
DEFORESTATION FRONT KEY FACTS

CAMBODIA
Cambodia boasts diverse forest ecosystems, including the largest intact dry forests 
in Indochina – a mosaic of habitats home to large quantity and diversity of species. 
Deforestation between 2001 and 2018 was among the highest in the world and 
the remaining high value forests continue to be under pressure from population 
growth, illegal logging and land concessions. In recent years, the government has 
implemented stricter measures to crack down on illegal timber trade and land deals.

Underlying causes
Forest governance challenges include limited law enforcement capacity and lack of 
coordination between ministries responsible for forest management, ELCs and land 
titles. This can lead to overlapping claims[17] as well as weak management coordination 
of social land concessions and ELCs in high value forests areas. Illegal logging also 
remains a challenge[3, 18]. Forest sector reform suffers from limited technical and 
institutional capacity and resources in forest management (knowledge, human 
resources, etc.)[19]. Increasing regional and global market demand for agricultural 
commodities[20] and forest sector reforms in neighbouring countries, such as logging 
bans, have increased pressure on Cambodia’s land sector[21].

Countries, region Cambodia, Lower Mekong

Forest type Deciduous and semi-evergreen, evergreen forest

Total area 6.7Mha

Forest area in 2018 3.3Mha (49.0% of total deforestation front area)

Forest loss 2004-2017 0.8Mha (19.6% of forest area in 2000)

Location of 
deforestation

North and northeast Cambodia

Total forest core area 
in 2018

1.5Mha (44.7% of forests in 2018)

Fragmented forests 
2000-2018

0.3Mha (8.1% of forest area in 2000)

Accumulated burned 
area, 2002-2019

1.7Mha (41.6% of forest area in 2000)

Deforestation trend Upward trend with drastic increase from 2009 to 
2013, followed by slow decline

Future trends Deforestation may continue expanding but at lower 
rate if recent interventions remain effective

Main outcomes
Protected areas are found to be representative of forests of biodiversity priority and high carbon density[28]. Lower deforestation rates 
are found inside protected areas than outside, but not all types are equally effective[16]. Allocation of social land concessions to poor 
landless families is linked to forest loss, but tenure security of local communities can be an effective strategy to reduce deforestation 
and forest degradation[29, 30]. Approximately one-third of forest loss nationwide between 2000 and 2016 may be attributable to ELCs[31], 
but the rate may be slowing due to moratoria on new concessions and cancellation of some ELCs[32]. Recent government efforts to 
tackle illegal logging and timber trade have sent positive signals about its commitment to improving resource governance. 

Drivers of deforestation 
Large-scale  
agriculture

Large-scale industrial agriculture plantations are established through economic land concessions (ELCs) by local and international companies[1]. 
Rubber is the most significant commodity in the deforestation front, accounting for half of total ELC areas of 2.2Mha.[2] In some cases, the use of 
ELCs has been alleged as an instrument to legally log timber (conversion timber)[3].

Smallholder 
farming

In 2014, 1.2Mha of forest area was de-gazetted to issue land titles to landless communities[2]. Alongside legal conversion, there is also illegal 
conversion by land speculators[4]. The relative role of subsistence farming as a deforestation driver has been decreasing over time[3] but remains 
significant in relatively remote areas (e.g. north-western uplands)[5]. 

Urban  
expansion 

Expansion of settlements in rural areas has been triggered by population growth and social policies encouraging rural migration and resettlement[5]. 

Illegal  
logging

Timber concessions for selective logging are effectively suspended, but illegal logging of high value species from forestlands adjacent to ELCs, mining 
concession areas and hydropower projects has been alleged; timbers is then “laundered” to become legal[3]. 

Fuelwood/ 
charcoal 

Over 80% of the population (both rural and urban) relies on traditional biomass for cooking[6]. It is estimated that a typical household may consume 
1-2 tonnes of fuelwood per year[4]. 

Fire 90% of dry season forest fires are caused by smallholders and industrial plantations clearing land for crops[5]. Climate change is exposing forests to a 
longer dry period, reducing forest productivity and resilience, and increasing the risk of fire[2].

