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2 CAMBODIA CASE STUDY 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF ISSUES 

Background 

Cambodia is a least developed country with over 80% of its 13.4 million people living in rural areas. Its agricultural sector contributes to 

about 31% of GDP, forming the backbone of livelihoods for 60% of the rural population. Cambodia has the lowest levels of irrigation in the 

region; its agriculture is characterized by high dependence of rain-fed agriculture with only 7% of crop area being irrigated. Furthermore, 

rice dominates the sector. 90% of arable land is dedicated to rice, yet rice yields per hectare also remain the lowest in the region.  

Although Cambodia has limited exposure to climate hazards, it has low adaptive capacity due to high levels of poverty.  The combination 

of high poverty levels and dependence on single rice cropping cycle means that Cambodia is highly vulnerable to any changes in rainfall 

patterns and climatic events. Presently, there is already emerging evidence that agriculture-based livelihoods in Cambodia are being 

affected by increased frequency and severity of floods, dry spells and drought events.  

Problem 

Climate change is expected to adversely affect food production, water resources and security particularly in rural areas. Women and 

other vulnerable people in rural communities, who have limited resources, will bear a disproportionate burden of the negative effects of 

climate change. Currently, climate change problems are predominantly addressed through post-disaster relief operations after extreme 

weather events. The majority of donor-supported projects tend to focus on the rehabilitation of reservoirs and expanding irrigation 

channels which largely ignores information generated from climate change models and scenarios. Reservoirs and irrigation channels 

designed for current rainfall patterns are not designed to handle predicted larger peak flows. This is likely to result in physical damage to 

infrastructure and reduction of overall irrigation areas.  Similarly, Cambodian farming practices also need to start reflecting the potential 

impacts of climate change. This requires scientists, researchers and farmers to develop rice varieties that are resistant to longer and 

higher denudations, drought, higher temperatures, delayed planting seasons and higher incidences of disease and pest outbreaks.  

ABSTRACT 

In Cambodia, women make up 65% of farmers, directly contributing to the country’s food security and the national agricultural 

output. They are also the collectors, users and managers of water. Recognition of women’s crucial role as economic and social  agents 

in Cambodia’s water and agricultural sectors is a key starting point for engendering the UNDP’s projects on climate change 

adaptation. Yet, obstacles continue to limit women’s access to human and financial capital. Women are excluded from decision 

making, denied access to information on weather patterns and limited by traditional gender roles. These limitations are exacerbated 

by the disproportionate effects of climate change on women. The anticipated impacts pose serious threats to sustainable 

development and water resource management. Thus, developing an effective gender strategy for the agricultural sector is essential 

not only for the promotion of gender equality, but also for economic growth and rural development.  

Commitment to engendering Cambodia’s climate change projects on resilient water management and agricultural practices requires 

developing gender sensitive indicators from the project’s outset, adopting sex disaggregated data collection and monitoring them 

throughout the project’s duration. Gender mainstreaming should be used as part and parcel of the project design, implementation 

and evaluation, not just as an addendum.  

Gender equality is both a human rights issue as well as a prerequisite for sustainable development. Incorporating a gendered 

perspective acknowledges that men and women face different situations, have different capabilities and require different needs to be 

fulfilled. Thus, they have different responsibilities. Women and children provide nearly all the water for rural households; they know 

the location, reliability and quality of local water resources despite possessing first-hand knowledge and valuable insights. Yet, their 

voice in decisions related to water and water resources management is often muted. In climate change, social roles, discrimination 

and poverty exacerbate women’s experiences of social exclusion and disempowerment. Loss of natural resources and agricultural 

productivity increase women’s workloads and reduce their time to participate in decision making, conservation and income-

generating activities. Where the ability to adapt to climate change is closely correlated with access to essential resources such as land, 

money, credit, tools, healthcare, food security, and shelter, women’s adaptive capabilities are often compromised.  
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT   

Solution: Adaptation Approach, Components and Description 

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) and the Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology (MOWRAM) are the local 

implementing agencies for this project. The goal is to increase the adaptive capacity of selected local community stakeholders in water 

resource management and agriculture sectors to climate change. In particular, the project intervention targets vulnerable agricultural 

communities, designing economically feasible adaptation measures.  

