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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

• In recent decades, Cambodia and Vietnam have enjoyed strong and deepening 
bilateral ties, but their relations are not without contention. 

 

• The unfinished demarcation of their land border has caused persistent disputes 
between the two countries. This has not only shaped Cambodia’s domestic politics 
but also contributed to the lingering suspicion among certain Cambodians about 
Vietnam’s expansionist intentions. 

 

• Ethnic Vietnamese immigrants in Cambodia remain a long-standing problem that 
has been exploited to fuel nationalist and anti-Vietnamese sentiments in Cambodia. 

 

• Popular views on Vietnam’s role in Cambodia, particularly regarding its liberation 
of Cambodia from the Khmer Rouge regime, have been highly divisive, creating 
tensions in Cambodian society.  

 

• Cambodia needs to work both independently and collaboratively with Vietnam to 
find ways to resolve these important issues to ensure healthy and sustainable 
Cambodia-Vietnam ties.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Bilateral relations between Cambodia and Vietnam can be considered a love-hate 
relationship. As immediate neighbours with a long history of engagement, collaboration and 
hostility, the two countries have been both friends and enemies. Following the fall of the 
Khmer Empire in the 15th century, weakened Cambodia was constantly threatened by its 
two more powerful neighbours, Thailand and Vietnam. To counter the threat from Thailand, 
Cambodia would establish an alliance with Vietnam and vice versa. Cambodia’s formal 
relationship with Vietnam began in the early 1600s when Cambodian King Chey Chetha II 
married a daughter of Vietnamese Lord Nguyen Hy Tong. 1  Through the alliance, 
Vietnamese migrants were permitted to settle in Khmer territory. The complex relationship 
between the two countries and between Cambodia and Thailand have also led to 
Cambodia’s diminishing independence over the past centuries. 
 
The Kingdom of Cambodia, which gained independence from France in 1953, officially 
established diplomatic ties with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam on 24 June 1967. The 
relationship was, however, beset with many challenges, both domestic and geopolitical. 
Despite the ups and downs in their relationship, particularly during the 1970s and 1980s, 
Cambodia and Vietnam have managed to maintain amicable relations over the past four 
decades. Notably, both countries have often used such terms as “good neighbourliness, 
traditional friendship, comprehensive cooperation, and long-lasting stability” to describe 
their contemporary ties.2 
 
During a state visit by Vietnamese President Nguyen Xuan Phuc to Cambodia in late 
December 2021, Cambodia and Vietnam signed seven agreements covering key areas of 
bilateral cooperation such as security, defence, education, trade, border, and justice.3 To 
mark the 55th anniversary of their diplomatic relations (1967-2022), both countries have 
agreed to “promote high level contacts and delegation exchanges at all levels, [and] 
encourage people-to-people exchanges, especially between bordering provinces.”4 They 
also emphasized the importance of educating the youth of both countries about their “time-
honored friendship, solidarity and mutual trust.”5 
 
Notwithstanding their strong and deepening ties,6 some unresolved issues remain. This 
article discusses three of these, namely the unfinished border demarcation process, ethnic 
Vietnamese immigrants, and conflicting views on Vietnam’s role in Cambodia. The article 
will then outline the way forward to ensure stable bilateral relations. 
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KEY UNRESOLVED ISSUES 
 
Unfinished Border Demarcation  
 
One of the key issues between the two countries is the ongoing border dispute caused by 
the unfinished demarcation of their land border. Thus far, only 84 per cent of the border 
(1,270 km in length) has been officially demarcated.7  The undemarcated border areas 
remain a bone of contention. For example, in April 2020, a total of 31 military tents or 
shelters set up by Vietnamese authorities, were discovered in an undemarcated area along 
the border, prompting the Cambodian embassy in Hanoi to demand that the Vietnamese 
side take them down.8 Vietnam explained that the shelters were built for its forces to 
guard the area against illegal immigrants that could potentially spread COVID-19.9 After 
some diplomatic exchanges, Vietnam agreed to remove the tents once the pandemic was 
over. 
 
