
1 
—

 M
ek

on
g 

Co
nn

ec
t V

ol
. 0

3



2 —
 M

ekong Connect Vol. 03
3 

—
 M

ek
on

g 
Co

nn
ec

t V
ol

. 0
3

Editors

Editorial Board

Editorial Assistants 

Dr Kimly Ngoun
Dr Chheng Kimlong

Dr Chheang Vannarith
Dr Daniel Schmücking
Ms Isabel Weininger
Dr Cheunboran Chanborey
Dr Keo Piseth
Dr Nguonphan Pheakdey
Dr Sok Serey
Ms Likhedy Touch
Mr Chhem Siriwat
Mr Lim Menghour

Mr Fai Mesa
Mr Chab Sombol
Ms Lida Sovann

The Asian Vision Institute Konrad Adenauer Stiftung 
Cambodia Office

Address:
#24 Street 566, Boeng Kok 2, 
Toul Kork, Phnom Penh 

Tel: 
(+855) 99 841 445
(+855) 99 929 323 

Email: 
admin@asianvision.org

Website: 
www.asianvision.org

Address:
#4 Street 462, Khan Charmkar Mon, 
P.O. Box 944, Phnom Penh 

Tel: 
(+855) 23 966 176

Email: 
office.phnompenh@kas.de

Website: 
www.kas.de/en/web/kambodscha

Volume 3, Issue 2

Contact:

Published by:

Disclaimer

The opinions expressed in this magazine are 
the authors’ own and neither reflect the views 
of the Asian Vision Institute nor those of Konrad 
Adenauer Stiftung.

MEKONG CONNECT



4 —
 M

ekong Connect Vol. 03
5 

—
 M

ek
on

g 
Co

nn
ec

t V
ol

. 0
3

Editorial Foreword

Contents

Welcome to the December 2021 Issue of the Mekong Connect Magazine, 
a joint publication between the Asian Vision Institute (AVI) and the Konrad 
Adenauer Stiftung (KAS) Cambodia Office. The magazine publishes two 
Issues per year, which are funded by the KAS Cambodia Office to provide 
access to readers wishing to gain a better understanding of a wide range 
of issues in the Mekong region, including climate change, trade, food 
security, poverty, sustainable development, COVID-19, peace and security, 
and international cooperation.  

In the June 2021 Issue, we noted that the growth and progress achieved 
over the past two decades had brought remarkable improvement in income 
per capita and living standards of millions of people in Asia, particularly in 
Mekong countries. However, the global COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted 
the development and affected people’s livelihoods. 

Like the previous Issues, we encourage the authors to provide their different 
perspectives, advance their arguments, and analyse based on data so that 
the readers will gain insights and find this magazine interesting and useful.

This December 2021 Issue investigates the issues, dynamics, opportunities, 
and challenges of food security in Mekong countries. COVID-19 has had 
adverse impacts on the region. The negative impacts are rising poverty 
levels and growing food insecurity across the region. However, the Mekong 
region presents opportunities for boosting food production and supplies. 
It can become a major powerhouse to produce and supply food for the 
region and beyond. However, some challenges need to be addressed, such 
as climate change, floods and droughts, as well as a lack of access to good 
credit and appropriate technology. The articles in this Issue will illustrate 
these and other relevant issues about food insecurity. If the Mekong 
region needs to leverage its advantages, more government and private 
sector investment in food security are needed. Promoting agriculture and 
the food industry provides income and employment for people. 

This publication collects intellectual capital from researchers, scholars, and 
policy advisors inside and outside the Mekong region. The extent of social 
and economic losses from the prolonged pandemic has been discussed, 
and the authors have offered some practical policy recommendations. 
In addition to the policy suggestions offered in this Issue, we encourage 
more robust debates and further studies to be conducted to provide more 
enriched analysis. This issue is published in printed and digital formats like 
its preceding ones. The digital version is available for free download on AVI 
and KAS Cambodia websites. 

We would like to acknowledge the intellectual contributions and appreciate 
the efforts of the following authors to this December Issue, namely Dr Le 
Trung Kien, Ms Yan Sophorn, Dr Wee Chian Koh, Dr Kimlong Chheng, Mr 
Sophea Chuon, Ms Setthikun Sun, Ms Monypachpor Ly, Mr Seng Sopheak, 
Dr Nguyen Thi Thuy Trang, Dr Le Phuong Cat Nhi, Huynh Ho Dai Nghia, 
Dr John Walsh, Dr Nittana Southiseng, Ms Piyaporn Wongruang, and Mr 
Sayan Chuenudomsavad. Our special thanks also go to KAS Cambodia’s 
team, namely Dr Daniel Schmücking, Ms Likhedy Touch, and Ms Isabel 
Weininger. We also wish to thank AVI President Dr Chheang Vannarith and 
the AVI Secretariate team for their support and assistance. 
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Figure1: M
ap of drought in the M

ekong sub-region

Source: M
RC D

rought Forecast.

D
ate: 23 February 2020

D
ate: 19 D

ecem
ber 2019

Food Security in the M
ekong R

iver B
asin

Sub-regional Cooperation in Food Security 

In recent years, the M
ekong sub-region has w

itnessed unusual fluctuations in w
ater level of the 

M
ekong River. The w

ater level w
as low

 to a record level, especially in 2016 and the early rainy season 
of 2019. In the region, the threat to w

ater for food production com
es from

 the im
pact of natural 

factors such as clim
ate change and the socio-econom

ic developm
ent activities of countries such as 

hydropow
er dam

s, w
ater transfer, and w

ater diversion. 

In particular, the M
ekong River basin has faced increasingly severe floods, droughts, and saline 

intrusion.  In 2019, the river w
as at its low

est in 100 years, posing a threat to the food supply. The 
livelihoods of tens of m

illions of people along the river risk hanging on the line. In M
arch 2020, the 

w
ater level dropped to one m

etre, the low
est w

ater level in 50 years. In 2021, the M
ekong River 

Com
m

ission’s (M
RC) m

onthly rainfall observations show
 that rainfall has been consistently low

er 
than average since N

ovem
ber 2020, falling by 25%

.

The w
ater security for food production and people’s livelihoods has increasingly becom

e a m
ajor 

issue of concern, requiring a com
prehensive approach to address. 

First, sub-regional cooperation m
ust identify the key factors that cause the w

ater shortage to m
ap 

out appropriate solutions. The approach and m
easures m

ust be based on science, reliable data, and 
resources. W

hile the im
pact on agriculture and fishery has becom

e m
ore severe recently, there has 

not been a w
idely accepted consensus on the critical reason for the w

ater shortage in the river basin. 
There is still a debate am

ong stakeholders on w
hether clim

ate change is the m
ain reason causing 

droughts m
ore severe in recent years or w

hether it is m
ainly because of the hydropow

er dam
s that 

prevent the natural flow
 of w

ater in the M
ekong river or other factors. 

Second, it is essential to strengthen the w
ater governance m

echanism
 in the sub-region to ensure 

food security. The only binding m
echanism

 in the M
ekong sub-region is the M

RC established by the 
1995 M

ekong Agreem
ent. The M

RC is designed to help build consensus around solutions through 
basin m

onitoring, assessm
ent, data and inform

ation sharing, and dialogue and cooperation. 
H

ow
ever, China and M

yanm
ar, the tw

o M
ekong River upper stream

 countries, have not yet been the 
full m

em
ber of the M

RC. O
ther cooperation m

echanism
s can play im

portant roles in com
plem

enting 
the role of the M

RC. The M
ekong– U

nited States Partnership can play an essential role in im
proving 

the M
ekong countries’ w

ater governance capacity building and providing technical support in 
agricultural and fishery production technology. The Lancang–M

ekong Cooperation (M
LC) is the only 

platform
 that consists of six the riparian M

ekong countries and has w
ater security as one of the key 

cooperation pillars. The M
LC, hence, can play a vital role as the consultation platform

 to prom
ote 

trust and collaboration am
ong the upper and low

er stream
 countries in w

ater and food security. In 
addition, Japan, Australia, G

erm
any are also long-tim

e partners w
ith M

ekong countries in this area 
of cooperation.

Third, M
ekong countries should have an approach of w

ater-energy-food security nexus to enhance 
food production in the region. The food security issue in the M

ekong River basin is not a stand-alone 
challenge but is closely linked to the region’s w

ater security and energy dem
and. In this connection, 

the riparian countries should strengthen their cooperation to have a m
aster energy developm

ent 
plan, especially on hydropow

er. In w
ater security cooperation, governm

ents need to coordinate 
policies through (i) sharing inform

ation, hydrom
eteorological data, and the situation of discharge 

and w
ater resource exploitation in both rainy and dry seasons; (ii) cooperation in response to floods 

and droughts, m
aking full use of the com

m
unication channel (hotline) in cooperation in handling 

em
ergencies in the M

ekong River, and building a financial m
echanism

 for disaster risk insurance and 
support for reconstruction and rem

ediation; and (iii) joint scientific research cooperation.

Fouth, M
ekong countries should m

ake use of new
 technologies in sm

art and clim
ate-resilient 

agriculture. A research by  M
ishra et al. 2021 w

ith m
ore than 1,500 experim

ents and 15,000 farm
ers 

in 11 provinces in the Low
er M

ekong basin show
ed that, w

ith a system
 of rice intensification 

practices, the average rice yield increased by 52%
, and net econom

ic returns w
ere raised by 70%

. 
Labour productivity increased by 64%

; w
ater productivity by 61%

; and m
ineral fertiliser use effi

ciency 
rose by 163%

. N
ew

 technologies are an indispensable tool to reduce food loss and w
aste, shift diets, 

and raise productivity by im
proving or m

aintaining soil fertility, enhancing pasture land productivity, 
and restoring degraded land.

In Thailand, the w
ater level of the M

ekong River has dropped to a shallow
 level, aff

ecting eight 
provinces, nam

ely Chiang Rai, Loei, N
ong Khai, M

ukdahan, Bueng Kan, N
akhon Phanom

, Am
nat 

Charoen, and U
bon Ratchathani. The consequence is the lack of w

ater for agricultural production 
in N

ortheast Thailand, aff
ecting w

aterw
ay transport routes and livelihoods. The dam

age from
 the 

drought is expected to reach 1.5 billion U
SD

, accounting for 0.27%
 of Thailand’s G

D
P. In Cam

bodia, 
farm

ers in tw
o provinces, Pursat and Battam

bang, on the shores of the G
reat Lake also face a 

shortage of w
ater for agriculture. Sovanm

ony, the D
eputy D

irector of Battam
bang D

epartm
ent of 

Agriculture, said that 360,000 hectares of land used for rice cultivation in the province w
as aff

ected 
by the drought. In Laos, drought could reduce crop yields by 30%

 by 2050.

In Viet N
am

, the severe drought and saltw
ater intrusion conditions have significantly aff

ected 
m

illions of people’s livelihoods and food security in 13 provinces in the M
ekong D

elta. According 
to research by the U

nited N
ations, the drying up of river branches and canals has resulted in 

erosion of roads and houses and caused severe w
ater scarcity. The m

ost aff
ected sectors w

ere food 
consum

ption, production, agriculture, and livestock. In Ca M
au province, 30,000 hectares of paddy 

rice risk being dam
aged or lost. In Ben Tre province, saltw

ater has intruded 80 km
 inland aff

ecting 
thousands of hectares of fruit trees and vegetables. The decrease in rice production in Viet N

am
 

aff
ects the country’s food security and regional food security. Viet N

am
 is the m

ain rice supplier 
to the Philippines. In 2021, according to the U

SD
A Rice O

utlook, the country expects to rem
ain the 

w
orld’s second-largest rice exporter w

ith 6,4 m
illion tons.
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A
ccording to U

N
ICEF, the w

orld has declared:

Introduction
Food Supply Chain D

isruptions

Causes of Food Insecurity

The M
ekong region, also know

n as the G
reater M

ekong Subregion (G
M

S), is hom
e to thousands of 

habitats, hundreds of species of fish, m
illions of trees, 200 acres of w

ater land, num
erous types of 

insects, and sources of livestock for over 60 m
illion people living in the countries sharing the M

ekong 
River, including Cam

bodia, Laos, M
yanm

ar, Thailand, Vietnam
, and China (Bouapao and Eckm

an 
2012; W

eaver, Ram
achandran, and Adriano 2019). For hundreds of years, the countries have draw

n 
benefits from

 the M
ekong River for food provision, developm

ent, econom
y, and society. 

Apart from
 food provision, the M

ekong River is a key source for incom
e generation not only for the 

food industry but also for other river-related businesses such as tourism
, transportation, aquaculture, 

forest and non-tim
ber products, and cash crop plantations (Thu 2020). Local people are econom

ically 
self-suffi

cient through these business activities w
hich are their key m

eans to access food. 

N
otw

ithstanding, the regional residents have been facing food security issues.  The pressure from
 

econom
ic developm

ent, w
ater-based energy creation, and clim

ate change has aff
ected its food 

production. Food insecurity w
as already a severe problem

 in the region. A global survey on food 
security studied 113 countries and gave scores out of 100 and ranked out of 113 based on four 
m

easurem
ents, including the issues of food aff

ordability, availability, quality and safety, and natural 
resources and resilience. It show

ed that Vietnam
 scored 60.8 (in 2019) and 60.3 (in 2020) and ranked 

63; M
yanm

ar 56.3 (in 2019) and 56.6 (in 2020) and ranked 70; Cam
bodia 52.4 (in 2019) and 51.5 (in 

2020) and ranked 81; Laos 47.5 (in 2019) and 46.4 (in 2020) and ranked 90; and Thailand 62.9 (in 
2019) and 64.0 (in 2020) and ranked 51 (The Econom

ist G
roup 2021).

Fish, rice, and w
ater are the core diets of the com

m
unities living along the M

ekong River. M
oreover, 

they, particularly rice, are one of the regional exported products to the w
orld. Consequently, any 

reduction or disruption to them
 aff

ects regional and w
orld food security. 

Cam
bodia is the m

ost dependent country on fisheries am
ong the low

er M
ekong basin countries, 

about 8%
 of the country’s G

D
P. Sim

ilar to Cam
bodia, m

illions of Thai and Vietnam
ese rely on 

subsistence fishing for food security. Thus, the fishery sector has supported thousands of businesses 
including sm

all food shops and stalls, boat builders, and gear suppliers (M
RC 2018 cited in Thu 2020). 

In 2017, around 109 m
illion tons of paddy rice w

ere produced by the countries in the region, w
ith 

Vietnam
, Thailand, and M

yanm
ar being the 5th, 6th, and 7th largest rice producers in the w

orld, 
respectively. The year after, Thailand and Vietnam

 becam
e the w

orld’s 2nd and 3rd largest exporters 
by volum

e, respectively, w
hile Cam

bodia w
as the 8th largest exporter (Statista 2018 cited in Thu 

2020). 

W
ith restrictions im

posed on logistics, travel/transportation and m
ovem

ent, and im
port and 

export due to the CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic, these prevention m

easures have caused further delays and 
disruptions to the supply of food, lim

ited on food choices, increased food prices, and led to shortage 
of labour. The num

ber of drivers per vehicle and vehicle m
ovem

ent has been tightened. M
any food 

suppliers have to deploy largely im
perm

anent or part-tim
e em

ployees, particularly for arranging, 
planting, reaping, preparing, or shipping harvests. The lockdow

ns, physical distancing, restrictions, 
and infections have led to the rise in em

ployees’ absence from
 w

ork or a slow
dow

n in the capacity of 
firm

s to perform
 or produce food for the m

arket prom
ptly (Barm

an, D
as, and Kanti 2021). 

Therefore, the supply chain flow
 is distracted. M

ore particularly, farm
ing activities that are tim

e-
dependent or seasonal, w

hich follow
 a specific tim

etable, have to speed up or change to be as 
m

echanical progression and up-skilling of their m
anpow

er. D
elays in any activity can aff

ect all cycles 
in the supply chain. As a result, the incom

es of farm
ers, w

orkers, and fishery industries/businesses 
are heavily aff

ected. 

The low
 food value chain is a cause of food insecurity. According to ILO

 (2020), w
orkers in ASEAN

 
countries lost w

orking hours from
 3.4 per cent to 17.2 per cent in the first nine m

onths of 2020 
if com

pared to the pre-crisis level. Betw
een 390,000 and 570,000 em

ploym
ents w

ere lost in 2020 
(AD

B 2020). About 30 per cent of households’ m
ain earners w

ere not em
ployed in M

arch 2020. 
H

ouseholds w
hich had em

ploym
ents earned 13 percentage points low

er than before the pandem
ic. 