Moreover, the project aims to improve the adaptive capacity of key national and sub-national institutions to ensure effective 

management and monitoring of climate resilient water resources within rural development programmes. An important tenet of the 

project is training Commune Councils, the Planning the Budgeting Committees (PBCs) and other key stakeholders at the community level 

(including religious leaders and indigenous elders) to support community-based adaptation planning processes. 

Diversification of water sources for different purposes (agriculture, sanitation and consumption) increases human health and access to 

water in changing climatic conditions. The aim is to build capacity for climate resilient rainwater harvesting techniques at both the village 

and household levels. Furthermore, this project is piloting farming techniques to introduce modifications such as inter-cropping and 

multiple-variety cultivation to reduce the potential for soil erosion under submergence and drought conditions. This component is 

developed in conjunction with the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD).   

Project Goals and Outcomes 

The overarching project goal is to enhance food security, production and adaptive capacity (at the national, institutional and local levels) 

to climate change induced modifications in water resources availability for the agricultural sector in Cambodia.  

 Outcome 1: Improved capacity within local institutions to manage agricultural water resources in a changing climate 

 Outcome 2: Locally appropriate adaptation options demonstrated to reduce exposure to climate-induced risks 

 Outcome 3: Lessons learned in project pilot sites replicated in other vulnerable areas of Cambodia 

Key Stakeholders 

Two agricultural districts are at the centre of this water resource management project: 

1. Choam Khsan District is located in the north of Preah Vihear Province on the border with Thailand. The district encompasses 6 
communes, 24,791 people (12,671 women) and 5,311 households (631 female-headed). The district is highly prone to droughts and 
experiences water shortages for agriculture and household use. With frequent droughts, rice yields in Choam Khsan range between 1.5 
and 2 MT. 100% of the rice produced in the district is rain-fed, and there is no dry season irrigation.  

2. Chit Borei District is located in Kratie Province. The district consists of 10 communes, 63,184 people (30,930 women) and 12,120 
households (989 female-headed). The district is located on the Mekong River and is frequently inundated by flooding during the 
Monsoon. Over 77% of the rice production comes from wet season cultivation (rain-fed).  

Gender Mainstreaming  

A further dimension to the UNDP’s Environment and Energy Portfolio in Cambodia is the gender mainstreaming initiative involving seven 

of Cambodia’s climate change projects. This NAPA follow-up project is one of the selected projects. This gender mainstreaming initiative 

hired expert consultants from the International Network on Gender and Sustainable Energy (ENERGIA) to provide support and pilot a 

scheme with the potential to be transplanted to other countries in the region. In October 2010, as part of the inception mission to 

Cambodia, the ENERGIA experts visited Cambodia to design and incorporate gender mainstreaming dimensions within the seven projects. 

They reviewed all the project documents through a gender lens, and conducted capacity building workshops in March 2011 to train local 

project teams and develop a Gender Action Plan of goals and activities. Additionally, the NAPA follow up project also conducted a 

Vulnerability Risk Assessment (VRA) through interviews with the project teams.   

Essentially, gender mainstreaming attempts to design projects to ensure that both women and men are entitled equally to participate and 

benefit from a project. It seeks to incorporate various dimensions such as education, health, economic opportunities and participation of 

women in decision making processes. This may requires special provisions to overcome obstacles to women’s participation and benefit. 

The importance of gender mainstreaming affects four core dimensions of climate resilience for communities in Cambodia: 

1. First, while women directly contribute to Cambodia’s food security and national agricultural output, they have low levels of 
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resources and limited access to technical information and agricultural extension services. Thus, the concern of equality and 

interconnectedness of gender equality within UNDP’s mandate to support sustainable human development is an underlying 

rationale for gender mainstreaming.  

2. Secondly, women in Cambodia are the predominant collectors, users and managers of water in domestic use as well as for 

irrigated and rain-fed crops. Thus, gender mainstreaming endeavours to take advantage of women’s experiences and recognise 

that women support households and communities to mitigate and adapt to climate change through valuable skills passed down 

through generations.  

