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Chapter 1

Overview and policy 
recommendations in Cambodia

Cambodia is missing opportunities to harness the development potential of its 
high rates of emigration. The Interrelations between Public Policies, Migration 
and Development (IPPMD) project was conducted in Cambodia between 2013 
and 2017 to explore through both quantitative and qualitative analysis the  
two-way relationship between migration and public policies in four key sectors – 
the labour market, agriculture, education, and investment and financial services. 
This chapter provides an overview of the project’s findings, highlighting the 
potential for migration in many of its dimensions (emigration, remittances and 
return migration) to boost development, and analysing the sectoral policies in 
Cambodia that will allow this to happen.
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International migration has the potential to become an important determinant 
for development in Cambodia, given its increasing social and economic impact. 
Despite the county’s steady economic growth at around 7% since 2010, labour 
market demand has not been sufficient to meet the increase in the working 
population, in particular for young people. Furthermore, poverty remains at a 
significant level although there are signs that it is declining. Many households 
choose migration as a strategy for improving their livelihoods. The key question 
now is how to create a favourable policy environment to make the most of 
migration for development in Cambodia.

In this context, this report aims to provide policy makers with empirical 
evidence of the role played by migration in policy areas that matter for 
development. It also explores the influence on migration of public policies not 
specifically targeted at migration (Box 1.1). This chapter provides an overview of 
the findings and policy recommendations for taking the interrelations between 
migration and public policies into account in development strategies.

Box 1.1. What is the IPPMD project?

In January 2013, the OECD Development Centre launched a project, co-funded by 
the EU Thematic Programme on Migration and Asylum, on the Interrelations between 
public policies, migration and development: case studies and policy recommendations 
(IPPMD). This project – carried out in ten low and middle-income countries between 
2013 and 2017 – sought to provide policy makers with evidence of the importance of 
integrating migration into development strategies and fostering coherence across 
sectoral policies. A balanced mix of developing countries was chosen to participate in 
the project: Armenia, Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Costa Rica, Côte d’Ivoire, the Dominican 
Republic, Georgia, Haiti, Morocco and the Philippines.

While evidence abounds of the impacts – both positive and negative – of migration 
on development, the reasons why policy makers should integrate migration into 
development planning still lack empirical foundations. The IPPMD project aimed to 
fill this knowledge gap by providing reliable evidence not only for the contribution of 
migration to development, but also for how this contribution can be reinforced through 
policies in a range of sectors. To do so, the OECD designed a conceptual framework 
that explores the links between four dimensions of migration (emigration, remittances, 
return migration and immigration) and five key policy sectors: the labour market, 



﻿﻿1.  Overview and policy recommendations in Cambodia

21
Interrelations between Public Policies, Migration and Development in Cambodia 
© OECD/CAMBODIA DEVELOPMENT RESOURCE INSTITUTE 2017

agriculture, education, investment and financial services, and social protection and 
health (Figure 1.1). The conceptual framework also linked these five sectoral policies 
to a variety of migration outcomes (Table 1.1).

Figure 1.1. Migration and sectoral development policies: a two-way relationship
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The methodological framework developed by the OECD Development Centre and 
the data collected by its local research partners together offer an opportunity to fill 
significant knowledge gaps surrounding the migration and development nexus. Several 
aspects in particular make the IPPMD approach unique and important for shedding 
light on how the two-way relationship between migration and public policies affects 
development:

●● The same survey tools were used in all countries over the same time period  
(2014-15), allowing for comparisons across countries.

●● The surveys covered a variety of migration dimensions and outcomes (Table 1.1), 
thus providing a comprehensive overview of the migration cycle.

●● The project examined a wide set of policy programmes across countries covering 
the five key sectors.

●● Quantitative and qualitative tools were combined to collect a large new body of 
primary data on the ten partner countries:

1.	 A household survey covered on average around 2 000 households in each country, 
both migrant and non-migrant households. Overall, more than 20 500 households, 
representing about 100 000 individuals, were interviewed for the project.

Box 1.1. What is the IPPMD project? (cont.)
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2.	 A community survey reached a total of 590 local authorities and community 
leaders in the communities where the household questionnaire was administered.