M
any households have experienced losses in incom

es (W
orld Bank 2021b). 

As food consum
ers earn less, they have to choose unhealthy coping strategies. The W

orld Bank 
(2021a) also finds that as retail food prices are higher, m

ore and m
ore households are low

ering 
their food quantity and quality. Besides costing and pricing issues, people in the region experienced 
decreased in accessibility to certain types of food. Restaurants, m

arkets, food stalls have restricted 
accessibility. Food choices w

ere lim
itedly available. Som

e people have to consum
e item

s w
ith a long 

shelf life, nam
ely dried or canned nourishm

ent. The W
orld Food Program

, as reported in W
orld Bank 

(2021a), estim
ated a sharp increase in the num

ber of people facing acute food insecurity in the 
2020–2021 period. 

The presence of CO
VID

-19 has further caused food supply chain disruptions, an em
erging cause of 

food insecurity for people in the region, particularly the m
ost vulnerable groups such as the urban 

poor, inhabitants in rem
ote areas, m

igrants, and people w
orking in the inform

al sectors of the 
econom

y (Tiensin, Kalibata, and Cole 2020).

All people at all tim
es have physical, social, and econom

ic access to 
suffi

cient, safe, and nutritious food that m
eets their food preferences and 

dietary needs for an active and healthy life. In other w
ords, if som

eone/
country is considering obtaining food security, the person/country is 
necessarily enabled to have availability of food, access to food, utilization 
of food as a source of nutrition and overall health and stability of food 
supply.  



14 — Mekong Connect Vol. 03
15 — Mekong Connect Vol. 03

Factors Leading to Food Security in the Region

It w
as foreseen that per capita rice consum

ption is expected to decline as consum
ers are shifting 

to other food, approxim
ately 10 per cent low

er in 2025 than in 2015 (W
orld Bank 2016). Food 

preferences have been grow
ing and diversifying over the years. D

iets are substitutable. Som
e crops 

other than rice have becom
e m

ore beneficial. For exam
ple, beans and pulses in the dry season can 

help producers earn m
ore and higher profits. M

ore im
portantly, m

any crops are less costly and 
w

ater-intensive to produce (Ibid). 

H
ow

ever, the food system
 m

ust sustain the ecosystem
. Som

e suggest a “w
ater-food-energy” nexus, a 

solution inclusive of w
ater and energy issues. M

any m
ention the im

portance of a com
prehensive and 

inclusive food supply chain system
 that considers both strategy and challenges (W

orld Bank 2021a). 
The system

 that provides num
erical and statistical inform

ation to identify outbreaks and outbreak 
strains allow

s conducts of eff
ective controls and im

plem
entations such as establishing and enforcing 

m
ovem

ent bans, vaccinations, destruction cam
paigns, product recalls, and em

ergency response 
plans for food safety hazards (Thu 2020). 

O
thers argue that although there have been significant establishm

ents of food safety law
s, policies, 

and regulations in the G
M

S countries, gaps and disparities w
ithin and betw

een countries persist. 
M

any areas of the G
M

S are challenged by “lim
ited infrastructure and hum

an and institutional 
capacity—

leadership, technical, and operational—
to operate eff

ective food control system
s that 

protect consum
ers, suppliers, and buyers” (W

eaver, Ram
achandran, and Adriano 2019, p. 95). The 

authors docum
ented those consum

ers are sceptical about the current system
 due to “frequent 

scandals and reports of food safety failures im
plicating various certified products” (Ibid).

This is a call for additional legal requirem
ents and reinforcem

ent for im
proving food security 

in the region.  The law
s set standards and requirem

ents for food production, consum
ption, and 

distribution to the healthy food industry, farm
ers, businesses, producers, and supply chains for low

 
cost but healthy food. Besides, the law

 should restrict insecure food on the m
arket w

hile overseeing 
production, placem

ent, m
onitoring, inspection, m

anufacturing, control, food production-related 
chem

icals, substances, and other activities. M
oreover, they prom

ote healthy food, aw
areness, access, 

visibility, availability, and stability of food. They also need to encourage, prom
ote, and support local 

healthy food producers through recognition and m
arketing. They define w

hat inform
ation should be 

on the package and the registration, inspection, and certification process. 

M
oreover, as w

e depend on farm
ers to continue w

orking on their fields, superm
arket cashiers to 

show
 up at their w

orkplaces, and drivers to deliver food to m
arkets or front doors, w

e need to put 
m

easures to protect food w
orkers and prevent the spread of CO

VID
-19.  

Finally, it is about im
proving the com

m
unication. W

e need to better deal w
ith low

 literacy population, 
and people in rural, rem

ote areas, as w
ell as the m

ost vulnerable groups, producers, and all relevant 
stakeholders. The “W

hole Chain” approach looks at all perspectives to im
prove the sensitivity of 

surveillance system
s. It aim

s to better m
itigate and m

anage risks and respond eff
ectively to food 

safety breakdow
ns, disease outbreaks, and related events. Therefore, in every player’s interest, issues 

need to be identified early and dealt w
ith fairly, effi

ciently, and eff
ectively (W

eaver, Ram
achandran, 

and Adriano 2019). 
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Introduction
Im

pact on Food A
vailability and A

ccess

The CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic has increased food security risks in m

any parts of the w
orld. Food security 

m
eans that all people, at all tim

es, have physical and econom
ic access to suffi

cient, safe, and 
nutritious food that m

eets their dietary needs and food preferences for active and healthy life (FAO
 

1996). H
ow

ever, border closures, lockdow
ns, and strict quarantine m

easures have disrupted food 
supply chains, from

 planting and harvesting to processing and distribution, w
hich have lim

ited 
food availability and accessibility. In addition, em

ploym
ent and incom

e losses have reduced food 
consum

ption and nutrition, especially in vulnerable groups such as infants and children, pregnant 
and lactating w

om
en, and poor households, putting them

 at risk of m
icronutrient deficiency.

In Cam
bodia, severe food insecurity and undernourishm

ent prevalence has been am
ong the highest 

in Southeast Asia even before the pandem
ic (Figure 1). The situation has likely been m

ade w
orse by 

the dam
age the pandem

ic has since caused. Cam
bodia detected its first im

ported CO
VID

-19 case in 
Sihanoukville on 27 January 2020. Although no com

m
unity transm

ission w
as detected until the end 

of N
ovem

ber 2020, the global spread of the pandem
ic since M

arch 2020 led to the im
plem

entation 
of stringent m

easures, such as travel restrictions, school and business closures, and m
ajor public 

holidays cancellation (Figure 2). The first com
m

unity transm
ission cluster w

as detected in Phnom
 

Penh on 29 N
ovem

ber 2020, and cases have continued to surge. As a result, the country w
as placed 

under lockdow
n across the w

hole of Phnom
 Penh and Ta Khm

au on 15 April 2021. These lockdow
ns 

w
ere lifted on 6 M

ay 2021, but restrictions rem
ained in high-risk areas, and “red zones” w

ere 
established in other parts of the country.

The im
pact of CO

VID
-19 on food security has been uneven, w

ith urban centres m
ore severely aff

ected 
due to higher population density, a disproportionately larger share of cases, and m

ore stringent 
restrictions. W

hilst lockdow
ns m

ay be necessary to curb infections, they caused severe hardships 
to residents living in the designated red zones, w

ho w
ere even banned from

 leaving their hom
es 

to purchase food (ASEAN
 Today 2021). M

obility fell sharply in m
id-April 2021 follow

ing the hard 
lockdow

ns (Figure 3). G
arm

ent factories ground to a halt, and w
orkers w

ere furloughed. M
arkets 

and street vendors w
ere ordered to shut, w

hile transportation of food com
m

odities from
 other 

locations into the w
orst-hit areas w

as ham
pered. This led to a shortage of som

e food supplies and a 
corresponding increase in retail food prices.  

In response, the M
inistry of Com

m
erce (M

O
C) fixed prices for selected food item

s to stabilise 
prices during the lockdow

n. Em
ergency food assistance consisting of staples such as rice, canned 

fish, fish sauce, soy sauce, and bottled w
ater w

ere distributed to poor households, but the rations 
w

ere deem
ed insuffi

cient. In Phnom
 Penh, w

here public protests are rarely allow
ed, sm

all groups 
of residents cam

e out to the streets on claim
s of hunger. After three w

eeks, the lockdow
n m

easures 
w

ere lifted to appease public opposition to the severity of the restrictions. 

Figure 1. Prevalence of severe food 
insecurity and undernourishm

ent in 2019

Figure 3. M
obility

Figure 2. D
aily CO

VID
-19 cases and 

stringency of governm
ent restrictions

Figure 4. Infl
ation

Source: Food and Agriculture O
rganization of the U

nited 
N

ations. 

N
ote: The severity of food insecurity is m

easured by 
the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) based 
on direct interview

s w
ith individuals or households. 

U
ndernourishm

ent m
eans that a person cannot acquire 

enough food to m
eet the daily m

inim
um

 dietary energy 
requirem

ents to m
aintain a norm

ally active and healthy 
life.

Source: G
oogle Com

m
unity M

obility Reports. 

N
ote: M

obility of selected categories relative to the 
baseline (corresponding day of the w

eek from
 3 

January–6 February 2020). The last observation w
as on 

13 Septem
ber 2021.

Source: O
xford CO

VID
-19 G

overnm
ent Response Tracker. 

N
ote: The stringency index is a com

posite of nine 
policy m

easures: school closure, w
orkplace closure, 

cancellation of public events, restrictions on gatherings, 
public transport suspension, stay-at-hom

e requirem
ents, 

restrictions on internal m
ovem

ent, international travel 
controls, and public info cam

paigns. The last observation 
w

as on 18 Septem
ber 2021.

Source: N
ational Bank of Cam

bodia, N
ational Institute of 

Statistics. 

N
ote: The last observation w

as in June 2021.
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Policy Im
plications

Before the CO
VID

-19 outbreak, a few
 m

illion Cam
bodians w

ere already unable to aff
ord a healthy 

diet. H
ow

ever, food prices increased m
arkedly in 2020, especially for m

eat, eggs, fish products, and 
vegetables (Figure 4). As a result, people w

ere forced to adopt coping strategies, including cutting 
back on the size and quality of m

eals. Although prices have since stabilised, som
e households 

continue to have low
 food intake and dietary diversity. 

M
alnutrition has been a long-term

 challenge in Cam
bodia—

the proportion of w
asting, stunting, and 

underw
eight in children below

 five years old—
is am

ong the highest in the region (Figure 5). M
uch 

progress has been m
ade over the past decade, but CO

VID
-19 threatens to reverse these developm

ent 
gains. The U

nited N
ations CO

VID
-19 socio-econom

ic im
pact assessm

ent, a nationally representative 
sam

ple survey, show
ed that betw

een August 2020 and M
arch 2021, nearly one in four households 

did not regularly consum
e Vitam

in A and iron-rich foods (U
nited N

ations 2021). These im
pacts are of 

m
ost concern for m

ore vulnerable household m
em

bers, especially pregnant w
om

en and children. 
In addition, the proportion of households resorting to negative coping peaked in O

ctober 2020 and 
had not returned to baseline levels in M

arch 2021, suggesting that households continued to struggle 
to obtain enough food (Figure 6).

D
uring the lockdow

n in April 2021, a phone-based survey of vulnerable households found that their 
m

ain concern w
as lack of food: 77 per cent of respondents reported having insuffi

cient food over the 
past w

eek (PIN
, D

CA, and W
RC 2021). In addition, about 70 per cent of fam

ilies in red zone areas lost 
their jobs, com

pared to 58 per cent of fam
ilies in non-red zone areas. G

iven the scarcity and diffi
culty 

to obtain food, exacerbated by incom
e losses, it is not surprising that an overw

helm
ing m

ajority 
listed food assistance (94 per cent) and cash support (70 per cent) as critical. 

The agriculture sector is of m
ajor im

portance to the Cam
bodian econom

y. About three-quarters 
of the population live in rural areas. Agriculture provided 31.2 per cent of total em

ploym
ent and 

accounted for 20.7 per cent of gross dom
estic product (G

D
P) in 2019 (AD

B 2020). Although the 
agriculture sector has been relatively resilient in the face of the CO

VID
-19 shock, disruptions in 

agriculture supply chains put w
orkers at high risk of job losses or reduced w

orking hours.

M
ost Cam

bodians in rural areas depend on sm
all-scale farm

ing as the m
ain source of incom

e, and 
a m

ajority of w
aged agricultural w

orkers are em
ployed seasonally or casually across a range of low

-
w

age, daily paid jobs such as farm
 labourers, drivers, retailers, or sellers in inform

al m
arkets (Espino 

et al. 2021). Although CO
VID

-19 cases have been low
 in rural com

m
unities, m

obility restrictions and 
physical distancing m

easures have disrupted the national food system
s, reducing consum

er dem
and 

and purchases.

Extension of lockdow
ns and travel restrictions could create disruptions along the food supply chain. 

In addition, shortages of labour and farm
 inputs could reduce the production scale in planting and 

harvesting, w
hile logistical challenges could pressure farm

ers to sell produce at low
 prices. As a 

result, farm
 incom

es could be hurt, w
ith sm

allholder farm
ers m

ore severely aff
ected due to little 

savings from
 past harvests. The financial burden of som

e farm
ers has also been w

orsened, and they 
w

ere forced to sell their livestock and land to pay their debts (RFA 2020).

The governm
ent has designated agriculture as a priority sector and has supported farm

ers by allow
ing 

suspension of paym
ents to m

icro-institutions and allocating land to landless farm
ers. In addition, 

non-governm
ent organizations (N

G
O

s) and the w
ider com

m
unity have also assisted farm

ers, such as 
in increasing both the quality and quantity of rice yield through the Im

proving M
arket Access for the 

Poor (IM
A4P) project and linking m

arkets to farm
ers using social m

edia platform
s through the Covid 

Farm
er H

acker project (Keng and Rim
 2021).

Policies should continue to focus on im
proving food availability, accessibility, and aff

ordability, as 
w

ell as m
itigating the socioeconom

ic im
pacts on vulnerable groups. Any renew

ed surge in cases 
that w

ould necessitate a lockdow
n should be accom

panied by conditionalities to ensure that people 
have suffi

cient food and nutrition as w
ell as access to health and psychological support services. 

At the sam
e tim

e, assistance should be provided to enhance farm
ers’ access to m

arkets, such as 
encouraging the use of online platform

s for inform
ation exchange and pooling transportation to sell 

produce in m
arkets outside lockdow

n areas. Financial relief and liquidity support should continue to 
be extended to those under financial distress. 

O
ver the longer term

, responses to food insecurity should account for clim
ate change and 

environm
ental challenges. The prolonged and severe drought in 2019, w

orsened by dam
s on the 

upper M
ekong, is a stark rem

inder of the threats to the livelihoods of m
illions of Cam

bodians. 
Agricultural technology, such as rem

ote sensing and geographical inform
ation system

-based crop 
m

anagem
ent, and investm

ent in farm
 m

echanisation can play an im
portant role in raising agricultural 

productivity. 

Cam
bodia has outpaced m

any of its Southeast Asian neighbours in vaccine distribution, w
ith m

ore 
than tw

o-thirds of the population having received at least one dose of the vaccine as of m
id-Septem

ber 
2021. An urgent priority is to ensure that the elderly and high-risk individuals are fully vaccinated, and 
at the sam

e tim
e, im

plem
ent targeted restrictions to curb infections and save lives until the country 

has transitioned to an endem
ic stage to allow

 safe re-opening of the econom
y. A sustained recovery 

of the econom
y is critical in m

itigating food insecurity. Conversely, a sharp econom
ic slow

dow
n could 

increase poverty by up to 6 percentage points, w
hich translates into nearly one m

illion additional 
poor and a reversal of six years of progress against poverty (W

orld Bank 2021).

Figure 5. M
alnutrition

Figure 6. Livelihood coping strategies

Source: U
N

ICEF/W
H

O
/W

B Joint Child M
alnutrition 

Estim
ates.

N
ote: W

asting (low
 w

eight-for-height), stunting (low
 

height-for-age), and underw
eight (low

 w
eight-for-age) 

are conditions w
hereby a child’s grow

th developm
ent is 

m
ore than tw

o standard deviations below
 the W

H
O

 Child 
G

row
th Standards m

edian. D
ata are based on the latest 

year available.