3. Thirdly, women are often excluded from decision making processes on resource management and disaster risks response. This 

exclusion is worsened as women carry a disproportionate burden in dealing with climate change effects in their communities.  

4. Lastly, gender mainstreaming aims to develop effective management of water resources and agricultural productivity to 

recognise the importance of women as key agents in sustainable agricultural development.  This reinforces the Cambodian 

government’s commitment to promote gender and equality in the National Strategic Development Plan and MAFF Gender Policy.  

Strategy for Gender Mainstreaming  

As an operational strategy, gender mainstreaming seeks to bring a gendered perspective to every aspect of project policy, programme 

and implementation. Gender mainstreaming is mainly conducted through:  

1. Gender assessment of targeted project areas;  

2. Promoting gender equality in and throughout project implementation;  

3. Instilling an understanding of gender related concerns and responsibilities in project staff’s terms of reference;  

4. Adopting gender responsive budgeting;  

5. Using gender sensitive indicators for monitoring and evaluation; and  

6. Providing gender activities to address differing needs of women and men.  

This strategy proposes adding to the current project document, new activities and indicators that are gender sensitive to the needs of 

women in water resources management, disaster preparedness and agricultural productivity.  

Developing a Gender Action Plan 

Another component of this project is the development of a specific Gender Action Plan (GAP) of the NAPA follow-up project. This sets out 

the project gender goals, outlines required activities and includes indicators to track progress for evaluation.  

Cambodia’s GAP identified four principal issues to be address: 

1. Information dissemination on climate change; 
2. Demonstrate climate-resilient rice and other crops; 
3. Improve access to water for domestic use, in addition to the present project focus on water for irrigation; 
4. Raising awareness for men and women on risks (and adaptive measures) of climate change. 

Gender Goals 

Four core gender goals are at the heart of Cambodia’s engendering strategy. These are to: 

1. Improve the utilisation of climatic information of vulnerable persons and women.  

2. Ensure that women have better access to water resources for household use. 

3. Enabling women to benefit from climate resilient farming practice and crop varieties.  

4. Increase women receiving extension services on climate change resilient farming techniques by increasing their participation in 

project activities.  

In achieving these goals, extensive initiatives are required across a wide array of issues such as updating the commune database on 

resilient farming practice and crop varieties, conducting situational analysis on drinking water deficits and women’s participation in formal 

and informal Water User Groups and in Farmer Field Schools, and training women in leadership as well as the technical aspects of water 

use, solar and wind power technology and crop varieties.  
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PROJECT CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS 

Major Project Challenges 

Cambodia is undergoing a process of decentralisation. Provincial, district and community agencies now have greater responsibility. While 

focusing on building local capacity and implementation of adaptation measures, two main challenges arise.  

First, MAFF is not the focal institution for sub-national planning processes and de-concentration; this is a new territory for the institution. 

Second, the project is only focused on climate change in the agriculture and water sectors. In order to holistically mainstream climate 

change into sub-national planning process, the project would have to widen its scope to other sectors, such as health, gender and 

children and natural resource management. Neither the project nor MAFF have a mandate or the expertise in these disciplines. MAFF, 

UNDP, IFAD and UNCDF are discussing modalities of how climate change mainstreaming can be implemented in alignment with the on-

going sub-national planning procedures being developed by the Ministry of Interiors and Ministry of Planning in a holistic manner.  

In an effort to mainstream climate change into agriculture, this project was incorporated into an on-going IFAD/UNDP-funded Rural 

Livelihood Improvement Project (RULIP). Nevertheless, adding a layer of climate change adaptation into an existing project has been 

challenging. One difficulty is synthesizing the two projects due to the differences in timing of annual work plans. To overcome this 

problem, the work plans for both projects will be formulated jointly to ensure that both have clear climate change milestones for 2012. 

Major Gender Mainstreaming Challenges 

In addition to the above project challenges, there are three key institutional challenges that arise from mainstreaming gender within the 
NAPA.  