3.	 Qualitative in-depth stakeholder interviews were held with key stakeholders 
representing national and local authorities, academia, international organisations, 
civil society and the private sector. In total, 376 interviews were carried out across 
the ten countries.

●● The data were analysed using both descriptive and regression techniques. The 
former identifies broad patterns and correlations between key variables concerning 
migration and public policies, while the latter deepens the empirical understanding 
of these interrelations by also controlling for other factors.

Table 1.1. Migration dimensions and migration outcomes in the IPPMD study

Migration dimensions Migration outcomes

Emigration Emigration happens when 
people live outside of their 
countries of origin for at least 
three consecutive months.1

The decision to emigrate is an important outcome for the countries of 
origin, not only because it may lead to actual outflows of people in the 
short term, but also because it may increase the number of emigrants 
living abroad in the long term.

Remittances Remittances are international 
transfers, mostly financial, that 
emigrants send to those left 
behind.2

The sending and receiving of remittances includes the amount of 
remittances received and channels used to transfer money, which in 
turn affect the ability to make long-term investments.

The use of remittances is often considered as a priority for policy 
makers, who would like to orientate remittances towards productive 
investment.

Return migration Return migration occurs when 
international migrants decide 
to go back to and settle in, 
temporarily or permanently, 
their countries of origin.

The decision to return is influenced by various factors including 
personal preferences towards home countries or circumstances in 
host countries. Return migration, either temporary or permanent, can 
be beneficial for countries of origin, especially when it involves highly 
skilled people.

The sustainability of return measures the success of return migration, 
whether voluntary or forced, for the migrants and their families, but 
also for the home country.

Immigration Immigration occurs when 
individuals born in another 
country – regardless of their 
citizenship – stay in a country 
for at least three months.

The integration of immigrants implies that they have better living 
conditions and contribute more to the development of their host and, 
by extension, home countries.

1. Due to the lack of data, the role of diasporas – which often make an active contribution to hometown 
associations or professional or interest networks – is not analysed in this report.
2. Besides financial transfers, remittances also include social remittances – i.e. the ideas, values and social capital 
transferred by migrants. Even though social remittances represent an important aspect of the migration-
development nexus, they go beyond the scope of this project and are therefore not discussed in this report.
 

In October 2016, the OECD Development Centre and European Commission hosted 
a dialogue in Paris on tapping the benefits of migration for development through 

Box 1.1. What is the IPPMD project? (cont.)
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Why was Cambodia included in the IPPMD project?

The weight of emigration is significant in Cambodia. Data from the United 
Nations indicate that there were an estimated 1.2 million Cambodian migrants 
in 2015, equivalent to around 7.6% of Cambodia’s total population (Figure 1.2). 
While this is a smaller share than in most of the IPPMD partner countries, what 
is notable is how quickly the stock of emigrants has grown. The statistics show 
that between 2000 and 2015, the stock of emigrants increased from around half 
a million to 1.2 million (an increase of about 160%) (Chapter 2). In addition, 
according to the IPPMD data, about 10% of Cambodians aged 15 and older plan 
to emigrate, which is near the average for the ten partner countries.

Figure 1.2. Cambodia is a country of net emigration
Emigrant and immigrant stocks as a percentage of the population (2015)
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12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470120 

more coherent policies. The event served as a platform for policy dialogue between 
policy makers from partner countries, academic experts, civil society and multilateral 
organisations. It discussed the findings and concrete policies that can help enhance the 
contribution of migration to the development of both countries of origin and destination. 
A cross-country comparative report and the ten country reports will be published in 2017.

Box 1.1. What is the IPPMD project? (cont.)

www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml
www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470120
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Remittances sent home by emigrants constitute an important source 
of income for many households in Cambodia. They have the potential to 
improve the well-being of migrant households and spur economic and social 
development. In 2015, the inflow of remittances to Cambodia reached USD  
542 million, constituting 3% of national income (World Bank, 2016). The volumes 
and modes of sending remittances depend on multiple factors, including 
the characteristics of the migrants and the sending and receiving costs.  
A comparison of the ten IPPMD partner countries shows that remittance flows 
to Cambodia are subject to transaction costs of 13% of the remittance value, 
the highest costs in the sample (Figure 1.3), and considerably higher than the 
3% target of the Addis Ababa Action Agenda (UN, 2015).

