
Cambodian identity cards.

‘We believe that the Vietnamese who entered

Cambodia after 1979 cannot claim residency rights
because they entered and settled in Cambodia at a time
when Cambodians were not in control of their country.
Moreover, a significant number of the Vietnamese who
entered Cambodia after 1979 were new economic
migrants whose entry into the country might have been
better controlled if a different government were in place.’

Our recommendations

‘As NGO’s working for the promotion of human rights,
democracy and peace and development, we acknowl-

edge the internationally recognized right of persons of
Vietnamese origin who have resided in Cambodia for long
periods of time to return to Cambodia.

‘However, we also believe that the return should be
based on the rule of law and should consider the particular
circumstances of Cambodia as described above. We pro-
pose the following recommendations in the hope that these
will assist the two governments in formulating just and
humane laws on citizenship, immigration and residency.’

On the quest ion of  c i t izenship

‘Every person has the right to a nationality and we
believe that this is the first issue that must be settled

since many of those now at the border are, in effect, state-
less. To help resolve this problem, we respectfully propose
the following:

‘1. That the Cambodian government show compas-
sion to those who have settled in Cambodia
before 1975 by giving them and their descen-
dants the opportunity to acquire Cambodian citi-
zenship, provided that they have adequate proof
of residency before 1975 and that they have not
been involved in illegal activities at any time;

‘2. That, for humanitarian reasons, the Cambodian
government consider granting Cambodian citi-
zenship to the following special cases, provided
that adequate proof is demonstrated and that they
have not been held liable for activities against the
security of Cambodia: those who have one
Cambodian parent, provided that the Cambodian
parent has not renounced his/her Cambodian cit-
izenship while in Vietnam during this period, and
those who married Cambodians and are willing to
renounce their Vietnamese citizenship;

‘3. That the Cambodian government extend the
opportunity to obtain Cambodian citizenship to
other foreign nationals who meet the above criteria;

‘4. That all persons who want to obtain Cambodian
citizenship must first attend orientation classes
on Cambodian history, life, laws, culture and 
traditions;

‘5. That the Vietnamese government accept as citi-
zens those who migrated to Cambodia after 1979
and that appropriate passports or official identity
cards are issued to them; and

‘6. That the Cambodian and Vietnamese governments
ratify the Convention on the Reduction of State-
lessness and utilize this as a guide in settling the cit-
izenship question of those now at the border.’
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On the quest ion of  immigrat ion and 
residency

‘Once the citizenship question is settled, the next step
is to formulate clear provisions for immigration and resi-
dency in Cambodia. In particular, we propose that the
Cambodian government legislate the following policies
and procedures for granting permanent and temporary
residency status to foreign nationals.

‘Persons granted permanent residency status have the
right to stay in Cambodia for a long period of time. This
does not mean the right to stay forever in Cambodia, but
it does accord them the right to due process before depor-
tation. We propose that permanent residents must renew
their residency permit every six months with local govern-
ment authorities which exercise jurisdiction over them.

‘Persons granted temporary residency status do not
enjoy the right to stay in Cambodia for a long period of
time. They are required to renew their residency permit
every three months with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
We propose that a temporary resident who has habitually
resided in Cambodia during a defined period to be estab-
lished by the Cambodian government be given the oppor-
tunity to apply for permanent residency status.

‘Both permanent and temporary residents shall enjoy
certain civil and social rights such as freedom of move-
ment and residence, the right to leave and return to
Cambodia, to work, to protest against unjust employment
practices, to equal access to public services and establish-
ments, to equal treatment before any government organ
administering justice, to security of persons and protec-
tion by the state adjacent violence or bodily harm, and to
freedom of thought, conscience and religion.

‘However, foreign residents will not enjoy some rights
reserved for Cambodians, such as the right to vote and
stand for election, to own land, or to hold public office.

‘The foreign resident shall also be subject to
Cambodian laws and violation of these laws may be the
basis for deportation. We acknowledge the right of the
Cambodian government to specify those violations for
which foreign residents may be held and punished in
Cambodia before deportation.

‘We also recognize the right of the Cambodian govern-
ment to limit the number of foreign nationals granted per-
manent or temporary residency status due to national
concerns, provided that these limitations do not lead to
restrictions against any one particular nationality.

‘Based on the above principles and once the citizenship
of persons of Vietnamese origin at or near the border and
those already inside Cambodia has been established, we
recommend the following guidelines:

‘1. That the Cambodian and Vietnamese govern-
ments formulate details for the repatriation of
and if this is not feasible for the strict registration
of, all Vietnamese nationals stranded near the
border and those already in Cambodia;

‘2. That the Vietnamese government issue passports
or official identity papers to all Vietnamese
nationals stranded near the border and those
already in Cambodia;

‘3. That only those foreign nationals, including
Vietnamese, who have passports or official iden-

tity papers be given the right to apply for immi-
gration or residency in Cambodia;

‘4. That the Cambodian government show compas-
sion to those:
a. who resided in Cambodia before 1975,
b. who chose Vietnamese citizenship, and
c. who want to return to Cambodia,
by granting them permanent residency status,
provided adequate proof of residency before
1975 is demonstrated and that they have not
engaged in illegal activities;

‘5. That the Cambodian government, for humanitar-
ian reasons, give sympathetic consideration to
Vietnamese nationals who:
a. show adequate proof that they resided in
Cambodia after 1979 for at least five years,
b. show adequate proof of strong ties to the com-
munity they have resided in, 
c. have not engaged in illegal activities, and
d. want to return to Cambodia,
by granting them temporary residency status for
two years after which they will be given the
opportunity to apply for permanent residency
status;

‘6. That the above opportunities be extended to
other foreign nationals who resided in Cambodia
during the specified periods; and

‘7. That the Cambodian and Vietnamese govern-
ments ratify the International Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Racial
Discrimination.’

On steps that  can be taken to start
resolving the issue

‘The main problem issue in the above recommenda-
tions is how to adequately establish the veracity of claims
of residency in Cambodia. In this regard, as defenders of
human rights, we urge the Cambodian government to
apply the recommendations generously and to give the
benefit of the doubt to applicants.

‘There are many possible ways to establish necessary
proof of residency. As cited previously, those who lived or
resided in Cambodia before 1975 were issued identity
booklets, which could serve as one basis of proof. We also
believe that it is possible to interview relatives or other
reference who can corroborate claims of residency.
Moreover, the Vietnamese government can assist in this
endeavour by providing records registering those who
returned to Vietnam during the 1970-5 periods.’

◗
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