The border issue with Vietnam remains a hot and sensitive topic in Cambodia. In July 
2020, Cambodian Confederation of Unions leader Rong Chhun was arrested after he 
alleged that there were irregularities in the demarcation process and that some 
Cambodian villagers had lost their land as a result. He was sentenced to two years in 
prison for incitement to cause serious disorder to social security.10 Around 20 young 
activists were also arrested for protesting for his release. Sam Rainsy, a former leader of 
the now-dissolved opposition party, the Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP), has 
been at the forefront of the border issue, constantly accusing the Cambodian government, 
especially Prime Minister Hun Sen, of ceding Cambodian land to Vietnam and allowing 
Vietnamese immigrants to live illegally in Cambodia. He has long exploited the 
Cambodia-Vietnam border issue and anti-Vietnamese sentiments to achieve political 
gains. Now living in exile in France, he has been sentenced many times in absentia on 
defamation and incitement charges, some of which were related to the sensitive border 
issue. 
 
At present, many Cambodians share a belief that Vietnam harbours expansionist intentions 
and wants to encroach on Cambodia’s land whenever possible, despite the fact that anti-
Vietnamese sentiments in Cambodia appear to have declined in recent years.11 Believing 
that Cambodia had lost Kampuchea Krom (Lower Cambodia) and the island of Koh Tral 
(Phu Quoc in Vietnamese) to Vietnam in the past, these people are concerned that more land 
may be lost to their eastern neighbour. Such a belief remains prevalent in certain segments 
of the Cambodian population, preventing advancement towards sustainable and truly 
amicable ties between the two countries, particularly at the people-to-people level. It also 
continues to affect the legitimacy of the Cambodian government, which has been repeatedly 
accused of operating under Vietnam’s influence.12 
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Ethnic Vietnamese Immigrants 
 
Another issue that affects Cambodia-Vietnam relations concerns unregistered or illegal 
Vietnamese immigrants in Cambodia. According to the National Institute of Statistics of 
Cambodia, ethnic Vietnamese made up 0.3 per cent (about 45,500 people) of the Cambodian 
population of 15.1 million in 2014. Meanwhile, a 2019-2020 national survey shows that 
there were 27,477 ethnic Vietnamese (or 0.2 per cent of the Cambodian population) in 
Cambodia.13 However, estimates on the number of ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia do 
differ. For example, one source claims the number to be between 400,000 and 700,000, 
around 90 per cent of whom have no birth certificates or identity cards.14 Another reported 
that in 2019, Cambodia had a total of 80,000 immigrants, 72,000 (about 90 per cent) of 
whom were Vietnamese. 15  These conflicting figures suggest the complexity of the 
Vietnamese immigrant issue in Cambodia. 
 
Due to the Cambodian government’s seemingly laissez-faire approach toward Vietnamese 
immigrants in Cambodia, the issue remains a sensitive topic that continues to influence 
Cambodian politics and cause division among Cambodian people. It has long been a sticking 
point between the two neighbours,16 which can be exploited to fuel nationalist fervour and 
anti-Vietnamese sentiments among Cambodians, particularly during election campaigns.  
 
In 2019, Cambodian authorities relocated 4,563 families (54 per cent or 2,480 families were 
of Vietnamese origin) living in floating houses on the Tonle Sap River in Kampong 
Chhnang Province to live in a designated 40-hectare land area. This move drew much 
criticism that Cambodia was giving away land to the Vietnamese, 17  reinforcing the 
suspicion that the Cambodian government is a “Vietnamese puppet.” There has been a long-
held conspiracy theory that the current Cambodian government might not be able to operate 
independently of Vietnamese influence because it was installed by Vietnam in the 1980s.18 
This logic appears to lack concrete supporting evidence, particularly given Cambodia’s 
closer alignment with China than with Vietnam and its responses to the South China Sea 
disputes, which show that Cambodia operates independently of Vietnam’s influence and 
strategic interests.19 However, the Cambodian government’s current approach (i.e. lack of 
strong measures in dealing with unregistered Vietnamese immigrants) fails to dispel doubts 
and criticism about its close ties with Vietnam. 
 