Figure 1.3. Remittance transfer costs to Cambodia far exceed the SDG target
Costs of remitting USD 200 (% of amount sent)
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Source: Authors’ own work based on World Bank Remittance Prices Worldwide data, http://remittanceprices.worldbank.org.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470139 

How did the IPPMD project operate in Cambodia?

In Cambodia, the IPPMD project team worked with the Ministry of Interior 
(MOI) as the government focal point. The MOI provided information about 
country priorities, data and policies and assisted in the organisation of country 
workshops and bilateral meetings. The IPPMD team also worked with the 

http://remittanceprices.worldbank.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470139
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Cambodia Development Resource Institute (CDRI) to ensure the smooth running 
of the project. CDRI helped organise country-level events, contributed to the 
design of the research strategy in Cambodia, conducted the fieldwork and co-
drafted the country report.

The IPPMD project team organised several local workshops and meetings 
with support from the Delegation of the European Union to Cambodia. The 
various stakeholders who participated in these workshops and meetings, and 
who were interviewed during the missions to Cambodia, also played a role in 
strengthening the network of the project partners and setting the research 
priorities in the country.

A kick-off workshop, held in November 2013 in Phnom Penh, launched the 
project in Cambodia (Figure 1.4). The workshop served as a platform to discuss 
the focus of the project in the country with national and local policy makers, 
and representatives of international organisations, employer and employee 
organisations, civil society organisations and academics. Participants agreed 
that the project should focus on emigration, not immigration, in Cambodia. 
Following lively and wide-ranging discussions, the IPPMD project team decided 
to focus the analysis on four sectors: 1) the labour market; 2) agriculture;  
3) education; and 4) investment and financial services.

Figure 1.4. IPPMD project timeline in Cambodia
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Following a training workshop and pilot tests conducted by the IPPMD 
project team, the CDRI collected quantitative data from 2 000 households 
and 100 communities and conducted 28 qualitative stakeholder interviews 
(Chapter 3). A consultation meeting to present the preliminary findings to 
relevant stakeholders, including policy makers, academic researchers and 
civil society organisations, was organised in June 2015. The meeting discussed 
the various views and interpretations of the preliminary results to feed into 
further analysis at the country level. The project will conclude with a policy 
dialogue to share the policy recommendations from the findings and discuss 
with relevant stakeholders concrete actions to make the most of migration 
in Cambodia. 
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What does the report tell us about the links between migration 
and development?

The findings of this report suggest that the development potential 
embodied in migration is not being fully exploited in Cambodia. Taking 
migration into account in a range of various policy areas can allow this 
potential to be tapped. The report demonstrates the two-way relationship 
between migration and public policies by analysing how migration affects 
key sectors – the labour market, agriculture, education, and investment and 
financial services (Chapter 4) – and how it is influenced by policies in these 
sectors (Chapter 5). 

Labour market policies are doing little to stem emigration

Losing labour to emigration can have a significant impact on certain 
economic sectors, especially as migrants are often in the most productive 
years of their lives. More than 80% of the current emigrants in the data collected 
on Cambodia are between the ages of 15 and 34. Agriculture is clearly losing 
more labour to emigration than other sectors such as construction, education 
and health. This theme was highlighted in the stakeholder interviews, too. The 
reduced labour supply has led to a shortage of Cambodian agricultural workers, 
particularly on rice farms and during the harvest seasons. 

Migration changes the labour dynamics within households, too. Households 
with emigrants tend to have a lower share of working members than households 
without emigrants; this effect is strongest in agricultural households. This suggests 
that emigrants’ labour is not being replaced during their absence. Receiving 
remittances also negatively affects households’ labour force participation. 
Women, in particular, are less likely to work when their households receive 
remittances (Figure 1.5).

What is the influence of labour market policies on migration? The IPPMD 
research finds that government employment agencies tend to curb emigration 
by providing people with better information on the Cambodian labour market. 
However, the share of people in the sample finding work through these agencies 
is low – at 4%. 