Source: U
nited N

ations CO
VID

-19 Social Im
pact 

Assessm
ent. 
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Introduction

Factors Infl
uencing Food Production and Food 

Security

The G
reater M

ekong Sub-region (G
M

S) is a global leader in exports of staples such as rice, coff
ee, and 

cashew
 nuts. D

iverse types of agri-food trade inside and outside of the G
M

S are grow
ing rapidly, and 

infrastructure, trade facilitation, and business environm
ent are im

proving. H
ow

ever, pests, diseases, 
and residue problem

s in the sub-region have im
peded production, food safety, and m

arket access. 
At the sam

e tim
e, local environm

ental degradation and the im
pacts of clim

ate change threaten the 
resilience of som

e system
s (D

evelopm
ent Asia 2018). The region has a huge potential for agricultural 

developm
ent due to its abundant w

ater resources, including that from
 the M

ekong River. Countries 
in the G

M
S such as Cam

bodia, Laos, M
yanm

ar, Thailand, Vietnam
, and China rely largely on the 

M
ekong River for food security. The river is the m

ain source of food feeding m
illions of people (Pisses 

2016).

In the G
M

S, food security is a pertinent issue, at least to som
e of the riparian states, especially w

hen 
considering that agriculture sustains the livelihoods of as m

uch as 60 per cent of the M
ekong River 

basin’s population, and approxim
ately 20 per cent of the basin’s population live below

 the poverty 
line. U

p to 15 per cent are m
alnourished. Agricultural produce m

ainly rice crops constitute alm
ost 

25 per cent of the w
orld’s total rice m

arket. Cassava, sugar cane, soybean, and m
aize are additional 

crops grow
n in the river basin. 

The M
ekong River sustains highly productive inland fisheries, w

hich yield approxim
ately tw

o m
illion 

tons of fish and 500,000 m
etric tons of aquatic resources per year, excluding yields from

 aquaculture. 
In the context of the riparian states, both chronic and transitory food insecurity deserves attention 
due to livelihoods’ dependence on agriculture and aquaculture and the vulnerability of the basin 
areas to the eff

ects of clim
ate change and natural disasters. O

ther potential drivers of food insecurity 
include w

ater insecurity, conflicts, insecurity in private property rights, and a lack of inter-governm
ent 

support and public-private partnership.

Several factors influence national food production, food prices, and inflation. They determ
ine the 

four food security dim
ensions of a country. The diagram

 below
 explains these and other factors in 

a snapshot.

Figure 1: Factors infl
uencing national food production

Source: Chheng 2018.

A fram
ew

ork in Ecker and D
iao (2011) m

entions the m
ultidim

ensionality of food security, the cross-
sectoral nature of food insecurity, and the interaction betw

een m
acro- and m

icro-levels of econom
ic 

and social activities and policy actions. From
 a regional perspective, the connection betw

een the 
econom

ic process and im
proved nutrition am

ong the G
M

S M
em

ber States can be substantially 
diff

erent. H
ow

ever, a regional food security program
m

e such as a regional cooperation fram
ew

ork 
focusing on investm

ent in food security has not been m
aterialised. 

In addition, there are several other reasons w
hy food insecurity prevails. In the M

ekong region 
and other parts of the w

orld, political instability strongly aff
ects the natural resources that provide 

food for the populace. For exam
ple, civil w

ars, internal conflicts, and political instability have been 
m

ajor causes of chronic fam
ine. M

oreover, natural disasters are another m
ajor factor aff

ecting 
food security. O

ver the last decade, m
ore intense and frequent storm

s, floods, and droughts have 
dam

aged m
any key food production areas in the M

ekong region, such as the rice-grow
ing plains of 

central Thailand and southern Laos and the fertile deltas of the M
ekong and Red Rivers in Vietnam

. 
In the M

ekong region, the dam
age to infrastructure and farm

s by the increasing frequency of natural 
disasters has w

orsened food insecurity. 

In Cam
bodia, about 79 per cent of the population live in rural areas, and 65 per cent depend on 

agriculture, fishing, and forestry for livelihoods (D
aniel 2016). N

atural disasters, such as floods and 
droughts, often threaten M

ekong countries and cause a significant dam
age to the food system

. For 
instance, the region suff

ered one of its w
orst ever-recorded droughts in 2015. Although the m

onsoon 
rains have provided som

e w
ater for irrigation and household consum

ption, the eff
ects of the 

drought, and subsequent salinity intrusion, are a m
ajor challenge for the M

ekong D
elta in Vietnam

, 
raising fears of an extended food security crisis across the region. In addition, clim

ate change and 
abnorm

al w
eather patterns are expected to cause substantial changes to grow

ing conditions for 
diff

erent crops, livestock, and fisheries.
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The Eff
ect of CO

VID
-19 on A

griculture and 
Food A

vailability and Food Security: The Case 
of Cam

bodia

Conclusion 

M
ekong countries have not been spared by CO

VID
-19, putting great pressure on exploitations of 

natural resources and depleted investm
ent in agricultural developm

ent. In w
hat follow

s, w
e present 

the case of Cam
bodia am

idst the CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic to get a glim

pse of how
 a regional country has 

coped w
ith the im

pacts of the pandem
ic on food security. 

The first case of CO
VID

-19 w
as detected on 27 January 2020 on a Chinese m

an that flew
 from

 China to 
Sihanoukville (Aun 2020). The com

m
unity outbreaks and em

ergence of new
 variants of the virus led to 

several travel restrictions for inbound and internal travels, border closure, and the closure of schools 
and businesses. The Cam

bodian governm
ent im

posed strict quarantine m
easures and lockdow

ns of 
Phnom

 Penh and restricted travels betw
een provinces during the peak of the com

m
unity outbreak. 

H
ow

ever, the governm
ent w

as doing its best to ensure people’s continued accessibility to food, w
ater, 

health care and care assistance. The U
nited N

ations Com
m

ission on Econom
ic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (CESCR) stated that the right to food should include “physical and econom
ic access to adequate 

food or m
eans to obtain it at all tim

es” by everyone. The Cam
bodian governm

ent responded to the 
challenges faced by the people and regions under lockdow

ns to ensure continuity of services for 
the elderly, people w

ith disabilities, and other people dependent on hom
e and com

m
unity services 

and supports. D
uring the CO

VID
-19 pandem

ic, the Cam
bodian governm

ent has taken m
easures to 

prevent the spread of CO
VID

-19 w
hile reducing its im

pact on food security in the country as w
ell as 

in the region. 

Cam
bodia’s developm

ent in term
s of food and nutrition can be com

pared w
ith other Asian countries. 

H
ow

ever, Cam
bodia’s average gross dom

estic product per capita rem
ains low

. A quarter of the 
population still live below

 the international poverty level of $1.25 a day, particularly in rural areas (Ly 
2016). H

unger and deficiency disease area units still prevail. O
ne in four Cam

bodians is underfed; 
four in one hundred kids under five area units are underfed; and nine in a hundred kids die before 
the age of five (Population Reference Bureau 2002).   

In Cam
bodia, m

ore than 20 per cent of the country’s G
D

P and 30 per cent of the population are 
em

ployed in the agricultural sector. For the past 30 years before CO
VID

-19, this ASEAN
 M

em
ber State 

had a strong annual econom
ic grow

th at an average rate of 7.5 per cent and saw
 a decrease in the 

poverty rate from
 around 50 per cent to less than ten per cent of the population in 2019. H

ow
ever, 

w
ith the pandem

ic, Cam
bodia’s financial and econom

ic system
s have been aff

ected (N
ortajuddin 

2021). 

In Cam
bodia, the econom

ic im
pact of CO

VID
-19 has m

ade it m
ore diffi

cult for vulnerable fam
ilies to 

access food, as m
any people lost their jobs or earned less incom

e. The governm
ent has taken sw

ift 
actions to respond to the crisis and has introduced an additional social safety net to help the poor 
during this critical tim

e. Although Cam
bodia has achieved im

pressive econom
ic success and food 

security, the nutritional status rem
ains uneven across the country and am

ong the diverse socio-
econom

ic groups. Food availability and dietary diversity for the rural poor, pregnant w
om

en, and 
children under five rem

ain a concern. O
verw

eight and obesity is a grow
ing concern about inadequate 

healthy diets and consum
ption patterns (Sen 2021). 

About 15 per cent of the country’s 16 m
illion people, or over tw

o m
illion people nationw

ide, are 
m

alnourished. M
oreover, rice and seasonal deficits have contributed to food insecurity. For exam

ple, 
tw

o-thirds of the nation’s 1.6 m
illion households face seasonal deficits each year. M

any Cam
bodians 

eat rice. Rice alone accounts for up to 30 per cent of household spending. Cam
bodia has about 6 

m
illion hectares of agricultural land and abundant w

ater resources.

Besides, chronic m
alnutrition and stunting present another m

ajor concern. Approxim
ately 40 per 

cent of Cam
bodian children suff

er from
 chronic m

alnutrition, w
hich im

pedes grow
th and cognitive 

developm
ent in 32 per cent of Cam

bodian children under five years of age. This high statistic is 
m

ainly related to nutritional deficiencies. This stunting contributes to increasing infant m
ortality 

rates because children are m
ore susceptible (Benson 2020). 

The G
M

S has a huge potential for agriculture due to its abundant w
ater resources, including that from

 
the M

ekong River. H
ow

ever, the CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic has caused a m

ajor problem
 for all countries, 

including M
ekong countries, creating som

e undesirable im
pacts on society and food security in each 

country. Concerning food production and food value chains, the governm
ents in the region need 

to prom
ote agricultural m

odernisation to support production, related values and agro-processing 
to ensure adequate food production and dietary diversity. Am

ong the priorities, the governm
ents 

should focus m
ainly on food production, supply value chains, and final food products available to the 

m
arkets to prevent food shortages and prevent food price crises. 

The food governance system
 w

ith regard to natural resource use requires a serious exam
ination 

of food system
 actors, activities, natural resources, and environm

ental im
pacts, especially the 

sustainable use of natural resources in the production of food. Clim
ate change, socio-econom

ic 
changes, and increasing natural resource pressure pose chronic and transient food security 
challenges in the M

ekong region. To address these challenges eff
ectively, there should be a strong 

food governance system
 regulating actors, governm

ent agencies, producers, suppliers, corporations, 
and consum

ers in the region. 

A system
 of m

onitoring and evaluation of the changes caused by natural or hum
an factors is 

key to assessing the system
atic relationships betw

een food security, health, diets, nutrition, and 
livelihoods in the region and achieving sustainability and effi

ciency of natural resources in the food 
system

. M
oreover, institutional and legal options for achieving m

ore sustainable food system
s and 

encouraging investm
ent in food security w

ould add value to the policy options of the region and the 
prom

otion of the region as a food production pow
erhouse. 

For the longer term
, the governm

ents in the M
ekong region should focus m

ore on the environm
ent 

and the clim
ate change problem

. M
oreover, key policies and m

easures targeting food security 
should include m

arkets for agricultural and fishery resources that support the sustainability of the 
agricultural and natural resources. Besides, the governm

ents should support m
ore investm

ent and 
public private partnership program

m
es to bolster the resilience of the food system

 and investm
ent 

prom
otion in agriculture and agro-processing sectors to provide incom

e and em
ploym

ent for people 
and enhance the m

odernisation process of food industries in the region.

Cam
bodia has suff

ered a double hit to food security due to the pandem
ic and disruptions caused 

by the pandem
ic. The food supply-side activities are slow

ing due to a shortage of labour in the 
agricultural sector due to CO

VID
-19 preventive m

easures. O
n top of that, the drought problem

 
caused by clim

ate change and w
ater shortage in the region w

ill substantially aff
ect incom

e equality 
and food supply chains. W

ith unem
ploym

ent induced by business closures, factory shutdow
ns, for 

instance, the dem
and for food such as rice and fish has reduced (D

ahiya 2020). This has a spiral 
dow

nside eff
ect on food value chains in the country. Another negative im

pact of CO
VID

-19 has been 
observed in food prices in Cam

bodia since early 2020, especially for m
eat, egg and fish products, and 

fresh vegetables in Phnom
 Penh. Although the prices have been relatively stable due to governm

ent 
interventions, m

any households have reduced their food intake and dietary diversity in certain food 
categories, such as food rich in protein, vitam

in A, and iron, the greatest concern to vulnerable 
household m

em
bers, especially pregnant w

om
en and children (W

TO
 2021).  
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Introduction
Challenges in A

gricultural Sector

Structural Changes in A
gricultural Sector

The agricultural sector has contributed enorm
ously to the econom

y and poverty alleviation, 
absorbing thousands of labour force. Rural infrastructure, including irrigation system

s, has been 
im

proved gradually, facilitating the country’s flow
 of goods and services and enhancing agricultural 

yields. The poverty rate has plum
m

eted significantly over the past ten years, m
aking G

D
P per capita 

increase m
arkedly to $1,561 in 2018. The unem

ploym
ent rate rem

ains at around 1%
 - 2%

 in both 
urban and rural areas (N

IS and M
oP 2019). H

ow
ever, these im

provem
ents could not respond to the 

current dem
ands for food. Cam

bodia still im
ports agricultural com

m
odities from

 other countries 
to m

eet the local needs. D
uring the CO

VID
-19 crisis, productions w

ere disrupted, and Cam
bodian 

m
igrant w

orkers, especially from
 Thailand, returned hom

e. It w
as predicted that food consum

ption 
and dem

and w
ould increase in the post-CO

VID
-19 crisis, thanks to population grow

th and the rise 
in the m

iddle class. H
ow

ever, structural changes have occurred in Cam
bodia’s agricultural sector, 

w
hich w

ould cause the current challenges to becom
e long-term

 constraints in achieving food security 
and food diversification in the agricultural sector in the future. Therefore, this article exam

ines the 
structural changes in the agricultural sector and w

hy they m
atter for food security.

Apart from
 the changes m

entioned above, there are challenges in the agricultural sector that 
w

ould becom
e binding constraints to food security. The capacity of farm

ers to produce and supply 
agricultural products to the m

arket is still lim
ited. M

any farm
ers’ know

ledge of agriculture is also 
lim

ited, m
eaning they cannot produce adequate com

m
odities to m

eet the current dem
ands. N

ew
 

know
ledge is available, including technologies, w

hich can help farm
ers increase their agricultural 

yields. H
ow

ever, m
ost of those engaged in agriculture received low

 education, m
aking it diffi

cult 
to acquire and use that know

ledge. Currently, m
ost farm

ers can only harvest crops once a year. 
As a result, agricultural yields could not reach the expected outputs, w

hich ultim
ately could not be 

regularly supplied to the m
arket. O

ne hectare of rice yields only 2.6 tons per year. In addition, the 
quality is diffi

cult to com
pete w

ith im
ported agricultural com

m
odities. This suggests that in the face 

of structural changes and lack of training to farm
ers, especially sm

allholder farm
ers, the dem

and 
for inputs such as fertilisers, pesticides, and herbicides, w

hich are all im
ported, w

ill increase in the 
future. This w

ould m
ake the prices of Cam

bodia’s agricultural com
m

odities diffi
cult to com

pete w
ith 

other countries if the prices of those inputs increase. O
veruse of fertilisers and pesticides could have 

negative im
pacts on yields, land, and quality of crops. Currently, farm

ers use 34.3 kg of agricultural 
fertiliser per hectare, w

hich is far behind neighbouring countries.

In addition, farm
ers continue to practice traditional w

ays of farm
ing. U

ntil now
, m

any farm
ers 

have relied largely on w
ater w

hich is another challenge that needs to be addressed in structural 
changes. W

ater access is still lim
ited, especially during the dry season. According to a report by the 

AD
B in 2019, about 33%

 (1.3 m
illion hectares) of the total agricultural area (3.98 m

illion hectares) 
are located in 2,480 irrigation system

s, and 90%
 of them

 are not perform
ing w

ell or dysfunctional. 
Consequently, rice in the dry season accounts for only 18%

 of total rice production in Cam
bodia (AD

B 
2019) . D

ue to the uncertainty of w
ater supply, farm

ers are reluctant to invest in high-value crops. In 
2019, m

ost farm
ers grew

 rice (over 1 m
illion grow

 non-arom
atic rice w

hile just about 200,000 grow
 

arom
atic rice), m

angoes, bananas, coconut, cassava, and cashew
. As for rice, m

ost farm
ers in the 

provinces along the Cam
bodia-Vietnam

 border grow
 low

-value rice crops. Livestock, vegetables, and 
other crops im

proved slightly. The average poultry per farm
 is 28.5, and only 13%

 of households are 
engaged in aquaculture (N

IS, M
oP, and M

oAFF 2020).