Tree  
plantations

Over 100,000ha of ELCs allocated for pulp and paper plantations[3]. Outside ELCs, instances of conversion of natural forests to tree plantations by 
foreign aid programmes within the context of climate change mitigation have been reported (e.g. in Prey Long forest)[7]. 

Mining  
operations

The mining sector in Cambodia is considered not well developed and small scale[8]. Most mining concessions are in east and northeast Cambodia 
for metals, industrial minerals, energy and gemstones, with few in production[9]. Actual mining operations may have limited deforestation impact, 
but can be a source of illegal logging and forest degradation. Unlicensed artisanal gold mining operations are widespread and bring multiple social 
and environmental challenges[10]. 

Hydropower As of 2019, seven dams are in operation with combined output of 4,700GWh in 2018, a more than 60% increase from 2017[11]. The latest and 
biggest Lower Sesean II dam, with reservoir size estimated at 7,500ha to 33,560ha, has caused large-scale destruction and community displacement 
via roads, reservoir and flooding[12, 13]. 

Road  
expansion

Presently not a major driver, road networks will become increasingly important. Cambodia has over 61,000km of road network, most of which is 
unpaved rural roads[14]. The proposed development of national roads, such as the Northern Sub-corridor (which runs through the deforestation 
from Bangkok, Thailand to Quinhon, Viet Nam, via Siem Reap, Cambodia), is projected to bring positive economic impact to northern Cambodia[15], 
but the negative effects of roads on forest cover have also been documented[16]. 

 Primary cause of forest loss 
and/or severe degradation

 Secondary cause of forest loss 
and/or severe degradation

 Less important cause of forest 
loss and/or severe degradation



Recommended future actions
 ● Invest more resources in proper management with adequate capacity in 

protected areas. 
 ● Promote spatial planning for land use at landscape level to better allocate land 

for economic development and conservation. 
 ● Continue efforts to strengthen land management, forest governance and law 

enforcement.
 ● Improve agricultural productivity for smallholders to decouple population 

growth and deforestation[33].

Key responses
Protected 
areas

Protected areas have expanded significantly in Cambodia, 
totalling 7.5Mha (41% of country land cover)[22]. New 
protected areas totalling more than 62,000ha were 
established in 2018[23].

Recognition 
of IPLCs

Through social land concession allocation and land 
registration, increasing areas of forestland are being granted 
to poor landless households for residential use and farming. 
Additionally, the National Forest Programme (2010-2029) set 
a target to allocate 2Mha of production forest for establishing 
community forestry and to allow those living within protected 
areas to establish community protected areas[19].

Moratoria Timber concessions for selective logging are effectively 
suspended[3]. The moratorium on granting new ELCs in 
2012 increased the rate of forest loss inside existing ELCs 
in the short term due to the fear of concession licences 
being revoked[18]. The government has also postponed the 
construction of new hydropower dams on the Mekong River 
for 10 years[24].

Payment for 
ecosystem 
services (PES)

PES schemes are currently being implemented at small scale 
with some success in reducing deforestation[25]. Well-designed 
PES schemes have large potential as a vehicle for developing 
a green economy[25], but some of these PES projects face 
challenges including unclear legal frameworks and property 
rights and the lack of sustainable financing mechanisms[26]. 

REDD+ 
projects

The national REDD+ strategy was officially endorsed in 2017 
and is at the core of Cambodia’s nationally determined 
contributions (NDC) to the Paris Agreement. The REDD+ action 
and investment plan was drafted in 2019 and several pilots 
are now in place[27]. 

Timber 
legality

In earlier 2019, the government established a National 
Commission on Anti-Forest Crimes aiming to crack down on 
all illegal logging and timber trade across the country. As a 
result, a few ELCs have been confiscated and several high-
profile illegal-logging perpetrators have been arrested and 
prosecuted.

Deployment  
at wider scale

Actively used  
and expanding

Project-specific, 
experimental
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