Technical and vocational education and training (TVET) are seen in 
Cambodia as key tools to improve skills, and are highlighted in the 2015-2025 
National Employment Policy. The IPPMD survey finds, however, that only 5% of 
the surveyed labour force had participated in a vocational training programme 
– mainly on agricultural themes. While in some countries in the IPPMD study, 
vocational training programmes appear to be helping would-be migrants be 
more employable overseas, the Cambodia results show no evidence of links 
between vocational training programmes and plans to emigrate.
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Figure 1.5. Households receiving remittances have fewer working members
Share of household members aged 15-64 who are working
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Source: Authors’ own work based on IPPMD data.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470147 

On the other hand, public employment programmes (PEPs) – e.g food-for-
work and cash-for-work schemes – seem to have a link with higher emigration. 
The average share of households with emigrants is higher in communities which 
offered PEPs than in those that did not. The increased income received through 
PEPs may have financed emigration by household members.

Agricultural subsidies influence emigration

As seen above, emigration from rural areas can create labour shortages in 
Cambodia’s agricultural sector. The IPPMD analysis also finds that agricultural 
policies may in fact be encouraging emigration by members of farming 
households. Households in the IPPMD sample benefiting from agricultural 
subsidies are more likely to have a member plan to emigrate or have an 
emigrant member (Figure 1.6). This suggests that agricultural subsidies are 
enabling emigration by providing enough additional income to cover the costs 
of emigration. The results also show that households receiving agricultural 
subsidies were more likely to receive remittances than those not benefiting. 
By providing households with the means to produce and invest in their land 
through, for example, quality seeds, subsidies may be providing the incentive 
for emigrants to send remittances to capitalise on this investment. However, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470147
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by analysing the data deeper, it is found that agricultural subsidies influence 
emigration, which in turn leads to remittances. As households receiving 
agricultural subsidies are more likely to have emigrants, they are also more 
likely to be receiving remittances from these emigrants.

Figure 1.6. Agricultural subsidies increase emigration, but also increase remittances
Share of households benefiting from an agricultural subsidy (%), by migration outcome
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12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470156 

Returns to education are lower than the benefits of emigrating

The IPPMD results for Cambodia suggest that remittances allow 
households to spend more on educating their children. But this is only the 
case for households without emigrants. Having an emigrant in the household 
is associated with lower educational expenditures, canceling out the positive 
effect of remittances. This may reflect that children in emigrant households have 
to take on more housework or seek work outside the household to replace the 
emigrant’s labour. The prospect of future emigration could also be influencing 
education attendance rates. As further evidence of this phenomenon, the stated 
intention to emigrate by young people, both boys and girls, is higher for those 
that are not attending school (Figure 1.7). This dynamic is likely driven by low 
returns to education obtained in Cambodia in the labour market both at home 
and in neighbouring countries.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470156
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Figure 1.7. Young people planning to emigrate are much less likely to attend school
Share of youth (aged 15-22) attending school, by intentions to emigrate
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Education policies and programmes can decrease emigration that is 
motivated by a desire to pay for schooling. One of the strategic goals of 
Cambodia’s educational policy 2014-2018 is to ensure equity in access to 
education. Programmes such as scholarships, school meal programmes, and 
the distribution of textbooks and food aim to increase school enrolment rates, 
especially by poor and vulnerable children. As these programmes rarely involve 
financial support (e.g. scholarships) and are of fairly limited coverage, the analysis 
finds they have little influence on people’s decisions to emigrate, however.

Investment is not being boosted by migration

Despite the large amounts of remittances flowing into Cambodia, the research 
finds that these funds are not being invested productively (other than in education). 
This is a major missed opportunity for a country that is rebuilding much of its 
capital stock. Similarly, return migration does not seem to boost investments 
either: households with a return migrant spend less on agriculture assets and are 
less likely to run a business than households without a return migrant. Policies to 
support and enable households to channel remittances towards productive use, and 
measures that stimulate investments by return migrants, would not only benefit 
the household, but also the entire country’s development.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470160
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Do sectoral policies explain this low investment rate for remittances? 
Financial inclusion – e.g. having a bank account – is key for channelling 
remittances towards productive investment; it also affects the amount of 
remittances received and encourages them to be transferred through formal 
channels. Yet, bank use is very low in Cambodia, meaning that many current 
and future remittance receivers do not possess a bank account. Furthermore, 
participation in financial training programmes is very low among migrant 
and non-migrant households alike, despite non-government and government 
initiatives to implement them. There is scope to expand the access to bank 
accounts and financial training programmes among households in order to 
encourage more remittances to be sent through formal channels and to enable 
households to make productive investments. 