Furtherm
ore, Cam

bodia’s agriculture is aff
ected by various shocks. Floods have been frequent since 

1999. Thousands of hectares of rice fields are aff
ected every year. In 2020, floods aff

ected 314,000 
hectares of rice fields, of w

hich 133,000 hectares w
ere dam

aged. D
rought, w

hich is considered a 
serious natural disaster, also destroys farm

ers’ crops. From
 July 2018 to June 2019, 65%

 (384,000 
households) of households engaged in agriculture experienced severe drought. In 2019, the drought 
w

iped out 71,474 hectares of rice fields, a loss of $37 m
illion. M

any farm
ers also m

et crop diseases, 
livestock/poultry diseases, and insect infestation annually. D

uring the above period, 22%
 (132,000 

households) of agricultural households encountered diseased anim
als; 24%

 experienced insect 
infestation; and 9%

 (56,000 households) m
et crop diseases (Ibid).

The prices of Cam
bodia’s agricultural products fluctuate significantly. M

ost farm
ers face very low

 
prices and find it diffi

cult to sell their agricultural goods to the m
arket. This could result from

 the 
lack of processing factories, w

hich is a m
assive m

arket for m
any of Cam

bodia’s agricultural products, 
w

hile they are diffi
cult to participate in the m

arket. Com
pared to im

ported agricultural goods, 
Cam

bodian agricultural products are m
ore expensive. Consequently, few

 farm
ers could gain benefits 

from
 agriculture. In 2019, only 13%

 of farm
ing households received higher incom

es than a year ago. 
M

ost farm
ers living along the border sell their crops w

ithout processing to neighbouring countries, 
including Thailand and Vietnam

. If these issues continue, the num
ber of households engaged in 

agriculture w
ould continue to decline, and m

ore agricultural land could be used for non-agricultural 
purposes. U

ltim
ately, food security in Cam

bodia w
ould be entirely dependent on im

ports.

In the last ten years, Cam
bodia’s agricultural sector has had m

any structural changes. The total 
population has risen from

 13 m
illion in 2008 to about 16 m

illion in 2019, excluding m
igrant w

orkers 
(over 1 m

illion) (N
IS and M

oP 2020). H
ow

ever, the rural population, either m
aking a living on or 

engaging in agriculture, has declined dram
atically, w

ith 20%
 and 10%

, respectively, in 2008. As of 2019, 
only 61%

 live in rural areas, and only 74%
 (or 1,726,000 households) of rural households engaged in 

agriculture. M
ost (1,328,000 fam

ilies) live in Plain Zone and Tonle Sap Lake Zone. Surprisingly, only 
39%

 of them
 produce agricultural products for sale w

hile the rest for hom
e consum

ption (N
IS, M

oP, 
and M

oAFF 2020).

Although the sector continues providing m
any job opportunities for local people, the proportion 

of em
ploym

ent has declined significantly. The num
ber of jobs in the agricultural sector decreased 

nearly 20%
, from

 71.3%
 in 2008 to 53.4%

 in 2019 (N
IS and M

oP 2020). M
ost of those involved in 

this sector are unskilled and received low
 education. Those participating actively in the agricultural 

w
ork are m

igrant w
orkers, accounting for about 40%

. The average num
ber of external w

orkers hired 
by households is 4 in the rainy season and 2 in the dry season (N

IS, M
oP, and M

oAFF 2020). This 
decline could m

otivate m
ore rural people to m

igrate to w
ork in other sectors, either in the country 

or abroad, since incom
es in those areas are higher. If this trend continues in the long term

, there w
ill 

be a shortage of labour force in the sector, and the num
ber of households engaging in the sector 

w
ould decrease significantly.

M
oreover, the num

ber of households occupying agricultural land is quite low
, and not all the land has 

been used for agricultural purposes. In 2013, alm
ost 50%

 of farm
ing households had less than one 

hectare of agricultural land; the other 45%
 possessed the agrarian land betw

een 1 - 3.99 hectares; 
and only 0.24%

 had 20 or m
ore hectares of agricultural land (in 2013, 2.1 m

illion households w
ere 

engaged in agriculture) (N
IS and M

oP 2015). H
ow

ever, only 27%
 of those w

ith less than one hectare 
of agricultural land did farm

ing and only 6.1%
 for households w

ith 20 hectares or m
ore. Com

pared 
to 2008, there is a m

arked decrease in those holding agricultural land. In 2019, 12%
 of households 

engaged in agriculture had parcels, and 35%
 had hom

e lots and parcels, w
hile m

ore than 80%
 in 

2013 (1.9 m
illion households had agricultural land and 253,437 households had residential land). O

n 
average, a household has 2.2 hectares of farm

land (N
IS, M

oP, and M
oAFF 2020), w

hich is less than 
in 2013, 2.5 hectares (N

IS and M
oP 2015). These structural changes caused Cam

bodia’s agricultural 
production to becom

e far sm
aller than in 2008.  
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Policy R
ecom

m
endations

In short, m
any changes have occurred in the agricultural sector. Besides, existing challenges have 

provided low
 incentives for farm

ers, especially sm
allholder farm

ers, to engage in the sector. If there 
are not any solutions, existing challenges w

ill becom
e binding constraints to the enhancem

ent of the 
sector. The structural changes w

ould continue and w
eaken the agricultural production chain and 

m
otivate m

ore sm
allholder farm

ers to leave the sector. As a result, Cam
bodia w

ill rely alm
ost entirely 

on im
ports to m

eet dom
estic dem

and. Therefore, to build a robust agricultural sector and food 
security, the governm

ent needs to ensure that farm
ers’ m

arket participation is enhanced, prices 
of those agricultural com

m
odities can com

pete w
ith im

ported products, and the balance betw
een 

dom
estic supply and im

ports is w
ell m

anaged based on characteristics of local productions. By doing 
so, the governm

ent should consider the follow
ing suggestions: (i) reform

ing the investm
ent clim

ate 
in the agriculture sector to attract agricultural processing factories, w

hich are a key m
arket share 

for local farm
ers; (ii) conducting the m

arket estim
ation on the dem

and for agricultural products, 
both dom

estic and foreign m
arkets; (iii) dissem

inating agricultural m
arket inform

ation related to 
m

arket dem
and to farm

ers; (iv) ensuring the stability of farm
ers’ agricultural prices; (v) providing 

agricultural-related training to farm
ers; and (vi) encouraging universities to conduct experim

ents 
of new

 agricultural techniques/technologies to enhance agricultural yields and provide training on 
those skills to farm

ers.
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Introduction

Food Security in Cam
bodia before CO

VID
-19

Food Security A
m

idst CO
VID

-19

The CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic could be considered a setback to international developm

ent. H
ow

ever, 
looking on its bright side, it draw

s attention to non-traditional security, w
hich requires huge 

investm
ent by the state and relevant stakeholders. Those non-traditional security dim

ensions that 
require special attention are health security and food security aff

ected by the pandem
ic. 

Food is a fundam
ental elem

ent for basic livelihoods and developm
ent. Therefore, ensuring food 

security does contribute to raising the living standard and sustainable developm
ent. Food security is 

defined as a condition w
hereby people secure access to adequate, safe, and nutritious food based on 

their dem
ands in both physical and econom

ic term
s to pursue a healthy and active livelihood (Food 

and Agriculture O
rganization 2006; O

ECD
, n.d.). Food security covers four dim

ensions, including 
‘Physical Availability’ that can be achieved through food production and trade available to supply the 
m

arket; ‘Econom
ic and Physical Access’ w

hich stresses the capability of the citizens to get access to 
food on the m

arket; ‘U
tilization’ w

hich is the intake of adequate nutritious food for a healthy life; and 
‘Stability’ that discusses the access to proportionate nutrition and livelihood stability, w

hich w
ill not 

threaten political, econom
ic and environm

ental aspects (Food and Agriculture O
rganization 2006). 

The key to fulfilling food security m
ay rest on the success in the agriculture sector, w

hich is 
considered a long-term

 econom
ic engine of Cam

bodia. This sector alone generated 23.38%
 of the 

G
D

P and absorbed approxim
ately 30.77%

 of the labour force available in Cam
bodia’s m

arket (Plecher 
2019a; Plecher 2019b). N

onetheless, follow
ing the U

SAID
 data, about one-fifth of Cam

bodians have 
experienced food insecurity, consum

ing less than the necessary dairy consum
ption requirem

ent 
(U

SAID
 2021). 

Addressing food security is not new
 in Cam

bodia’s priority of concern. A decade ago, under the 
international initiative of M

illenium
 D

evelopm
ent G

oals (M
D

G
s) 1, Cam

bodia m
anaged to achieve the 

target (1a) of lifting half of its population, w
ho had lived below

 the national poverty line, as w
ell as 

the target (1b) of bringing dow
n the percentage of people living w

ith hunger (U
nited N

ations 2019). 
H

ow
ever, backed in 2014, Cam

bodia reported encountering cases of food insecurity w
hich caused 

32%
 of children aged under 5 stunted, despite a rapid progress in the reduction of the stunted level 

of over 40%
 (Ibid.). N

onetheless, the country has been w
orking tow

ard im
proving nutrition, ending 

stunting, and raising the incom
e of the poorest 20%

 of the population.

Food insecurity has been m
entioned to have yet taken a huge toll on Cam

bodia. That is based on the 
fact that approxim

ately 65 per cent of the population heavily depend on agriculture and fisheries to 
generate incom

es and support their fam
ilies (U

SAID
 2021). Rice, the m

ain dietary consum
ption, is the 

m
ain agricultural product produced by households, w

hile fisheries can be draw
n from

 fishing activities 
in the M

ekong River and the Tonle Sap. In 2019, rice production w
as recorded at 10.9 m

illion tonnes 
(Knoem

a 2019). Approxim
ately 5,285,000 tonnes of fish w

ere harvested by the Cam
bodians in 2018 

(G
eneral D

epartm
ent of Cadastre and G

eography 2018). Both the M
ekong River and the Tonle Sap 

provide w
ater for livelihoods, crops, especially rice, and fish, w

hich creates a perception am
ong the 

population that Cam
bodia has suffi

cient rice and fish supply to the m
arket. This perception m

eans 
that food insecurity m

ight not occur. H
ow

ever, the output itself does not reflect the real situation of 
food insecurity. Available data show

ed otherw
ise. Concerns have been expressed in regard to over 

fishing activities in the M
ekong River and the Tonle Sap. Besides, the im

pact of clim
ate change such 

as the late arrival of rainy season, as w
ell as the dam

 activities along the M
ekong River, have aff

ected 
w

ater supply and fisheries in Cam
bodia.

D
uring the pandem

ic, the W
orld Bank reported an increase in the poverty rate. At least “150,000 

households (0.5 m
illion people) have been identified as new

ly poor betw
een June 2020 and January 

2021”, based on the num
ber of households that received governm

ent support during the pandem
ic 

(W
orld Bank 2021). Furtherm

ore, the survey conducted by the W
orld Bank and the N

ational Institute 
of Statistics in D

ecem
ber 2020 and January 2021 dem

onstrated that half of the respondents had 
reported a plum

m
et in their households’ incom

e com
pared to early 2020, as the pandem

ic situation 
in Cam

bodia becam
e m

ore serious (Ibid). This im
plies a potential issue in food security, as the fam

ilies 
m

ay have to cope w
ith the decline in their incom

es through reducing their living expenses, including 
on daily food consum

ption and nutrition, w
hich m

ay have aff
ected, to som

e extent, children, w
om

en, 
and adults.

Addressing food insecurity is an ongoing eff
ort in addressing poverty and hunger, corresponding 

to food availability and accessibility. Based on a progress report by the Cam
bodian governm

ent, 
the poverty reduction rate im

proved drastically over the year, corresponding w
ith the annual rapid 

econom
ic grow

th. Betw
een 2007 and 2014, the poverty rate slum

ped from
 roughly 50 per cent to 

13.5 per cent (U
nited N

ations 2019). N
onetheless, the W

orld Bank suggested that the population w
as 

still prone to external shocks because the reported im
provem

ent rate of the population escaping 
poverty w

as only a sm
all m

argin. It estim
ated that 4.5 m

illion people w
ould slum

p back into poverty 
in the event of any m

ajor external shock (W
orld Bank 2021). Although Cam

bodia’s econom
y before 

Covid-19 had im
proved w

ith a 7%
 of annual grow

th and the G
D

P per capita of $1,643, food inflation 
could still be a key factor im

pacting food security. O
ver the past decade before the pandem

ic, the 
N

ational Institute of Statistics in Cam
bodia show

ed that the food price fluctuated drastically (see 
Figure 1) (Trading Econom

ics 2021). N
onetheless, despite the food inflation, expenditure for food 

consum
ption seem

ed to illustrate the positive sign w
hereby the food consum

ption per person w
as 

recorded at $500.2 in 2018, w
hich w

as only at the rate of approxim
ately $300 in 2014. 

Figure 1. G
eneral overview

 of consum
er price index on food, 2012–2020

Source: TRAD
IN

G
ECO

N
O

M
ICS.CO

M
 / N

ational Institute of Statistics of Cam
bodia.
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Supply-side conditions

D
em

and-side conditions

D
uring the com

m
unity lockdow

ns and travel ban betw
een provinces, 17 

m
ajor m

arkets w
ere closed dow

n to curb the spread of the CO
VID

-19 
outbreak, w

hich severely aff
ected suppliers and supply chains. “Farm

ers 
are w

atching vegetables spoil in their fields”, as local buyers had little 
physical access to the fresh food (Turton and Phorn 2021). Thus, the 
dem

and side w
as aff

ected, w
hile the food suppliers experienced econom

ic 
pressure from

 having their supplies out of reach of the dem
ands. According 

to the U
nited N

ations D
evelopm

ent Program
s, roughly 70 per cent of 

the farm
ers in Cam

bodia took out loans and repaid those debts once 
the harvest season w

as over on the basis that they could earn enough 
revenue to engage in subsistence agriculture by prim

arily taking loans and 
repaying them

 after the harvest season (U
N

D
P Clim

ate Change Adaptation 
2019). Additionally, the situation of the M

ekong River has deteriorated 
thus aff

ecting the fertile condition of roughly 45,000 hectares of paddy 
fields, w

hich pushed farm
ers into poverty, debt, w

hereby the food supplies 
have a high price but w

ith not m
uch surplus am

ount. W
orse, the farm

ers’ 
incom

es are halved during the pandem
ic (Ibid).

N
ationw

ide, 
there 

are 
1,517,000 

out 
of 

1,726,000 
households 

w
ith 

agriculture holding that plant and harvest crops for livelihoods (M
inistry 

of Foreign Aff
airs and International Cooperation 2021). 61%

 of the harvest 
is for fam

ilies’ consum
ption, w

hereas the rem
aining 39%

 is for sale (Ibid). 
In term

s of livestock and poultry raising, 75%
 of the households w

ith 
agricultural holding m

ake their living by raising cattle or poultry, w
hile 

16%
 of the households carry out fishing activities (Ibid). As a result, the 

total livestock raised is recorded at average of 38,923,400 anim
als w

hile 
the num

ber of fisheries activities w
ere unknow

n (Ibid). N
onetheless, the 

M
inistry of Agriculture revealed that in the first quarter of 2021, agricultural 

export grew
 to $2.09 billion, im

plying the supplies of agricultural products, 
to a certain extent, w

ere not in shortage (Badzm
ierow

ski 2021). Thus, it 
m

eans that the supply-side conditions of food security rem
ain resilient.

Am
idst the pandem

ic, people’s living standards in Cam
bodia have been 

severely im
pacted as the crisis put extrem

e pressure on the econom
y. The 

AD
B and IM

F estim
ated that approxim

ately 390,000 to 570,000 jobs w
ere 

lost in 2020. The aff
ected sectors included m

anufacturing, tourism
 and 

hospitality, construction, services and transportation (AD
B 2020). Before 

the pandem
ic, the sectors m

entioned above covered about 60 per cent of 
econom

ic activities, absorbing 45 per cent of the labour force. Although 
the M

inistry of Planning of Cam
bodia reported that the unem

ploym
ent 

rate w
as only at 1.4%

 in 2020, w
hich w

as m
uch low

er than w
hat has 

been estim
ated by the AD

B and IM
F, the socio-econom

ic im
pacts w

ere 
nonetheless w

orsened by the pandem
ic. 