First, the complex institutional structure of the NAPA follow-up project, with a multiplicity of players at all levels, presents both a 
constraint and opportunity for the Provisional Department of Women’s Affairs (PDOWA). If the PDOWA are the sole organisers of gender 
related activities, the concern is that gender will be marginalised as a PDOWA issue. Instead, the solution should be to allow district and 
commune staff to implement the report on gender related activities as well, building on the PDOWA’s technical support.  

Secondly, while PDOWA has adapted the questionnaires from other projects to use for NAPA, these have a limited understanding of 
climate change and gender. They have requested the NAPA project assist the review of their questionnaires and support gender training.  

Thirdly, the lack of practical guidelines creates implementation problems in gender mainstreaming for the identified projects. So far the 

approach has been on an ad hoc basis in conducting research to assess public awareness of climate change and adaptation practices. One 

NGO, the Society for Conservation of Wildlife, was hired to implement a climate change awareness campaign and outreach activities, but 

no gender dimension existed. Thus, it will be important to develop gender mainstreaming in the work of these NGOs and develop gender-

sensitive communication material that builds on both men and women’s experiences and awareness on climate change.  

LESSONS LEARNED 

Results and Learning  

Key lessons from Vulnerability Reduction Assessment (VRA):  

The VRA measures the changing climate vulnerabilities of target communities in order to design activities that respond to their needs and 

Successful Practice 

Key Successes The Gender Action Plan was a very important tool in the process of mainstreaming gender into UNDP 

Cambodia’s Energy and Environment Portfolio. The use of sex disaggregated data collection and evaluation 

was a particular success of the project in terms of identifying inter-linkages of climate change and gender.  

What Factors 
Supported Success 

Climate change awareness trainings, exchange visits and the regional workshop have been instrumental in 

increasing government counterparts’ and project staff’s knowledge of climate change adaptation. This 

enabled regional practitioners to share knowledge with other countries facing similar climate change-related 

risks.  

Relevant 
Information 

Personnel training through the three-day workshop focused on mainstreaming gender within agriculture and 

water resource adaptation practices. Capacity building of project teams has also helped communities and 

government staff to gain a better understanding of climate change and its relevance to their work.  
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assess the project’s success and limitations in reducing climate change risks. 
(i) Ideally, the VRA should be conducted before the formulation of a project document in order to reflect the views and needs of 

the targeted communities. Here, the VRA was conducted after project design. Nevertheless, findings show that the project can 
still respond within the project framework by modifying project plan activities to meet the needs of the farmers.  

(ii) The VRA should adapt to the local calendar as much as possible. The VRA was conducted during the growing season, which 
excluded some of the most economically active people. Accordingly, their views may not have been well captured.  

(iii) Meeting the VRA facilitators to review the VRA questions is importance to ensure common understanding of vernacular and 
terminologies. Terminologies like ‘adapt’ and ‘predict’, for example, were easily confused by the facilitators which in turn 
confused the villagers.    

(iv) In order to overcome group dynamics and ensure proper gender sensitivity, the project was able to obtain women’s views by 
conducting VRA with women and men separately before combining the scores. This revealed that climate change is affecting 
women differently.  

Key lessons reveal the need for the following actions:  

1. Bolster local institutional capacity: While Cambodia is undergoing a process of decentralisation, efforts to develop the capacity of 

provincial and local agencies have been limited thus far. Outcome 1 addresses this by focusing on local capacity development and 

integrating project interventions with broader social and economic development programmes. 

2. Clearly identify the risks that are specific to the implementation of the project: One limitation to the project’s success is the 
fragmented nature of governance, as typified by a lack of coordination among different sectoral agencies. The project design tried to 
avoid previous models of shared implementation, by embedding it into the MAFF overall project management unit and with the support 
of a multi-agency Project Board. Another risk is the suspension of salary supplements. Despite initiating processes to resolve these issues, 
these issues have affected the recruitment of government counterparts and delayed implementation of project activities. 

3. Develop incentives for adaptation: The lack of awareness and technical capacity in identifying and implementing practical adaptation 
options is to be addressed through Outcome 2. As local stakeholders remain largely unaware of the potential impacts of climate change, 
incentives to explore appropriate solutions remain limited. The project aims to improve awareness of climate change by sub-contracting 
NGOs with expertise in community education through Outcome 3.  