A more coherent policy agenda can unlock the development 
potential of migration

The report argues that migration, through the dimensions analysed in the 
IPPMD study – emigration, remittances and return migration – can contribute 
to Cambodia’s economic and social development. However, this development 
potential does not seem to be being fully realised.

To harness the development impact of migration, the country requires a 
more coherent policy framework. Cambodia has recently begun to formulate 
policies on migration – for example, policies on labour migration aim to improve 
the management of overseas employment services and protect Cambodian 
workers abroad (MOLVT, 2014). Yet, many other line ministries often overlook 
the effects migration can have on their areas of responsibility – be it the labour 
market, agriculture, education, or investment and financial services – as well 
as the effects of their policies on migration. This report calls for taking into 
account migration when designing policies for different sectors and national 
development plans for Cambodia.

The following sections provide policy recommendations for each sector 
studied in the IPPMD project in Cambodia. Policy recommendations across 
different sectors and different dimensions of migration stemming from the 
ten-country study are specified in the IPPMD comparative report (OECD, 2017).

Integrate migration and development into labour market policies

The Cambodian labour market is losing its low-skilled workers to emigration, 
especially from the agricultural sector, which is facing labour shortages. Better 
employment opportunities and higher wages in other countries are attracting 
many people from Cambodia. The IPPMD survey found government employment 
agencies and vocational training programmes were having limited impact on 
migration decisions, most probably because of their low take-up ratio and patchy 
coverage. This suggests the need to:
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●● Widen the activities of employment agencies to reach out to both current 
emigrants abroad and migrants who have returned to ensure they have 
information on and access to formal wage jobs. Building closer connections 
between the employment agencies and the private sector will be important 
for achieving this.

●● Refine vocational training programmes to better target and match demand with 
supply. Mapping labour shortages and strengthening co-ordination mechanisms 
with the private sector are important steps. Training programmes can also be 
targeted at return migrants, to help them reintegrate into the labour market.

Leverage migration for agricultural development

The Cambodian Government has placed agriculture front and centre in its 
2014-2018 National Strategic Development Plan (MOP, 2014). With agriculture 
continuing to play a substantial role in Cambodia, it is paramount that the 
country ensures that migration helps, rather than harms, the sector. Yet 
the IPPMD data show that migration has little positive effect on the sector 
in Cambodia. Emigration has not changed the use of household agricultural 
labour in emigrant households. Unlike in other IPPMD partner countries, where 
emigration from agricultural households is revitalising the rural labour market 
through the move to hire in farm workers, in Cambodia emigrant households 
are even less likely than those without emigrants to hire in external farm 
labour. This highlights a missed opportunity to revitalise the sector’s labour 
market. Migration has also not led to investment in the sector. Remittances 
and resources brought home by return migrants do not seem to be invested 
in agricultural assets or in diversifying farming activities. In fact, government 
policies, particularly those related to agricultural subsidies, seem to be 
encouraging migration. Recommendations for policy include the following:

●● Ensure that agricultural households can replace labour lost to emigration by 
ensuring better coverage by labour market institutions in rural areas. Without 
such institutions, the agricultural sector, food security and poverty could all 
deteriorate further in areas where emigration rates are high.

●● Make it easier for remittances to be channelled towards productive investment, 
by ensuring money transfer operators are present and affordable in rural areas, 
providing households with sufficient training in investment and financial skills 
and putting in place adequate infrastructure that make it attractive to invest 
in rural areas. Bottlenecks that limit investments in the agricultural sector 
result in a lost opportunity to harness the potential of remittances and return 
migration for development in the sector.

●● Make agricultural subsidies conditional on subsequent yields rather than 
providing them in advance. This should avoid stimulating more emigration 
while also maintaining the link with increased remittances. The analysis of 
Cambodia’s agricultural subsidy programmes suggests that if they are not 
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contingent on some level of output or outcome, or do not provide a non-
transferable asset, such as land, they may help spur more emigration. This may 
run counter to the objectives of the programme if its aims are to keep farmers 
in the country and in the sector.