In 2020, food inflation in Cam
bodia w

as rem
arkably high in com

parison 
to the previous year. In 2019, the flood inflation w

as at an average of 
approxim

ately 2 per cent; how
ever, in 2020, the figure jum

ped tw
ofold 

(Trading Econom
ics 2021) (see Figure 2). This resulted from

 the issue of 
accessibility on the dem

and side, considering that the fam
ily’s breadw

inners 
m

ay have lost their jobs or coped w
ith the econom

ic pressure by cutting 
the cost of living, w

hich m
ay consequently lead to food insecurity at the 

household level. H
ow

ever, in fact-crosschecking w
ith the U

nited N
ations 

Socio-Econom
ic Im

pact Assessm
ent report, prices of m

eat, eggs, fish, and 
fresh vegetables did increase noticeably around the country, but only for a 
short period before being stabilised (U

N
ICEF 2021).

Figure 2. Food infl
ation during the pandem

ic (2020–2021) in com
parison to the pre-pandem

ic

Source: TRAD
IN

G
ECO

N
O

M
ICS.CO

M
 / N

ational Institute of Statistics of Cam
bodia.

N
evertheless, as the econom

ic im
pacts have yet to im

prove due to the continuity in com
m

unity 
outbreaks, lockdow

ns, and global dem
and and supply chain disruption, as w

ell as travel restrictions 
in som

e parts of the w
orld, people have little choice but to resort to the unhealthy coping strategies 

that threaten food security in m
any countries. Those coping strategies include food borrow

ing, food 
consum

ption reduction, and finding cheap alternatives to fulfil the daily dietary needs to support 
their households to pull through the crisis (U

N
ICEF 2021). Those dietary reductions w

ere identified 
as nutritious food types high in proteins such as vitam

in A and iron, w
hich are essential for health for 

pregnant w
om

en and children (Ibid). Based on the U
nited N

ations, betw
een August and N

ovem
ber, 

the rate of w
om

en unable to intake m
inim

um
 diverse diets grew

 from
 30%

 to 50%
 (Ibid). U

N
ICEF 

also highlighted, “Sm
all size (1–3 m

em
bers) and households w

ith m
em

bers having disabilities w
ere 

m
ore likely to have poor food security and nutrition outcom

es... At the end of 2020, only half of the 
Cam

bodian w
om

en aged 15–49 consum
ed a suffi

ciently diverse diet (dow
n from

 70%
 earlier in the 

year).” (U
nited N

ations 2021)

Adding to such concerns, international m
edia also called for attention to food insecurity issues 

experienced during the com
m

unity lockdow
ns, in w

hich vulnerable groups and prone-to-com
m

unity 
outbreak zone (aka red zone) w

ere prevented from
 leaving their houses or travelling outside their 

zone. Categorised as red zones, there w
ere a total of six com

m
unes w

ith a total population of over 
300,000 people, in w

hich 50,000 fam
ilies w

ere aff
ected in Phnom

 Penh and 5,000 households 
in Sihanouk Ville (H

um
an Rights W

atch 2021; Turton and Phorn 2021). In response to the food 
insecurity issues, the authorities and N

G
O

s distributed food packages in the red zones. The M
inistry 

of Com
m

erce also created an online platform
 for households to place order for foodstuff

 such as 
rice, noodles, canned fish, preserved radish, fish sauce, soy sauce, and pure drinking w

ater to m
eet 

the short-term
 lockdow

n dem
ands (Turton and Phorn 2021). 

W
ay Forw

ard 

U
nder the Sustainable D

evelopm
ent G

oals (SD
G

s), Cam
bodia’s governm

ent has set new
 targets and 

indicators to end poverty and hunger in the country, corresponding to the issue of food security 
in the country. As part of the national sustainable developm

ent goals of CSD
G

s, the governm
ent 

has been w
orking to end m

alnutrition by addressing the issue of stunting and w
asting in children 

under five years old and ensuring inclusiveness of food security am
ong the vulnerable population 

such as w
om

en, children, and elderly people (U
nited N

ations 2019).  The Rectangular Strategy 
Phase IV itself also stresses the governm

ent’s com
m

itm
ent to ensuring that the population w

ill have 
suffi

cient nutritious food for hum
an developm

ent. Therefore, num
erous food security policies have 

been put in place, such as the N
ational Strategy for Food Security and N

utrition 2014–2018, w
hich 

aim
ed at achieving and ensuring the four m

ain elem
ents of food security for all Cam

bodians by 
2018; the N

ational Strategy for Food Security and N
utrition 2019–2023 to eradicate m

alnutrition; 
and several m

ore policies (O
ECD

 2016; FAO
 2020). In the com

m
itm

ent to m
eet the set goals, the 
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1). Technology adoption in agriculture: Agricultural technologies have been recognised as 
a m

eans to ensuring sustainable and m
assive agricultural supplies. Studies suggested that 

these can com
prise introducing “drought-tolerant seed varieties, drip irrigation, and the 

precision application of fertilizers and agrochem
icals, as w

ell as practices such as integrated 
pest m

anagem
ent, conservation farm

ing, and im
proved w

atershed and soil m
anagem

ent,” or 
“zero tillage, conventional breeding, genetic m

odification, integrated soil fertility m
anagem

ent, 
irrigation technologies, w

ater harvesting and organic agriculture” (M
eadu 2012; W

eisenfeld 
and W

etterberg 2015). These technologies have all show
n positive changes in the agricultural 

sector (Ibid). H
ow

ever, it should be noted that technology incorporation is only a solution 
to the supply-side condition. It m

ay not lift the population, specifically poor farm
ers, out of 

m
iserable life conditions, as agricultural products are low

-added value products w
ith price 

fluctuation.

2). Speeding up the grow
th of agro-industry in Cam

bodia: U
nderstanding the concern raised 

in the earlier recom
m

endations, w
e should incorporate a policy to foster agro-industry in 

Cam
bodia. This is the process of turning agricultural products that are low

 in value into high 
value-added products. Agro-industry is at an infant stage but has full potential, as noted 
by the governm

ent. Therefore, speeding the grow
th of agro-industry is a priority to ensure 

better livelihoods for the population, in w
hich a huge population still depends on agriculture. 

W
hile acknow

ledging rice as Cam
bodia’s m

ain export product, there has been a suggestion to 
produce other outputs from

 rice such as rice w
ine, vinegar, rice noodles, and m

ore products 
(The Phnom

 Penh Post 2020). W
hat is lacking is the technology, investm

ent, and collaboration 
in the local M

SM
Es. To create grow

th opportunities for poor farm
ers to sustain their incom

es, 
M

SM
Es, the agriculture sector, and governm

ent policies need to prom
ote public-private 

partnership or private-private collaborations (betw
een local and international investors). 
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#1 

governm
ent should focus on incorporating technology into agriculture and prom

oting innovation to 
turn agricultural products to be higher value-added products. 

To ensure food security and build resilience for farm
ers against external shocks, w

e need to guarantee 
the sm

ooth flow
 of supplies to m

eet dem
ands, the accessibility of the supplies, and a stable incom

e 
for farm

ers. Therefore, the article has the follow
ing policy suggestions.
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Introduction
Im

pact of Clim
ate Change on Local Liveli-

hoods and Food Security

Local Perception of Clim
ate Change

In the tw
enty-first century, clim

ate change is know
n as one of the m

ost significant developm
ent 

challenges in the w
orld, and its present threat is exacerbating the existing global problem

s (M
orecroft 

and Cow
an 2010). Clim

ate change is aff
ecting people’s daily lives and the environm

ent. Extrem
e 

w
eather-related events such as floods, droughts, storm

s, and heatw
aves, w

hich are a consequence 
of clim

ate change, cause considerable dam
age to hum

an society (Thom
as 2017). O

ver the last four 
decades, those disasters have increased enorm

ously aff
ecting hum

an health, agriculture, people’s 
livelihoods, and food security (W

uebbles 2018). 

Like other countries globally, the im
pacts of clim

ate change in Cam
bodia have becom

e m
ore visible 

in the last few
 decades. They have aff

ected people’s lives, particularly rural people w
ho rely on 

agriculture and natural resources for livelihoods and food security. For exam
ple, in the Tonle Sap 

Lake area, agriculture and fisheries are essential for rural com
m

unities. The Tonle Sap Lake is the 
biggest freshw

ater lake in Southeast Asia and is rich in fishery resources. It is also a highly fertile area 
for rice production supporting nearly tw

o m
illion people (H

oltgrieve et al. 2013; Johnstone et al. 2013; 
Kum

m
u et al. 2014). H

ow
ever, in recent decades, clim

ate change and hum
an activities in the Tonle 

Sap Lake and the M
ekong River have caused significant changes to the lake and its ecosystem

s (U
k et 

al. 2018), aff
ecting local com

m
unities’ livelihoods and threatening their food security.

This article is based on m
y research conducted in 2019 in tw

o villages (farm
ing and fishing villages) 

in the Tonle Sap Lake area, w
here local com

m
unities are highly dependent on rice and fisheries 

as their m
ain sources of livelihoods and food security. Sem

i-structured interview
s and participant 

observation w
ere used as the prim

ary m
ethods for data collection. Although the research w

as 
conducted tw

o years ago, the data is still relevant to the current situation. The article exam
ines how

 
clim

ate change has aff
ected local livelihoods and food security, specifically rice farm

ing and fishing 
in the Tonle Sap Lake area. It suggests suitable interventions from

 the governm
ent and developm

ent 
practitioners to help local com

m
unities to becom

e m
ore resilient to clim

ate shocks so that they can 
secure their livelihoods and food security and prevent future hazards. 

Rice farm
ing is the com

m
unities’ m

ain source of livelihoods in the Tonle Sap Lake area, especially 
in the farm

ing village w
here people are engaged m

ore in rice farm
ing and depend less on fishing 

for livelihoods. H
ow

ever, prolonged droughts have been felt to have a huge negative im
pact on rice 

farm
ing in the area. All the research participants in the farm

ing village reported that severe drought 
in 2019 caused severe w

ater scarcity for rice farm
ing, failing rice grow

th. The local villagers expressed 
that they w

ere facing an unusual lack of w
ater that all the natural and hum

an-m
ade ponds and 

reservoirs they used to store w
ater for their rice farm

ing w
ere com

pletely dry. M
any farm

ers in this 
village used the IR66 rice variety,  introduced by the Provincial D

epartm
ent of Agriculture, Forests, 

and Fisheries, for their farm
ing. This rice variety is know

n as drought-tolerant and able to cope w
ith 

abnorm
al rainfall. H

ow
ever, the farm

ers reported the severe w
ater scarcity in their rice fields and the 

increasing high tem
perature had delayed the rice grow

th, aff
ecting rice productivity. They described 

that their rice yields w
ere reduced from

 three tons per hectare in previous years to less than one ton 
per hectare in 2019 w

hen the research w
as conducted.

As m
entioned by the farm

ers, w
ater scarcity and pest increase, resulting from

 prolonged and severe 
droughts and increasing tem

peratures, had caused dam
age to their rice farm

ing. As one farm
er said,

In the Tonle Sap Lake, fishing is an essential livelihood option for local com
m

unities living in floating/
fishing villages and the second m

ost im
portant livelihood option in farm

ing villages in the Tonle Sap 
Lake floodplains. The households in the area heavily rely on fishing activities as their prim

ary source of 
incom

e and food security. H
ow

ever, clim
ate change, especially droughts and high tem

perature, have 
aff

ected local com
m

unities’ fishing activities in recent years. According to the research participants, 
prolonged and severe droughts have caused the lake and its tributaries to becom

e very shallow
 and 

m
uddy, w

hile high tem
peratures caused w

ater to becom
e w

arm
. The participants described that 

the shallow
 lake and tributaries m

ade it diffi
cult for fishers to use their boats for fishing, and the 

m
ud destroyed their fish traps as they got stuck and could not be pulled off

. The participants also 
observed that the prolonged drought and high tem

perature caused w
ater scarcity, resulting in less 

fish population in the lake and its tributaries. 

The prolonged drought and increasing high tem
perature not only im

pacted farm
ers’ rice productivity 

but also reduced the tim
es of rice farm

ing per year. N
orm

ally, farm
ers in the village do rice farm

ing 
tw

ice a year. The farm
ers start to do the first round of rice farm

ing in April w
hen the w

ater in the 
Tonle Sap floodplains has receded. Then, they harvest their rice crops in August w

hen they prepare 
the soil for the second round of rice farm

ing. H
ow

ever, since the drought w
as too severe in 2019, the 

farm
ers could do rice farm

ing only once per year. 

Clim
ate change m

anifests in diff
erent form

s, such as high tem
peratures, storm

s, floods, and droughts. 
People perceive it in m

any w
ays. According to the data from

 the interview
s, m

ost participants in the 
area reported that the w

eather in their com
m

unities had changed. In general, the responses to 
the question about clim

ate reflected negative perceptions. M
ost of the respondents said that the 

w
eather in their area had becom

e m
ore irregular since 2016 or 2017 w

hen the w
eather becam

e 
w

arm
er and the tw

o m
ain seasons (dry season and w

et season) in Cam
bodia becam

e abnorm
al. M

ost 
local com

m
unities noticed that the delay and shortage of rainfall in the w

et season had w
orsened 

the droughts. The people expressed their grow
ing concerns over prolonged droughts and increasing 

tem
peratures, since they have severely aff

ected their lives, livelihoods, and food security. The 
villagers believed that changing precipitation patterns, prolonged droughts, and high tem

peratures 
resulted from

 clim
ate change in recent years.

Im
pact of clim

ate change on rice farm
ing

Im
pact of clim

ate change on fi
shing activities

Because of drought and high tem
perature, w

e don’t have enough w
ater, 

and it m
akes rice fail to grow

. I pum
ped w

ater into the rice field, but it dried 
out because the w

eather w
as too hot. Another im

pact of the drought is 
increasing pests in the rice field. I tried to use pesticides, but it didn’t w

ork 
because there w

ere too m
any pests. The m

ore pesticides I used, the m
ore 

pests increased. And rice productivity is low
er than before.²
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The fishers observed that the situation had happened for a few
 years already. They m

entioned 
the fish had becom

e less abundant w
hen the w

ater level in the lake and tributaries had becom
e 

gradually low
er since 2015 during the dry season. They added that they could catch enough fish for 

sale and household consum
ption in previous years w

hen there w
as enough w

ater during the dry 
season. H

ow
ever, since the w

ater level w
as too low

, and all the tributaries, ponds, and the lake w
ere 

too shallow
, they could not catch as m

any fish as before. O
ne fisher described that he could catch 

up to 10kg of fish per night in the dry season in the past. But in 2019, he could catch only 1 to 3kg, 
or som

etim
es less than 1kg of fish per night. Another inform

ant talked about com
paring fish caught 

betw
een the present day and the past. H

e m
entioned that he could earn m

ore in the past by catching 
fish w

ith just one piece of fishing equipm
ent, a cylindrical fish trap. H

e said:

Before 2015, w
hen there w

as enough w
ater in the canals and stream

s, 
I could earn from

 catching fish approxim
ately KH

R500,000 w
ithin three 

days, and I used only one cylindrical fish trap. But from
 2018 until now

, 
I could earn only about KH

R300,000 w
ithin three to four days although I 

used m
ore cylindrical fish traps.³

D
iscussion and A

nalysis

Conclusion

This study suggests that clim
ate change has been a critical issue for the local com

m
unities in the Tonle 

Sap Lake area. It has had significant negative im
pacts on local livelihoods, specifically rice farm

ing and 
fishing activities. Changing precipitation patterns, increasing tem

peratures, and prolonged droughts 
have caused low

 rice productivity although farm
ers used a dry-season rice variety that is believed to 

be drought tolerant. Likew
ise, fishing, the prim

ary source of livelihoods in the tw
o com

m
unities, w

as 
severely aff

ected by prolonged droughts and high tem
peratures.  

G
iven that the severe drought and increasing tem

peratures aff
ected livelihood activities, the local 

com
m

unities’ food security has been threatened, and their incom
e has decreased. Local adaptation 

practices appear to be the only option for the Tonle Sap Lake com
m

unities to respond to clim
ate 

change, but these practices are doubtful in term
s of sustainability. M

ost local com
m

unities rely 
on other incom

e sources such as on-farm
 activities, w

age labour, and non-agricultural activities 
to m

aintain their food security. H
ow

ever, the CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic has disrupted all those incom

e 
activities. As a result, poor and vulnerable households have faced reduced incom

es, aff
ecting their 

livelihoods and food security. 

In this regard, appropriate interventions from
 the governm

ent and developm
ent practitioners are 

essential to help local com
m

unities boost resilience against clim
ate change, im

prove livelihood 
recovery, and prevent such disasters in the future. For exam

ple, the governm
ent should link 

the national food security plans w
ith disaster preparedness and response in hazardous regions, 

such as the Tonle Sap Lake area, w
here m

illions of rural people are vulnerable to clim
ate change. 