Conflicting Views on Vietnam’s Role in Cambodia 
 
Cambodia went through one of the darkest periods in its modern history in the 1970s when 
the genocidal Khmer Rouge regime (1975-1979) killed almost two million Cambodians, or 
around 20 per cent of the Cambodian population at the time. Thanks to the help of 
Vietnamese forces, the brutal Khmer Rouge regime was ousted on 7 January 1979. 
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However, after the collapse of the Khmer Rouge, Vietnamese troops continued to stay on 
in Cambodia for ten more years, until 1989.  
 
The date 7 January marks the collapse of the Khmer Rouge regime, and has been celebrated 
as “Liberation Day” or “Victory Day” by the Cambodian government led by the ruling 
Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). The celebration pays homage to Vietnam’s critical role 
in liberating Cambodia from the genocidal regime. However, the same date has also been 
viewed entirely differently by opposition parties and government detractors. To them, 7 
January should be remembered as the day that Vietnam invaded and occupied Cambodia 
for ten years. These conflicting interpretations have created “division rather than unity, 
hostility rather than harmony, and tensions rather than cooperation among Cambodians.”20  
 
Perhaps cognizant of the controversies surrounding the meanings of 7 January, the CPP has 
changed how the historic date is celebrated. In the past two years, fewer activities were held 
and less energy put into the celebration. The COVID-19 pandemic has been cited as the 
reason for the change. However, some analysts argued that the key reasons were more of a 
political and strategic nature.21  
 
It should be noted that the importance of 7 January in the CPP’s political discourse is also 
declining as Hun Sen, who came to power during the 1980s with the support of Vietnam, 
has announced his intention to step down after the 2023 elections. The CPP has endorsed 
Lieutenant General Hun Manet, Hun Sen’s oldest son, as a prime minister candidate. To 
prepare Hun Manet for his political campaigns, the CPP needs to adopt a political strategy 
and a rhetoric that fit his background and achievements, and these have nothing to do with 
his father’s legacy involving 7 January. Thus, the CPP is aiming to move away from the 
controversial and divisive 7 January narrative that it has used for decades.  
 
The new strategy can also be seen as part of Cambodia’s bid to distance itself from Vietnam. 
As mentioned above, 7 January serves as a reminder of both Vietnam’s help to liberate 
Cambodia from the Khmer Rouge regime and its decade-long occupation of Cambodia in 
the 1980s. Thus, the CPP may want to move beyond this controversial date to prepare for 
future elections while limiting Vietnam’s influence and the conspiracy theory surrounding 
it. All of these take place against the backdrop of the CPP receiving strong backing from 
China while facing no credible challengers in the coming elections. 
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THE WAY FORWARD 
 
 
To overcome the above challenges, the two countries should consider measures to expedite 
the border demarcation process. At the same time, the Cambodian government should also 
find ways to properly address the issue of Vietnamese immigrants and reconcile conflicting 
views among the Cambodian public about historical issues related to Vietnam. 
 
Expedite the Border Demarcation Process 
 
While working on technical and legal documents,22 it is essential that both sides expedite 
the border demarcation process and complete the planting of border markers as soon as 
possible. This can help mitigate doubts and concerns among Cambodian people about 
Vietnam’s expansionist intentions. Due to historical reasons, many Cambodians still believe 
that Vietnam always tries to encroach on Cambodian land whenever feasible. Anti-
Vietnamese sentiments remain high, particularly whenever news about border issues with 
Vietnam arises. Moreover, due to the unfinished border demarcation process and other 
issues such as Vietnamese immigrants in Cambodia, Vietnam has been “the convenient 
target for the opposition parties to attack the ruling party so as to consolidate their political 
positions among voters.”23 As long as these issues remain, opposition parties in Cambodia 
will continue to play “the Vietnam card” to achieve political gains, reinforcing anti-
Vietnamese sentiments and affecting bilateral ties, especially people-to-people exchanges. 
 