Enhance the links between migration and investment in education

The IPPMD findings point to several important linkages between migration 
and education in Cambodia. Remittance-receiving households spend more on 
education than households not receiving remittances, which indicates that 
remittances spur investments in human capital. At the same time, the results 
also show that secondary education drop-out rates are highest among boys in 
rural emigrant households. This may partly be driven by aspirations to emigrate 
to take-up low skilled jobs abroad, which in turn lowers the incentives to enrol in 
higher education. The positive effect of remittances on educational investments 
should be met with investments in education infrastructure to ensure access 
and quality. It is also important to ensure that young people, particularly in rural 
areas with high emigration rates, have the means and incentives to complete 
the full mandatory cycle of national education.

The type of education programmes analysed in this study does not seem to 
have much effect on household migration decisions. The results showed a positive 
association between having benefited from an education policy and receiving 
remittances, but such policies do not seem to affect emigration decisions. One 
potential explanation behind the weak link is that the programmes are highly 
based on in-kind support and of fairly limited coverage. Recommendations for 
policy include the following:

●● Increase investments in education infrastructure to ensure quality and access 
to meet the increasing demand for education driven by remittances.

●● Expand cash and in-kind distribution programmes in areas with high emigration 
rates to make sure that young people have the means to complete secondary 
education. 

Strengthen the links between migration, investment, financial services 
and development

The IPPMD findings show an insignificant or sometimes even negative 
relationship between remittances, return migration and investments. 
Remittances are not associated – either positively or negatively – with business 
or real estate ownership. In a context in which migration is largely a livelihood 
coping strategy, remittances are predominantly used for buying food, health 
care and repaying debts; they may not be large enough to be used for productive 
investment. Receiving remittances is also not associated with investment in 
other productive assets, such as non-agricultural land or real estate. Return 
migration is found to be negatively associated with business ownership.
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On the other hand, it does seem as if owning a bank account has positive 
effects on remittance patterns. As well as being linked to greater amounts 
of remittances, having a bank account reduces the transfer of remittances 
through informal channels. Yet, bank use is very low in Cambodia, and 
many current and future remittance receivers lack access to formal bank 
accounts. Policies to increase access to bank accounts could hence stimulate 
the sending of remittances and channel remittances into formal financial 
institutions. This suggests the need to:

●● Promote entrepreneurship through the different phases of developing, starting 
and managing a business to help return migrants and remittance-receiving 
households to overcome investment barriers and stimulate more productive 
remittance investments.

●● Implement a national financial education programme to enhance the financial 
literacy of Cambodians in general and migrants and their families in particular to 
encourage more remittances to be channelled towards productive investments.

●● Reduce the number of Cambodians who are unbanked by expanding the 
presence of financial institutions and deliver financial services beyond more 
developed and urbanised areas to stimulate more formally sent remittances.

Roadmap of the report

The next chapter discusses how migration has evolved in Cambodia and 
reviews the existing research on the links between migration and development. 
It also briefly draws current policy context and institutional frameworks related 
to migration. Chapter 3 explains the implementation of fieldwork and the 
analytical approaches used for the empirical research. It also illustrates broad 
findings of the IPPMD survey on emigration, remittances and return migration 
patterns. Chapter 4 discusses how the three dimensions of migration affect 
four key sectors in Cambodia: the labour market, agriculture, education, 
and investment and financial services. How the policies in these sectors can 
influence migration outcomes are explored in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 2

Cambodia’s migration landscape

Migration has been a major agent in Cambodia’s recent demographic and labour 
market change. Migration is not a new phenomenon, but it is becoming more 
dynamic, diverse and complex. As well as witnessing a marked increase in the 
number of emigrants, Cambodia is benefitting from increasing remittances from 
migration. This chapter gives a brief overview of migration in Cambodia: its 
drivers and impact, who the migrants are and where they have gone, and what 
the existing literature tells us about the impact of migration on those left behind. 
Finally, it lays out Cambodia’s policy and institutional framework governing 
migration.
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