Furtherm
ore, local-level planning should be integrated w

ith sub-national and national plans, and 
local policies should be coherent w

ith national policies to ensure the clim
ate change strategies 

and action plans are practically undertaken. M
oreover, coordination betw

een the governm
ent and 

developm
ent practitioners is crucial to deliver capacity building and aw

areness-raising on clim
ate 

change to local com
m

unities so that they can cope w
ith the im

pacts of clim
ate change, achieve food 

security, and reap the benefits.

Clim
ate change has increasingly becom

e one of the m
ost significant risks facing hum

anity in the 
tw

enty-first century. Rural com
m

unities in a developing country like Cam
bodia are m

ost vulnerable to 
clim

ate change. Changing precipitation patterns, increasing tem
peratures, and prolonged droughts, 

specifically in the Tonle Sap Lake region, have severely aff
ected local livelihoods and threatened 

their food security. The CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic has also put m

ore pressure on local com
m

unities since 
their additional incom

e activities w
ere disrupted. Therefore, appropriate interventions from

 the 
governm

ent and developm
ent practitioners are essential in helping local com

m
unities becom

e m
ore 

resilient to clim
ate shocks, im

prove livelihood recovery, and prevent future disasters.

  1. IR66 variety is know
n as dry-season irrigated rice and receding rice, and it is used in rain-fed and 

irrigation-receding conditions w
ith a short m

aturity. Its grow
th duration is only three to four m

onths. 
Farm

ers plant this rice variety during the dry season w
hen the w

ater has receded. In the Tonle Sap 
Lake area, the farm

ers start to grow
 this rice variety in April and expect to harvest in late July or early 

August.

2. The interview
 w

as conducted w
ith a farm

er in the farm
ing village in June 2019.

3. The interview
 w

as conducted w
ith a fisherm

an in the fishing village in June 2019.
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Introduction

Vietnam
’s Food Security Policies and 

A
chievem

ents

Challenges R
em

ain

After m
ore than 30 years of renovation, Vietnam

 has achieved significant success in ensuring 
food security. H

ow
ever, food security is alw

ays a great concern of the governm
ent. In 2009, the 

G
overnm

ent issued Resolution N
o. 63/N

Q
-CP regulating the national food security to term

inate food 
shortages and hunger by 2012 and increase food production by 2.5 tim

es by 2020. In 2020, the 
governm

ent review
ed the im

plem
entation of the policy over ten years to develop a strategy for food 

security until 2030. Although there have been positive results, Vietnam
 is still facing challenges in 

food security and nutrition.

For m
ore than three decades, Vietnam

 has alw
ays considered rice self-suffi

ciency a core elem
ent 

in ensuring national food security. In 1998, the Politburo noted that the country’s num
ber one goal 

is to ensure food security in all circum
stances and use all econom

ic and adm
inistrative m

easures 
to ensure a stable rice land area. The governm

ent’s rice reserves m
ust be suffi

cient for national 
food security, disaster recovery, security and defence goals (H

o et al. 2012). The governm
ent’s 

policies in 2000 continued to consider rice as a staple food to guarantee national food security and 
food reserves. To achieve this goal, sustainable rice land has been constantly prioritised in various 
im

portant docum
ents by the Party Central Com

m
ittee (2007), the Politburo (2009), and the M

inistry 
of Agriculture and Rural D

evelopm
ent (2012). The Politburo’s Conclusion N

o.81-KL/TW
 in 2020 

m
aintained the need for 3.5 m

illion ha of rice land w
ith an annual output of a m

inim
um

 of 35 m
illion 

tons to ensure national food security by 2030 (Central Com
m

ittee 2020). 

After m
ore than ten years (2009–2019) of im

plem
enting the G

overnm
ent’s Resolution N

o.63/N
Q

-CP 
on N

ational Food Security until 2020, Vietnam
 has gained im

portant achievem
ents, notably firm

ly 
ensuring national food security in all circum

stances, contributing to socio-econom
ic stability and 

developm
ent, especially under the contexts of econom

ic crises and the CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic, and 

participating in the global food supply chains. Rice production increased from
 39.17 m

illion tons to 
43.45 m

illion tons. The average food per capita rose from
 497 kg per person per year to over 525 

kg per person per year, putting Vietnam
 am

ong the top food production countries (G
overnm

ent 
2021). Vietnam

’s proportion of the undernourished population decreased by 79%
 betw

een 2014–
2016 com

pared w
ith the 1990–1992 period. This reduction rate is the fastest in the region along w

ith 
Thailand and M

yanm
ar (FAO

 2016). The calorie supply per capita, m
easured by the am

ount of food 
available for consum

ption in Vietnam
, has increased from

 1,925 kilocalories per person per day in 
the year 2010 to 2,023 kilocalories per person per day in the year 2020 (M

inistry of H
ealth 2021).

Although Vietnam
 is a large rice exporter, m

any of its people still face food shortages and m
alnutrition. 

The G
eneral Statistics O

ffi
ce found that in 2016 around 6 per cent of all Vietnam

ese fam
ilies or 1.4 

m
illion households w

ere living under the poverty line. Am
ong them

, m
ore than 251,000 fam

ilies are 
in extrem

e poverty and have to suff
er hunger daily (VnExpress 2016). Seasonal hunger caused by 

lack of production resources, m
arket fluctuations, natural disasters, and diseases m

ainly exist in the 
rem

ote and m
ountainous areas. Statistics of the Com

m
ittee for Ethnic M

inority Aff
airs show

 that 

Vietnam
 is one of the m

ost vulnerable countries to the eff
ects of clim

ate change and extrem
e 

w
eather events such as sea-level rise and increased frequency of natural disasters like typhoons, 

floods, and droughts. If the sea level rises by 100 cm
 and there are no solutions, about 16.8 per cent 

of the Red River D
elta area and 38.9 per cent of the M

ekong D
elta area are at risk of being flooded, 

leading to a loss of agricultural land and irrigation w
ater for agriculture (Thuy Chi 2021). In addition, 

natural disasters are am
ong the m

ost severe shocks to households and sm
allholders. The frequency 

of natural hazards varies betw
een regions. The poor in rural and urban areas are disproportionately 

aff
ected. They are also incapable of anticipating, absorbing, recovering, and adapting to crises and 

disasters quickly, effi
ciently, and sustainably. W

hen faced w
ith disasters, the adoption of livelihood-

based response strategies reflects the lim
ited econom

ic capacity of households, w
hich aff

ects their 
ability to access food and daily consum

ption. D
uring the 2016 drought, 70 per cent of households 

in aff
ected areas had to sell assets to cover basic needs. Anim

als, food stocks, and other assets 
w

ere reported to be the m
ost com

m
on assets sold for cash (D

ao and Pham
 2020, 6). W

eakness in 
resilience triggers a dow

nw
ard spiral eff

ect. H
ousehold livelihoods and national developm

ent gains 
that have taken years to build are com

prom
ised or, at tim

es, shattered.

The perm
anent em

phasis on ensuring national food security and other goals requires an increase 
in the total volum

e of agricultural production. Intensive cultivation, increases in total yield and yield 
per crop, using fertilisers, pesticides, and agrochem

icals becom
e m

andatory. This has becom
e even 

m
ore pressing under the eff

ects of clim
ate change and extrem

e w
eather events and in the context of 

lacking technological breakthroughs. In recent decades, the consum
ption of fertilisers and pesticides 

in Vietnam
 has increased dram

atically due to crop intensification (N
guyen 2017, 21; W

B 2019, 45). 
W

ith fertiliser used at 297 kg per ha, Vietnam
 has the highest fertiliser use com

pared to other ASEAN
 

countries (N
guyen 2020). The increasing use of fertiliser and agrochem

icals corresponding to crop 
intensification endanger consum

ers’ health and environm
ental quality. M

any pesticides classified as 
endocrine-disrupting chem

icals can interfere w
ith the actions of horm

ones and m
ight cause m

etabolic 
syndrom

e (D
ang et al. 2017, 5). O

nly about 45–50 per cent of fertiliser is eff
ectively used w

hile the 
rest runs off

 into stream
s and rivers, causing soil and w

ater pollution and inherently aff
ecting future 

crop safety concerns, w
hich are tw

o im
portant inputs of agricultural production (N

guyen 2017, 28–
29; W

B 2019, 45). M
aintaining such unsustainable agricultural production m

ethods threatens food 
safety and the quality of agricultural production resources for long-term

 food security. 
U

nequal access to food and nutrition

Clim
ate change and natural disasters

U
nsustainable agricultural production

from
 2016 to 2018, the governm

ent supplied m
ore than 120,000 tons of hunger-relief rice from

 the 
national reserves to support ethnic m

inorities on the occasion of Lunar N
ew

 Year or in betw
een-

crop periods (Phuong and Tran 2020). From
 the 1990s to 2020, the proportion of stunted children 

under the age of five decreased from
 37 per cent to 19.5 per cent (H

o et al. 2012), but there are 
disparities betw

een regions. According to the 2019–2020 N
utrition Census results, this rate in rural 

and m
ountainous areas is still high (M

inistry of H
ealth 2021). In rural areas, unbalanced nutrition, 

lack of clean w
ater supply, lack of nutrition education at school or hom

e, disease, and parasites risks 
are the factors aff

ecting nutritional status rather than quantitative lack of food. The m
alnutrition rate 

in rice-grow
ing areas such as the M

ekong D
elta w

as higher than that in the diversified farm
ing areas 

such as the Red River D
elta (N

IN
 2015).



50 — Mekong Connect Vol. 03
51 — Mekong Connect Vol. 03

CO
VID

-19

Conclusion

D
espite w

itnessing the dam
aging im

pacts of CO
VID

-19 on the w
orld econom

y, m
any Vietnam

ese 
agricultural experts still affi

rm
 that the pandem

ic has little eff
ect on the country’s food security 

and rice export (N
guyen 2021). H

ow
ever, the reality show

s that CO
VID

-19 has, directly and 
indirectly, threatened the food security am

ong som
e segm

ents of the Vietnam
ese population. 

The im
plem

entation of pandem
ic-controlling m

easures such as social distancing has aff
ected the 

livelihoods and jobs of m
any people. CO

VID
-19 has disrupted the global supply chains, pushing up 

the prices of input m
aterials such as fertiliser and anim

al feeds w
hile negatively aff

ecting exports 
and consum

ption of agricultural products, forestry, and fisheries. In the opposite direction, the 
output of agricultural products and food has been lim

ited. In addition, m
any provinces have been 

im
plem

enting social distancing, leading to an increase in transportation costs and transportation 
tim

e. This, on the one hand, aff
ects the supply and prices of food. O

n the other hand, it negatively 
aff

ects farm
ers’ incom

e and people w
orking in the agricultural and food sectors. 

In recent years, m
any solutions have been im

plem
ented to ensure food security and realise the 

goals of hunger eradication and poverty reduction. The Resolution on ensuring national food 
security to 2030 of the G

overnm
ent of Vietnam

 also represents som
e changes in the perception of 

food security com
pared to the 2009 Resolution. H

ow
ever, to im

prove the solutions’ eff
ectiveness, 

som
e adaptations  are needed. Firstly, it is necessary to prom

ote the change in crops land use from
 

rice into cash crops that can be m
ore adaptive to clim

ate change, w
hich w

ill help increase farm
ers’ 

incom
es. Secondly, according to the G

lobal Food Security Index (G
FSI), Vietnam

, despite exporting 
rice in large quantity, ranks only 63 in 2020 globally because of the low

 sustainability of its natural 
resources for food production. Therefore, it is necessary to reduce agricultural intensification to 
ensure sustainable production and food security. Furtherm

ore, to ensure food safety, it is necessary 
to prom

ote organic and ecological agriculture, reduce the use of chem
ical inputs, and set a specific 

tim
eline for applying quality standards. Last, it is necessary to prom

ote the application of science and 
technology in agricultural production to im

prove the eff
ectiveness and, at the sam

e tim
e, reduce the 

im
pact of clim

ate change and adverse phenom
ena. 

  Central Com
m

ittee of the CPV. 2020. Politburo’s Conclusion on N
ational Food Security until 2030. 

H
anoi: The Com

m
unist Party of Vietnam

. 

D
ang, H

.V., Luong T. N
guyen, H

a T. Tran, H
uyen T. N

guyen, Anh K. D
ang, Viet D

. Ly, and Chiara Frazzoli. 
2017. “Risk Factors for N

on-Com
m

unicable D
iseases in Vietnam

: A Focus on Pesticides.” Frontiers in 
Environm

ental Science. 5 (58). doi: 10.3389/fenvs.2017.00058

D
ao, T.A., and Pham

 C.N
. 2020. “N

ew
 Challenges for Food Security in Vietnam

.” Agricultural Policy 
Platform

. 

FAO
. 2016. “Asia and the Pacific Regional O

verview
 of Food Insecurity. Investing a Zero H

unger 
G

eneration.” 

G
overnm

ent. 2021. “Resolution N
o. 34/N

Q
-CP on Ensuring N

ational Food Security U
ntil 2030.” 

H
o, D

ang H
oa, Le Thi Q

uynh Tram
, Pham

 D
uy N

ghia, and M
alcolm

 F. M
cPherson. 2012. “Vietnam

 
N

eeds to Change the Approach to Food Security?” Vietnam
net Brigdge.  http://english.vietnam

net.
vn/fm

s/special-reports/52232/vietnam
-needs-to-change-the-approach-to-food-security-.htm

l. 

M
inistry of H

ealth. 2021. Results of N
utrition Census 2019–2020. M

inistry of H
ealth Portal. https://

m
oh.gov.vn/tin-noi-bat/-/asset_publisher/3Yst7YhbkA5j/content/bo-y-te-cong-bo-ket-qua-tong-ieu-

tra-dinh-duong-nam
-2019-2020. 

N
ational Institute of N

utrition. 2015. “N
ational N

utrition Surveillance.”

N
guyen, H

. 2021. “Vietnam
’s Food Security in the Context of Covid-19 O

utbreak”. Lao D
ong online, 

M
ay 1. https://laodong.vn/kinh-te/an-ninh-luong-thuc-viet-nam

-truoc-boi-canh-dich-covid-19-bung-
phat-904366.ldo.

N
guyen, H

.T. 2020. “Food Security is not Just the Q
uantity of Rice.” The Saigontim

es, M
arch 26. https://

thesaigontim
es.vn/an-ninh-luong-thuc-khong-phai-chi-la-so-luong-lua-gao/. 

N
guyen, T.H

. 2017. An O
verview

 of Agricultural Pollution in Vietnam
: The Crops Sector. W

ashington, 
D

C.: W
orld Bank.

Phuong Lien, and Tran Q
uynh. 2020. “Sustainable Poverty Reduction After 2020: The N

eed for the 
State’s Regulatory Role.” Com

m
unist Party of Vietnam

 O
nline N

ew
spaper. https://dangcongsan.vn/

xa-hoi/bai-4-giam
-ngheo-ben-vung-sau-2020-can-vai-tro-dieu-tiet-cua-nha-nuoc-561075.htm

l. 

“O
ver 1 M

illion Vietnam
ses Live in H

unger.” VnExpress, O
ctober 1, 2016. https://e.vnexpress.net/

new
s/new

s/over-1-m
illion-vietnam

ese-live-in-hunger-3477123.htm
l

W
orld Bank. 2019. Vietnam

: Tow
ard a Safe, Clean, and Resilient W

ater System
. W

ashington, D
C.: 

W
orld Bank.

References



52 — Mekong Connect Vol. 03
53 — Mekong Connect Vol. 03

H
YD

RO
PO

W
ER A

N
D

 ITS IM
PA

CTS 
O

N
 LIVELIH

O
O

D
S A

N
D

 FO
O

D
 

SECU
RITY IN

 TH
E M

EK
O

N
G

 
D

ELTA
Le Phuong Cat N

hi 



54 — Mekong Connect Vol. 03
55 — Mekong Connect Vol. 03

M
A

. Le Phuong Cat N
hi is a lecturer in the Faculty of International Relations, H

o Chi M
inh City 

U
niversity of Econom

ics and Finance (U
EF).

Introduction

Policy Recom
m

endations

Im
pacts on Livelihoods and Food Security

H
ydropow

er D
evelopm

ent and Im
pacts

H
ydropow

er developm
ent in the M

ekong m
ainstream

 has attracted m
uch attention from

 the 
regional and international com

m
unities in both positive and negative aspects. Those large-scale 

developm
ent projects prom

ote econom
ic grow

th. H
ow

ever, they also create risks, seriously aff
ecting 

the M
ekong River Basin’s ecosystem

, livelihoods, food security, and stability. Controversies around 
dam

 construction have arisen due to som
e disagreem

ents betw
een upstream

 and dow
nstream

 
nations. Located at the end of the M

ekong River, Vietnam
 is considered the m

ost vulnerable nation 
from

 the negative im
pacts from

 upstream
 countries’ dam

 construction activities (Ratner 2003). Its 
food security is threatened due to the river’s dim

inishing sedim
ents/nutrients flux.