4. Develop gender mainstreaming at the project’s beginning: the most important recommendation for future gender mainstreaming is to 
identify gender concerns from the outset, during the design phase of the project. By setting gender-sensitive objectives, outcomes and 
activities throughout the entire project cycle, this creates a joint “vision” among stakeholders of what the project can achieve.  

Sustainability  

The project has strong government support at both central and local levels. The Strategy for Agriculture and Water 2010-2013 (SAW) has 

identified six priority programs to implement. The SAW has six pillars: (i) policy and regulation; (ii) institutional capacity building and 

human resource development, (iii) food security, (iv) research and education; (v) agri-business and marketing, and (vi) water resource 

management and agricultural land management. The project will contribute to pillars 1, 4 and 6 of the SAW through climate change policy 

recommendations based on project lessons; providing of research funding to develop climate resilient agricultural technologies; and 

demonstrating climate resilient water resources management and agricultural practices. This will effectively mainstream climate change 

adaptation into national policies for agriculture and water resources, ensuring sustainability.  

Replicability  
The project seeks to facilitate learning of climate change adaptation measures. For example, by developing learning networks in 

association with several national NGOs, developing and delivering training modules for the new Farmer Water User Committees (FWUC) 

Service Centre, and awareness raising campaigns through various forms of media. The project also incorporates international replication 

measures through Outcome 3 that link to the GEF-supported Adaptation Learning Mechanism (ALM) and the UNDP Cambodia facilitated 

Solution Exchange. 

Gender Training 

A Rapid Gender Assessment (RGA) was undertaken in the two target provinces Preah Vihear and Kratie to capture key gender dimensions 

and guide activities of the Annual Gender Action Plan facilitated by the UNDP and ENERGIA. The key focus areas for gender 

responsiveness to climate change were: early warning systems; water for irrigation; domestic water; and agriculture productivity.  

Overall, the RGA found that in Kratie, there were very few trainings delivered in the villages, and in particular no trainings that were tailor-
made or responsive to women’s particular activities such as chicken raising and home gardening. Moreover, while women received more 
training than men in Preah Vihear, they had more difficulty in absorbing the information given their lower education and commitment to 
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child care. Similarly, more information is needed on storm, lightning, and weather forecasts for men and women. Yet, access to preferred 
media for information, such as radios, were usually monopolised by men in the rice fields. Instead, the RGA findings suggest that village-
based information systems are more suitable for women who cannot access early warning system information. The Commune Council 
should support each village and make a proposal for reactivating and revitalising the system to emphasis the role of women both as 
recipients and actors. Capacity building for women to empower them to apply their skills is a key concern in the RGA.  

Water Collection 

Natural disasters affect women and children more than men as women are responsible for housework such as cooking, cleaning, 

gardening, and collecting water.  The average distance from the house to the water point varies between 200 to 500 meters in Kratie, and 

50 to 2000 metres in Preah Vihear. In the raining seasons, women draw on domestic water from rainwater and grey water “under the 

house” which can have significant health effects such as malaria, dengue and typhoid. This is a paramount concern during flooding as 

temporary shelters have scarce domestic water. Women and children are most the affected. The RGA suggests one way to improve access 

to water is by giving each village chief a map detailing sources of suitable water, both for irrigation and domestic use. The partnership 

with GRET, a French NGO, in three of the villages in Kratie province suggests another way to improve water distribution. GRET proposes a 

model whereby families pay 30% of the total costs of accessing water, while the rest is covered by GRET. The NAPA follow-up envisages 

subsidizing part of the families’ contribution through a partnership with GRET.  

Women’s participation 

While the FWUC in Kratie were designed to allow women to be involved in planning and preparation of pumps and accessories, the recent 

RGA demonstrates the scheme is not working due to the need to rehabilitate a bigger irrigation scheme upstream. Moreover, men are 

still being more engaged than women in focus groups. Further, notwithstanding the initial technical training, gender roles still provide a 

significant obstacle as many women could not apply the skills they did learn as they were limited by what they could convince their 

husbands.  
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