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Preah Monivong Community providing testimony


	  



	Forced Evictions Rampant in Cambodia 
Update 9 October 2006 

Land disputes and forced evictions have reached crisis proportions in Cambodia in recent years. Many land disputes have roots in the conditions created by land privatisation in the late 1980s and have been exacerbated by the political nature of the allocation and privatisation programmes by the Royal Government of Cambodia. While these processes were ostensibly intended to provide users of land with greater security by providing them legal title, they have thus far proved counterproductive. Indeed, implementation of these policies has diverted resources including housing, land and property away from ordinary citizens and farmers to the benefit of a powerful elite. A good example of this is the AB Preah Monivong Community in Phnom Penh. 

The Royal Government of Cambodia plans to evict 168 families (over 800 residents) living near Preah Monivong Hospital and use the land for commercial purposes. The Community was threatened with forced eviction by the Cambodian Ministry of Interior in February 2005 when it claimed ownership of the land and declared all residents to be squatters. Approximately 40 families have lived on the site since 1988 when the Hospital Chief suggested that hospital staff and their families occupy the land so they could be in the vicinity of the hospital for shift work, and on standby for emergency situations. A further 100 families who returned from refugee camps on the Thai border were settled on the land in 1993 once they secured employment at the hospital. However, none of the families were provided with legal documents authorising their use of the land. 

The Ministry of Interior has decided to transfer the ownership of the hospital and surrounding land, which is prime real estate in the heart of Phnom Penh, to the Royal Group. The Royal Group, which is financed by major international companies such as ANZ Bank and Millicom International Cellular S.A, is expected to find a new location for the hospital and utilise the prime real estate for commercial purposes. The Monivong Community was informed in late June by Mr Kith Meng of the Royal Group and MobiTel during a series of intimidating meetings that forced evictions would commence on 5 July 2006. 

The plight of the Monivong Community is not uncommon in Cambodia. It is not unusual for government authorities in Cambodia to forcibly evict entire communities from their lands and homes, especially in urban areas, without providing any alternative housing or adequate resettlement. Jean du Plessis, Executive Director of COHRE, noted, “International law demands that governments and local authorities only evict in exceptional circumstances and after consideration of all possible alternatives to eviction. It is clear that this has not occurred in the case of the 168 families of the Preah Monivong Community. COHRE urges the Cambodian government to immediately halt the planned forced eviction and instead engage with the families in a consultation process aimed at developing the site without the need for evictions or other human rights violations.” Du Plessis added, “Given Cambodia’s increasingly poor human rights reputation, both internationally and domestically, it would seem ill-advised for the Government to allow further human rights violations to be carried out.” 

COHRE’s Research Officer on Cambodia, Rhodri Williams, observed, “The way in which land distribution and privatisation programmes have been implemented in Cambodia ultimately decreased rather than increased tenure security and access to land, particularly for the poor. During the 1990s, the Royal Government conceded rights to huge tracts of land to investors and speculators for commercial gain, and failed to protect the land and housing rights of its ordinary citizens.” 

The Royal Government of Cambodia has a crucially important responsibility for ensuring that land is redistributed in a fair and equitable manner, in accordance with the law, facilitating long-term sustainable development. However, this has all too often not occurred, and most land concessions to date have been given to local and international companies that have strong links with the political elite. 

It is unclear whether the political will exists in Cambodia to introduce a consistent and transparent policy of development and land management that benefits the poor population. Some positive steps have been made in putting in place a legal framework and, more recently, a new National Authority on Land Dispute Resolution. However, the patronage system which exists at most if not all levels of government in Cambodia is a major obstacle. It has created a situation where a range of essential public services (ranging from issuance of land title certificates to medical treatment and education) depend on the payment of bribes which are unaffordable to most Cambodians. This is further worsened by the fact that many members of the political and economic elite in Cambodia remain implicated in illegal claims to and transactions in land. 

The Royal Government should be urged, pressured, and assisted by all parties to tackle this problem head-on in order to reverse current trends, and to vigorously implement policies and programmes that will promote and protect the right to land tenure security and adequate housing of all its citizens. If this does not occur, there will be many more communities that will face the predicament of the Preah Monivong Community which currently exists in limbo, constantly in the shadow of forced evictions. 