In conclusion, the dam
 construction in the M

ekong River’s upstream
 severely aff

ects Vietnam
’s food 

security in general and rice food security in particular because it causes a decline in sedim
ent flux in 

the M
ekong River. 

A priority w
ork of the governm

ents of the M
ekong River Basin is to “institutionalize participatory 

m
echanism

s [and] inform
al decision-m

aking and provide public access to inform
ation on project 

developm
ent” (Yeophantong 2013). The accessibility and exploitation of the M

ekong River’s w
ater 

resources are com
m

on interests of all basin countries. Thus, the solutions that Vietnam
 can 

im
plem

ent should follow
 the region’s rules and norm

s. 

Firstly, in m
aintaining and enhancing cooperation via the M

ekong River Com
m

ission (M
RC), Vietnam

 
should pay m

ore attention on prom
oting international cooperation based on legal principles in 

w
ater m

anagem
ent of international river basins and prom

oting the principles to establish them
 as a 

national system
 for w

ater resource exploitation. M
oreover, the country needs to invest in enhancing 

the m
anagem

ent ability of the M
RC Vietnam

 in term
s of policy consultation and project supervision . 

H
ence, it can contribute to strengthening the eff

ectiveness of the regional institution–the M
RC. 

Existing research show
ed that both sides of the M

ekong River lost 54%
 of its total crop area, m

aking 
up a cost of up to 25.1 m

illion U
SD

 per year, along w
ith the loss of land areas used for m

ainstream
 

reservoirs and transm
ission lines. 24 m

illion U
SD

 per year is the estim
ated cost, generated from

 
the decreasing of nutrient/sedim

ent load, to m
aintain the productivity of w

etland agriculture. 
Researchers also pointed out that the Low

er M
ekong River m

ainstream
’s hydropow

er projects 
had attributed 33%

 of the total im
pacts (ICEM

 2010). U
ndoubtedly, changes in the ecosystem

 in 
the M

ekong region (both terrestrial and underw
ater) w

ill aff
ect food security for m

illions of people 
living along the river due to a loss of subsistence agriculture and w

aterfront garden, not to m
ention 

the decline in fish population (ICEM
 2010). Another study by Kuenzer (2012) presents an am

ount of 
sedim

ent loss due to upstream
 dam

s in China, w
ith an annual sedim

ent concentration decreasing 
50%

 as a a result of the construction of the M
anw

an and D
achaoshan hydropow

er dam
s. In a joint 

report in 2017 by U
N

ESCO
 and Stockholm

 Environm
ent Research Institute (SEI), researchers found 

that only 70%
 of the flow

 of sedim
ents/nutrients in the M

ekong River rem
ained (due to the building 

of the dam
s in the Lancang River or M

ekong River’s upstream
 in China) (Faw

throp 2018). 

Sedim
ent shortage could create landslides on the river banks and M

ekong D
elta’s coast. Vietnam

ese 
farm

ers have closely m
onitored the changes in their delta region, and they are w

orried because 
the delta region is shrinking and sinking. Besides, saltw

ater is intruding on the region’s freshw
ater 

essential for irrigation. According to N
guyen H

uu Thien (2014), fertiliser cannot replace sedim
ent in 

enriching the quality of the farm
land, thus aff

ecting long-term
 food security. H

e said, “it is necessary to 
reduce the current triple rice cultivation per year for export because it has been depleting the nutrient 
in the soil raised by previous sedim

ents volum
e.” The reduction in sedim

ent flux w
ill prim

arily aff
ect 

agriculture in the M
ekong D

elta, especially in rice production. It m
ay have an im

pact on Vietnam
’s 

rice food security, w
hich w

ill also aff
ect global food security. The shortage of rice reserves w

ill lead to 
an insuffi

ciency of dom
estic food and a sharp drop in rice export volum

e. FAO
 considers Vietnam

 one 
of the critical elem

ents in the w
orld m

arket in stabilising the food m
arket, especially rice. Since m

ost 
nations have recently established policies to increase rice stocks and im

port volum
e each quarter, 

the decrease in rice production in Vietnam
 w

ill skew
 the balance of supply and dem

and, resulting in 
unstable food price and food insecurity.

The construction and operation of hydropow
er dam

s m
ight lead to the profound alteration in the 

river’s ecosystem
 and w

atershed (J.Li et al. 2012). M
any proposed and com

pleted dam
s show

 evidence 
of their im

pacts on people’s livelihoods and on inland and fish resources (Kuenzer et al. 2012). Studies 
related to the M

ekong River basin show
 that hydropow

er projects “can be particularly harm
ful to 

fish, by trapping nutrient-rich sedim
ents, flattening out the flood pulse and blocking the m

igration 
routes of m

igratory fish”. In addition, there are m
ultifaceted social im

pacts, including displacem
ent, 

insuffi
cient com

pensation, eff
ects on rural econom

ies (such as the decline of agricultural productivity), 
and cultural changes (Kattelus et al. 2015, 118). Those im

pacts, as m
entioned above, could threaten 

approxim
ately 60 m

illion people settling in the Low
er M

ekong River Basin, w
ho m

ostly bond w
ith the 

river for a living. 

M
oreover, w

ater transfer projects and hydroelectric projects upstream
 could increase the risk of 

w
ater shortage in dow

nstream
 states, w

hich m
ight cause a longer tim

e of saltw
ater intrusion in the 

M
ekong D

elta in the dry season (Trinh 2012). According to ICEM
 (2010), the upstream

 dam
 construction 

w
ill cause Vietnam

’s econom
ic loss. The adverse im

pacts on Vietnam
 m

ay include: (i) significant loss 
in freshw

ater and m
arine capture fisheries and aquaculture–likely to aff

ect livelihoods of fisherfolk 
in the delta, especially poor com

m
unities; and (ii) loss of sedim

ents and associated nutrients causing 
significant adverse econom

ic eff
ects on deltaic sedim

entation, fisheries (M
ekong and m

arine), and 
agriculture (decrease in sedim

ent load for the delta from
 26 m

illion tons/year at present to 7 m
illion 

tons/year. M
arine, freshw

ater, and aquaculture fisheries are all aff
ected w

ith an estim
ated loss of at 

least 500 m
illion to 1 billion U

SD
 per year). 

Based on the strategic environm
ental assessm

ent of ICEM
, som

e significant im
pacts on flow

s, 
sedim

ent load, fisheries, agriculture, and social eff
ects are inevitable. Am

ong them
, the im

pact on 
flow

s and sedim
ent load appears to be the m

ost severe, w
hich m

ay adversely aff
ect the country’s 

food security, especially rice production.

Sedim
ents play a crucial role in the river’s overall health and are necessary to nourish paddy and 

agricultural fields in Vietnam
’s M

ekong delta. The M
ekong River’s healthy ecosystem

 enhances 
stability by ensuring food security in all the Low

er M
ekong countries and agricultural sustainability 

in Cam
bodia and Vietnam

.
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Secondly, m
anage eff

ectively the use of international river w
ater resources w

ithin Vietnam
’s territory 

in both quantity and quality. A practical m
ethod that should be considered is to conduct a m

ore 
com

prehensive study on the im
pact of hydroelectric dam

s in upstream
 countries and the LM

R 
m

ainstream
, along w

ith the consequences resulting from
 clim

ate change and the rise of sea level, on 
the M

ekong D
elta. The study m

ight serve as a concrete evidence supporting Vietnam
’s claim

 for the 
M

ekong D
elta’s healthy condition. 

Thirdly, build a consensus in orienting developm
ent m

odel of the M
ekong River Basin. The m

ost 
suitable developm

ent m
odel m

ight be lessening em
ission and energy consum

ption, not to m
ention 

intelligent and effi
cient use of energy resources. Besides, in fostering the cooperation m

odel 
am

ong the four m
em

bers of the M
RC, there should be m

ore bilateral and m
ultilateral cooperation 

program
m

es and initiatives in the G
reater M

ekong Sub-region.

Fourthly, encourage the participation and synchronous coordination of social organisations and 
N

G
O

s in raising the aw
areness about the im

pact of dam
 construction upstream

. O
rganisations 

w
orking on the environm

ent can also support people in the aff
ected areas to m

inim
ise the im

pacts 
on their livelihoods.

Lastly, foster cooperation w
ith the countries in the sam

e vulnerable group to find eff
ective and 

sustainable solutions. M
oreover, the Vietnam

ese governm
ent needs to coordinate w

ith all national 
sectors to find an alternative m

ethod of ensuring food security.
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D
ual Im

pacts of Clim
ate Change and CO

VID
-19 

on Food Security

Possible Solutions
The M

ekong D
elta is now

 facing com
plex, unprecedented challenges. The tw

o m
ost critical issues are 

the im
pact of clim

ate change and the CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic. Those problem

s could exacerbate the risk 
of food insecurity in the M

ekong D
elta region in particular and in Vietnam

 in general.

Clim
ate change is a m

ajor concern for food security in the M
ekong D

elta due to saltw
ater intrusion 

dam
aging rice, vegetables, and fruit trees. According to the G

eneral D
epartm

ent of M
eteorology 

and H
ydrology statistics of the M

inistry of N
atural Resources and Environm

ent, w
inter-spring 

rice crop area decreased by about 30,000 hectares in the 2020–2021 period due to the im
pact of 

drought and saline intrusion. Tien G
iang province saw

 a reduced area of 6,000 hectares; Tra Vinh 
province decreased 2,000 hectares; and Vinh Long province reduced 5,000 hectares due to cropland 
conversion policy. Kien G

iang reduced 5,000 hectares; Soc Trang decreased 8,000 hectares; and D
ong 

Thap reduced 4,000 hectares due to sow
ing of late sum

m
er-autum

n crops (Vietnam
 M

eteorological 
and H

ydrological Adm
inistration 2021). Therefore, the am

ount of rice to be supplied to the m
arket 

every year w
ill significantly reduce, causing concerns about food security.

In addition, clim
ate change also changes the living conditions of m

any species. As a result, the risk 
of the disappearance of som

e useful species w
ill increase. At the sam

e tim
e, the probability of the 

em
ergence of m

ore robust grow
th of pests also becom

es unpredictable. According to the N
ational 

Key Laboratory of River and Coastal Engineering of the Vietnam
 Academ

y for W
ater Resources (2021), 

the brow
n planthopper infestation, yellow

 dw
arf virus, and leaf curl disease in the M

ekong D
elta 

have increasingly becom
e com

plicated in the last tw
o years. Consequently, it is severely aff

ecting the 
ability of intensive cultivation and m

ulti-cropping and reducing rice yield. 

At the sam
e tim

e, clim
ate change has caused the changes in the intensity and duration of sunshine 

and w
ater and increased CO

2 em
issions and tem

perature. These factors w
ill aff

ect the dry-m
atter 

production of the plant and the quality of the harvested products. As a result, the productivity and 
quality of crops in the M

ekong D
elta also change according to the unpredictable developm

ents of 
clim

ate change. 

In general, clim
ate change can aff

ect the rice cultivation season, change the structure of the grow
ing 

season, and change the planning of agricultural regions, including clusters, irrigation techniques, 
pest and disease situation, productivity, and rice production, all of w

hich create an existential risk to 
food security.

For the pandem
ic, the M

ekong D
elta is relatively less aff

ected by CO
VID

-19 com
pared to other 

regions. The reason is that the area is not w
ell developed in term

s of industry and tourism
. H

ow
ever, 

the pandem
ic has aff

ected the region’s agricultural sector, causing long-term
 im

pacts.

Specifically, the disruption of export activities due to the pandem
ic could create a short-term

 
increase in prices of rice and essential agricultural products in the country, w

hich could aff
ect the 

purchasing price and w
orkers’ livelihoods. In the long term

, if exports still face disruptions, people 
w

ill face financial diffi
culty in producing new

 crops. As a result, the supply chains w
ill be disrupted, 

threatening Vietnam
’s food security.

The M
ekong D

elta w
ill have to m

ake a diffi
cult decision betw

een how
 m

uch of agricultural products 
to export and how

 m
uch to reserve. The situation of the CO

VID
-19 pandem

ic is still com
plicated and 

unpredictable, causing m
any countries to buy m

ore agricultural products to ensure food security. In 
the long run, the higher dem

and w
ould lead to a higher equilibrium

 price and stim
ulate the export 

activities of businesses. H
ow

ever, too m
uch export w

ill lead to the risk of food shortages if there are 
bad scenarios of CO

VID
-19 disrupting the supply sources. The problem

 w
ould cause Vietnam

 to face 
m

any policy confusions w
hen calculating the appropriate export-reserve ratio.

The CO
VID

-19 pandem
ic and clim

ate change present both risks and opportunities for diff
erent 

regions and com
m

unity groups. H
ow

ever, the draw
backs outw

eigh the benefits. It is diffi
cult for the 

M
ekong D

elta to develop eff
ective solutions to address the dual im

pacts of CO
VID

-19 and clim
ate 

change. A possible solution is to adapt to them
, learn to live w

ith them
, and take advantage of new

 
opportunities arising from

 the tw
o issues.

First, take advantage of the problem
 of saline intrusion to build saltw

ater and brackish w
ater 

aquaculture system
s. The idea w

ill help expand the region’s aquaculture and seafood processing 
clusters, w

hich w
ill im

prove the capacity for supplying dom
estic m

arkets and export. In addition, the 
M

ekong D
elta m

ust invest in researching m
ore drought-tolerant and salt-tolerant rice varieties w

hile 
still ensuring rice quality.

Second, establish supporting policies for the fisheries sector relying on saltw
ater as an equal 

priority as those on rice and fruits relying on freshw
ater. It w

ill help balance the structure of m
odern 

agriculture, m
ore adapting to clim

ate change and saltw
ater intrusion.

Third, develop ecotourism
 m

odels but still ensure safety during CO
VID

-19 for m
angrove areas. 

It w
ill help m

ake the m
ost of the natural landscape in its new

 condition and create jobs for local 
com

m
unities. In addition, the initiative m

ight help people have m
ore financial resources to diversify 

their food needs, reduce dependence on traditional food, and reduce pressure on the region’s food 
security.

Fourth, renovate the activities of the Vietnam
 Food Association (VFA). Currently, the VFA m

ainly 
represents state-ow

ned export enterprises (through G
2G

 centralised contracts). The VFA needs to 
prom

ote the linkage of other stakeholders such as private enterprises and rice farm
ers to increase 

the size and effi
ciency of the m

arket for rice and essential agricultural products. Then, the VFA w
ill 

regulate the m
arket, ensure uninterrupted exports, and calculate a reasonable reserve ratio to 

recom
m

end policies to harm
onise the interests of businesses and farm

ers w
ith food security w

ithin 
the country. Thus, it m

ight ensure food security for Vietnam
 in all scenarios of CO

VID
-19 w

hile still 
being able to export rice to contribute to international food security.

Finally, form
 a novel regional linkage m

echanism
. This m

echanism
 w

ill connect provinces in the 
M

ekong D
elta to assign labour according to the strengths of each region and unify a developm

ent 
policy based on the situation of CO

VID
-19 and clim

ate change. Therefore, it can rem
ove the locality 

in the current provincial policy and share resources w
ith each other. The idea can be the m

ost crucial 
solution because it w

ill determ
ine the success of other solutions.
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Introduction
Food Insecurity

CO
VID

-19

Lao People’s D
em

ocratic Republic (PD
R) is one of the six countries through w

hich the M
ekong River 

flow
s, and it is located in the G

reater M
ekong Subregion, also know

n as m
ainland Southeast Asia. 

Its connectivity w
ith the rest of the w

orld is im
proved by the engineering m

arvel of constructing the 
railw

ay line to China. Still, the country rem
ains relatively isolated from

 its neighbours because of the 
low

 infrastructure, particularly transportation infrastructure, the diffi
cult geographical terrain, and 

the relatively low
 population density. 

The overall population w
as estim

ated at 7.2 m
illion people in 2020. Agriculture rem

ains a central 
part of the Laotian econom

y and absorbs the m
ajority of the country’s w

orkforce. The agriculture 
sector m

ostly involves sm
allholder farm

ing, w
hich is vulnerable to natural disasters such as floods or 

droughts and global clim
ate change. Som

e farm
ers are changing from

 subsistence to m
arket-based 

form
s of agriculture, w

hich poses new
 challenges to people unfam

iliar w
ith the com

petitive nature 
of capitalism

 that w
ould result in w

inners and losers.