Address the Vietnamese Immigrant Issue 
 
The issue concerning Vietnamese immigrants in Cambodia is complex because many of 
them have been living in the Kingdom for decades. Their children were born in Cambodia 
and live their lives as Cambodians. However, they are still considered Vietnamese as their 
parents are Vietnamese immigrants, some of whom have not obtained legal rights to remain 
in Cambodia. 
 
It is essential that the Cambodian government find innovative and inclusive ways to solve 
this long-standing problem. The government needs to establish specific requirements or 
criteria to grant citizenship or permanent residence to Vietnamese people who have lived in 
Cambodia for many years. Vietnamese immigrants who cannot fulfil the requirements have 
to face deportation. This is a controversial approach, yet it needs to be done to pave the way 
for a sustainable relationship between the two neighbours. 
 
The success of this process requires political will from both governments, particularly the 
Cambodian side. The goal is to ensure that Vietnamese people who have resided in 
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Cambodia for many years, albeit without legal rights, can lead their lives on equal terms as 
Cambodians, provided that they meet a set of criteria designed for this purpose. A clear and 
transparent immigration policy on Vietnamese immigrants needs to be established. The 
development of such a policy also needs to consider inputs from stakeholders from both 
countries, including “government officials, historians, researchers, academics, teachers, 
students, youth representatives and other concerned individuals or groups in the public, 
private and non-governmental sectors.”24  
 
Reconcile the Conflicting Views on Vietnam 
 
Although Vietnam helped liberate Cambodia from the Khmer Rouge regime, it occupied 
Cambodia for a decade, which have led many Western scholars to consider the intervention 
an “invasion.”25 This historical fact should not be denied, distorted, or politicised and be 
allowed to breed a culture of division, animosity and prejudice between Cambodians and 
Vietnamese.  
 
In the same vein, the competing interpretations of 7 January—“Liberation Day” versus 
“Invasion Day”—have created two dominant political narratives in Cambodia, which are 
harmful to not only Cambodian politics and society but also to Cambodia-Vietnam ties. It 
is vital to reconcile the conflicting views regarding the meanings of 7 January and the legacy 
of Vietnam’s removal of the Khmer Rouge. Leaders and politicians of both countries should 
“leave the debate on the meanings of this historic event to historians who are capable of 
grounding their argument in sources and critiques rather than specific political agendas.”26 
 
It is also crucial for leaders and supporters of both the ruling and opposition parties, 
particularly the now-dissolved CNRP, to accept 7 January as “both the historic day that 
Vietnam liberated Cambodia from the Khmer Rouge and the day that Vietnam placed 
Cambodia under a decade-long occupation.”27 Promoting one narrative over the other is not 
helpful because it perpetuates social and political division in Cambodia and encourages anti-
Vietnamese sentiments among the Cambodian people. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Given the current context of Cambodian politics, which is shaped by both internal and 
external factors, such as national interests, nationalist sentiments, electoral politics, and the 
intensifying US-China strategic rivalry, it can be challenging for Cambodia to maintain 
good relations with Vietnam due to their long history of animosity and distrust. Although 
the challenges to bilateral ties identified in this article seem to be under control as both 
governments are generally on friendly terms, there is no guarantee that this will remain the 
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case in the future. Both countries, especially Cambodia, should therefore find ways to 
address these challenges.  
 
With Hun Manet being endorsed by his father as the prime minister candidate from the CPP, 
the prospects of the Cambodia-Vietnam relationship remain uncertain. If Hun Manet is to 
become prime minister and follows in his father’s footsteps to consolidate power and 
maintain stability in Cambodia’s ties with its neighbours, Cambodia and Vietnam are likely 
to remain on good terms. However, in the improbable event that he introduces political 
reforms and embraces liberal democracy, Cambodia-Vietnam relations will take a new 
direction, with issues in bilateral ties risking being politicised for electoral gains. 
 
As China’s influence in Cambodia and the broader region grows, the Kingdom is in a 
delicate situation. It needs to carefully manage relations with Vietnam to avoid antagonizing 
China, its largest aid provider, foreign investor, and trading partner.28 However, Cambodia 
also needs to maintain good and stable relations with Vietnam due to the latter’s proximity 
and economic, political as well as security significance to the country. 
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