Labour m
igration has becom

e an im
portant m

eans of earning cash incom
e, especially am

ong 
younger people. Therefore, an unknow

n num
ber of Lao w

orkers have crossed the borders for w
ork, 

prim
arily to Thailand, w

here there are relatively higher paid jobs available in the agriculture and 
service sectors, and the language is sim

ilar that m
utual com

prehension is possible.

A m
ulti-country survey concerning food insecurity w

as conducted in Lao PD
R, Thailand, M

yanm
ar 

and Viet N
am

 in 2016, garnering 1,057 responses, of w
hich 257 w

ere from
 Lao PD

R. It used the Food 
and Agriculture O

rganization’s (FAO
) food insecurity experience scale, asking respondents w

hether 
they had experienced aspects of food insecurity w

ith increasing severity w
ithin the previous tw

elve 
m

onths. 

It found that 55.3%
 of Lao respondents had experienced insecurity at the m

ildest level (overall 42.75) 
(being w

orried about not having enough to eat) and 10.1%
 at the highest level (overall 9.7%

) (going 
w

ithout food for m
ore than a day). There w

ere significant diff
erences betw

een urban and rural 
settings, w

ith people in the form
er having expectations that they w

ould select high-quality foods and 
people in the latter fearing starvation. Rural households also tended to be larger in num

ber, w
hich 

w
as another source of vulnerability (W

alsh 2016). 

The figures for Lao PD
R are sim

ilar to those from
 the other countries in the survey and help indicate 

the extent to w
hich the governm

ent has reduced the overall poverty rate. H
ow

ever, m
any of the 

people w
ho have been helped out of poverty rem

ain close to the line and are still vulnerable to 
external shocks. The poverty rate w

as forecast to rise betw
een 1.4%

 and 3.1%
 in 2020 (U

N
ICEF 2021). 

Aff
ected people respond to econom

ic dow
nturns w

ith a com
bination of saving and hom

e production 
(Boost and M

eier 2017). Saving, in this context, m
ay m

ean the sale of assets or the abandonm
ent 

of investm
ent in education w

hich w
ill have the eff

ect of increasing future risks of poverty. The 
governm

ent has responded w
ith various initiatives, including providing free school m

eals to m
ore 

than 900 schools (supported by the W
FP) (Tim

es Reporters 2021).

M
eanw

hile, the W
FP and the FAO

 have com
bined their resources to help support villagers suff

ering 
from

 food insecurity and dim
inished incom

e by providing seeds, hom
e gardening kits, item

s for 
anim

al healthcare, and other form
s of support (Ibid). N

evertheless, as a food im
porting country, Lao 

PD
R is alw

ays subject to concerns over disarranged supply chains and higher food costs w
hen supply 

falls behind dem
and. The governm

ent w
ill enforce price controls for essential products w

hen this is 
deem

ed necessary, but lim
ited funds and technical capacity m

ean it rem
ains a short-term

 solution. 
As neighbouring Thailand and Viet N

am
 are beginning to reopen their econom

ies and adm
it that the 

CO
VID

-19 virus w
ill just have to be lived w

ith in the future, Lao PD
R w

ill likely have little choice but to 
do the sam

e. 

At the tim
e of w

riting this article, Lao PD
R has 41,829 cases of CO

VID
-19 w

ith 70 deaths (W
FP 

2021). The num
ber has increased rapidly since July 2021, and the infected cases have kept rising at 

exponential rates. Border closure in neighbouring countries such as Viet N
am

 and Thailand m
eans 

that infections have been kept under control for a significant period, but this is an unsustainable 
strategy in the absence of a vaccinated population. 44.7%

 of the population has so far received at 
least one dose of vaccine, and 38.2%

 or 2,780,000 people are fully vaccinated (O
ur W

orld in D
ata 

2021). The m
ost com

m
only used vaccines are Chinese ones donated by the Chinese governm

ent or 
the People’s Liberation Arm

y. At the sam
e tim

e, Russian Sputnik V doses are also present, and som
e 

doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine have been received through the global CO
VAX facility (The Star 

2020). 

Sim
ilar to other countries, Lao people suff

ered from
 an econom

ic and health crisis, as businesses 
w

ere shut dow
n and m

obility betw
een farm

s and m
arkets w

as restricted to prevent infections. Lao 
society suff

ers from
 extensive poverty and inequality, and these problem

s have been exacerbated 
due to the pandem

ic crisis. Poverty is correlated w
ith ethnicity, w

hich is correlated w
ith locations, 

m
aking its distribution uneven. N

egative im
pacts m

ore likely aff
ect fam

ilies w
ith children, w

hich m
ay 

lead to vulnerability to child labour, child m
arriage, sexual exploitation, and the perpetuation of 

m
ulti-generation poverty (U

N
ICEF 2021). The governm

ent is also concerned about the im
plications 

this situation m
ay cause on politics and society.

These eff
ects com

e at a tim
e of existing econom

ic insecurity resulting from
 a prolonged drought in 

the country’s north in 2019 and severe flooding in the south. As a result, rice paddy yields w
ere under 

the target, w
hile the dem

ands for rice im
port w

ere very high. At the sam
e tim

e, the outbreaks of 
African Sw

ine Fever has added to the concerns about food insecurity (Reliefw
eb 2020). 
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Introduction
D

eclining Fish Population 

Running over 400 kilom
etres through Thailand’s U

pper N
ortheastern region, the Songkhram

 River 
is the M

ekong’s tributary that contributes around 1.8%
 of average annual flow

s to the M
ekong 

River as being discharged at N
akhon Phanom

 province’s Tha U
then district. As a vast flood plain, 

approxim
ately 54%

 of the overall Songkhram
 Basin, the second-largest basin of the N

ortheast w
ith 

the size m
easured around 6,473 square kilom

etres or around four m
illion rai, could be classified as 

“w
etlands”. As noted by the Ram

sar Site Inform
ation Service, the m

ost extensive area is concentrated 
in the low

land floodplains of the low
er section of the river.

U
nlike other M

ekong tributaries in the sam
e region of the N

ortheast, the Low
er Songkhram

 River 
of nearly 200 kilom

etres of length is considered the m
ost pristine and fertile one in the region, as 

it rem
ains untam

ed by any w
ater resource developm

ent projects. Even the w
hole Songkhram

 River 
that runs over 400 kilom

etres before discharging into the M
ekong River at Chai Buri Village of Tha 

U
then district rem

ains largely untam
ed.

Aside from
 such a pristine and fertile state, the Low

er Songkhram
 also possesses the uniqueness 

of the natural river cycle linked extensively to the M
ekong River’s hydrology. In rainy seasons, the 

M
ekong’s overflow

 usually floods and flow
s deep into the Low

er Songkhram
 River during the peak 

flooding period from
 July to Septem

ber. According to Ram
sar, this so-called backflow

 is reported to 
flood up to 80,000 to 96,000 hectares (ha) of the low

er section, or around 500,000 to 600,000 rai of 
the basin. It is reported to travel as far as 300 kilom

etres inland in som
e flooding years. Such a rare 

and unique phenom
enon occurs sim

ilarly to the Tonle Sap in Cam
bodia.

This “flood pulse” phenom
enon contributes to com

plex w
ater-based geographical characters, 

including perm
anent and tem

porary surface w
ater sources, artificial and natural w

etland habitats, 
and a range of riverine, floodplain, lacustrine, palustrine, and salt-w

ater w
etlands.

According to the “Thai Ban” research (The Locals’ Research), at least 28 diff
erent sub-ecosystem

s 
have been identified in the Bung-Tham

 forests dow
nstream

. These various habitat characteristics 
and sub-ecosystem

s nurture freshw
ater anim

als and w
ildlife in the area, especially in the Bung-Tham

 
forests that are predom

inantly sw
am

p and forest shrubs. 

They are sanctuaries, w
hich are fertile breeding, feeding, and spaw

ning grounds for m
igratory fish 

and other w
ild species, w

hich in turn feed the residents. According to the  Thai W
ater Partnership, 

w
hich helps the locals develop the river health assessm

ent tools, the low
er section of the Songkhram

 
River has recorded at least 17 species, including those on the IU

CN
 Red List species such as G

iant 
Catfish and Blanc’s Striped Featherback, w

hich regularly use the low
er basin as their breeding and 

spaw
ning grounds. The locals thus dub it as the M

ekong’s w
om

b.

Appreciating the rich biodiversity, villagers from
 49 com

m
unities living along the low

er section and 
the W

W
F Thailand last year m

anaged to push for the forests and w
etlands along the section sized 

around 34,400 rai in total to be designated as the country’s 15th Ram
sar Site and the w

orld’s 2420. 

Am
ong its great biodiversity in the designated area are 192 fish species, both residents of the 

Songkhram
 River itself and m

igratory ones from
 the M

ekong River. As noted by Ram
sar, m

any of the 
fish species are found exhibiting special feeding habits to particular niches in the ecosystem

, such as 
an archer fish w

hich ejects w
ater from

 its m
outh to bring dow

n insects off
 overhanging vegetation 

(Toxotes charaneus), and a cyprinid trout-like fish, w
hich catches sm

all fish and insects from
 the 

surface of clearw
ater stream

s and rivers (Raiam
us guttatus).

H
ow

ever, the changes in the M
ekong River have caused the decline in fish population in the 

Songkhram
 River, thus aff

ecting the livelihoods and food security of the local com
m

unities.

Residents of the Low
er Songkhram

 River have long enjoyed the privileges of living along this low
er 

section of the river. D
ue to the richness of biodiversity in the area, the residents have developed 

their unique w
ay of life, largely dependent on the fishery. O

ver the years, they have sophisticatedly 
developed their fishing gears to fit the diff

erent circum
stances and periods as w

ell as fish preservation.

According to the Thai Ban Research conducted by the locals living along the Low
er Songkhram

 River, 
up to 79 diff

erent fishing gears have been identified and recorded out of their routine uses, reflecting 
the local w

isdom
 in adjusting their know

ledge to diff
erent circum

stances around them
. 

Saneh Sukcharoen, the head of Pakyam
 Village, w

hich helped set up the Ram
sar Site, said that on 

som
e lucky days during the rainy season, the villagers can catch and earn incom

e over Bt 1,000 a day. 
The M

ekong fish, in particular, can bring them
 incom

e as m
uch as Bt 200-300 per kilogram

. H
ow

ever, 
it is just only this year that the residents of this low

er section of the river have started to feel the real 
pinch.

The study conducted a few
 years ago entitled, “Fish in the Low

er Songkhram
 River; Catching, 

D
isappearing, and Com

pensating” by Rajabhat M
ahasarakham

 U
niversity and N

akhon Phanom
 

U
niversity, already recorded the disappearance of som

e local fish in the river around ten years back. 
The research explained this w

as partly because there had been overfishing w
hile fertile fish nursery 

grounds had been converted into farm
land, resulting in the depletion of biodiversity in the area.

H
ow

ever, it is not like this year that som
e com

m
unity leaders like Saneh said they hardly saw

 m
igratory 

fish from
 the M

ekong River. In m
id-2020, unusual w

ater fluctuations w
ere already observed, and the 

changes w
ere recognised, including the river’s w

ater level, w
hich decreased earlier in the dry season, 

according to the Thai W
ater Partnership. 

The organisation noted that w
hen the river ecosystem

 w
as aff

ected by the unusual w
ater fluctuations, 

the m
igration pattern of fish m

ay also be aff
ected, as w

ell as the degradation of seasonally flooded 
forest. Follow

ing exchanges of inform
ation and updates from

 residents living in other tributaries, 
Saneh said the residents in the Low

er Songkhram
 River had learned about the dam

s on the 
m

ainstream
 M

ekong that m
ay have aff

ected the flow
 regim

e of the river.

Although he has not had solid proof to show
, he strongly believes that the dam

s on the M
ekong River 

have som
ething to do w

ith the drop in w
ater levels in the M

ekong River in the rainy season. “They 
said the dam

s upstream
 (China) are storing w

ater extensively, and that’s w
hy there is hardly the 

w
ater left com

ing into our river,” said Saneh. H
e said the w

ater level of the M
ekong River that year 

had dropped too low
 to flood into the Songkhram

 River through their confluence.

The village head said the villagers w
ere also concerned about the construction of new

 sluice gates 
planned on the Songkhram

 River itself. They have learned that a few
 of them

 are going ahead and 
in use upstream

 now
. If m

ore are to com
e at the M

ekong confluence as announced, the river cycle 
of the Low

er Songkhram
 River w

ill be further disrupted to the point that they can no longer fish and 
m

ake a living. “W
hat if there are no m

ore natural river flow
s that lure the fish, and no m

ore fish com
e 

in? W
e are doom

ed, just like our neighbours in other tributaries,” said Saneh.
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Food Security U
nder Threat

The Thai W
ater Partnership noted that the com

plexity of local livelihoods adapted to these 
environm

ents is easily overlooked. For exam
ple, rural livelihoods are based on the com

bined use 
of a w

ide range of resources adapted to seasonal changes—
com

m
unities based in the Songkhram

 
floodplain exhibit a high degree of dependency on w

etland resources for their livelihoods.

The low
er basin, how

ever, has been under threat like other basins elsew
here. Ram

sar noted that the 
factors that m

ay influence the ecosystem
s at the site include habitat destruction, over-exploitation, 

alien species, chem
ical pollution, infectious diseases, habitat change and global w

arm
ing. Am

ong 
these threats, it said, those w

ith the greatest im
pact w

ere habitat destruction, overexploitation, and 
habitat change. O

ther threats, m
eanw

hile, have the potential for m
inor or unknow

n im
pacts.

Species found being under threat already include the critically endangered Baer’s pochard (Aythya 
baeri), the endangered sutchi catfish (Pangasianodon hypophthalm

us), and the vulnerable king 
cobra (O

phiophagus hannah). Suriya Kotram
ee, a representative of the W

W
F’s w

orking group that 
pushed for the Ram

sar site listing, said that the Low
er Songkhram

 River had increasingly faced 
various threats in recent years, including the large-scale w

ater resource developm
ent projects on 

the river itself, w
hich have added further com

plications to the river’s flow
 regim

e.

Suriya said the villagers had felt the changes in the river section and questioned about the dam
s on 

the M
ekong, both in Laos and in China. They suspected that the dam

s w
ere the prim

e cause for the 
unusual absence of the M

ekong’s backflow
 and flood pulses that year. Besides, they w

ere concerned 
about the new

 developm
ent projects being pushed for im

plem
entation in the area, including the 

construction of sluice gates at the river’s m
outh and in the m

iddle part of the river section.

According to the N
ational W

ater Resources O
ffi

ce, it has developed an integrated w
ater developm

ent 
plan to address the issues it claim

s to be chronic in the basin, nam
ely floods and droughts. Projects 

include the construction of large sluice gates planned at the Songkhram
 River’s m

outh, the m
iddle 

of the river, and upstream
 to help regulate the flow

s of the Songkhram
 River itself and the M

ekong 
River. In addition, up to 1,644 structural and non-structural w

ater m
anagem

ent projects have been 
planned both in short-term

 and long-term
 periods (20 years) for the Songkhram

 River Basin. Am
ong 

the top priorities are the tw
o sluice gates on the Low

er Songkhram
 River.

M
eanw

hile, on the m
ainstream

 M
ekong, China has constructed 11 hydropow

er dam
s in the U

pper 
M

ekong Basin, of w
hich tw

o are large storage dam
s. According to the M

ekong River Com
m

ission, 
another 11 dam

s, each w
ith a production capacity of over 100 M

W
, are planned or constructed.

O
n the Low

er M
ekong, 11 projects are planned, w

ith seven in Lao PD
R, tw

o in Cam
bodia, and tw

o 
across the Lao-Thai border. Tw

o of them
, Xaiyaburi and D

on Sahong have becom
e operational, and 

four m
ore have been notified to the M

RC for Prior Consultation Process, according to the M
RC.

 Suriya said the basin had faced an increasing challenge, as the com
bined im

pacts of various factors 
w

ould becom
e m

ore com
plicated. Clim

ate change, he added, w
ould becom

e one of the critical 
factors in the near future, as its im

pacts could not easily be diff
erentiated but felt strongly. “The 

calls for a balance of nature by the villagers w
ould becom

e m
ore and m

ore challenging as m
uch as 

frustrating,” said Suriya.
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