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Since 2015, the Cambodian government has been addressing the politically and diplomatically sensitive
issue of illegal Vietnamese immigrants through methods such as documentation, deportation, eviction,
relocation and registration. In this picture, Cambodia’s Prime minister Hun Sen (R) and his then Vietnamese
counterpart Nguyen Xuan Phuc (L) inspect the guard of honour during a welcome ceremony at the
Presidential Palace in Hanoi on 4 October 2019. Photo: Nhac NGUYEN/AFP.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
•

Since 2015, the Cambodian government has been addressing the politically and
diplomatically sensitive issue of illegal Vietnamese immigrants through methods such as
documentation, deportation, eviction, relocation and registration.

•

These actions are the ruling Cambodian People’s Party’s response to the opposition
Cambodia National Rescue Party’s successful politicisation of anti-Vietnamese sentiments
among Cambodian voters.

•

The Cambodian government’s Vietnamese immigrant policies also serve the ecological
development goal of improving Cambodian water systems, as well as beautifying and
developing its urban areas.

•

Given Cambodia’s asymmetrical power relationship with Vietnam and the sensitive issue
of illegal Vietnamese immigrants, the closer bond between Cambodia and China serves as
an enabling factor for the Cambodian government in adopting tougher policies.

•

The Cambodian government’s measures will however neither reduce the fear held by many
Cambodians of Vietnamese domination nor will they alleviate the potential diplomatic
fallout.
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INTRODUCTION
Since 2015, the Cambodian government, under the control of the Cambodian People’s Party
(CCP), has taken measures to address the long-standing issue of Vietnamese immigrants living
in Cambodia. These measures include documentation, deportation, eviction, relocation and reregistration of Vietnamese immigrants. Against this backdrop, extant literature has focused on
controversies over alleged violations of the human rights of Vietnamese immigrants, their
liminal citizenship status, and anti-Vietnamese sentiments in Cambodia.1 Unlike these works,
this article offers a preliminary analysis of under-discussed factors that underlie the Cambodian
government’s current policies towards Vietnamese immigrants. These include: (1) the
Cambodian National Rescue Party’s (CNRP) successful politicisation of anti-Vietnamese
sentiments among voters; (2) Cambodia’s improved state capacity and changing needs; and (3)
Cambodia’s narrowing power gap with Vietnam due to increasingly close Sino-Cambodian
relations.

BRIEF HISTORY OF ETHNIC VIETNAMESE IN CAMBODIA
The influence of the Vietnamese court over Cambodia in the 1600s made possible the
settlement of ethnic Vietnamese in the country. French colonisation of Indochina in the 19th
century further facilitated the movement of ethnic Vietnamese into Cambodia. Particularly,
French colonial policies of agro-industry development and administrative consolidation led to
the recruitment of ethnic Vietnamese to staff the French colonial bureaucracy and work in the
rubber plantations in Cambodia. 2 The French colonial administration also encouraged
Vietnamese traders to settle in Cambodia. A significant Vietnamese population continued to
live in Cambodia following Vietnam’s independence from France in 1945. The Vietnamese
community in Cambodia subsequently grew, to approximately 450,000 members by 1970.3
Between 1970 and 1979, this minority group faced state-sanctioned anti-Vietnamese
campaigns, which led to the expulsion of approximately 200,000 ethnic Vietnamese to Vietnam
under the Lon Nol regime (1970-1975). Still worse, the ultranationalist Khmer Rouge
government forced many to flee to Vietnam and undertook ethnic cleansing policies against
those remaining in Cambodia.4
Following the Vietnamese military intervention in Cambodia in 1979, many ethnic Vietnamese
who had previously been forced to leave Cambodia returned. In addition to these returnees
were new Vietnamese immigrants who moved in to settle in Cambodia. The Khmer resistance
movements against the Vietnamese army and the new People’s Republic of Kampuchea
claimed that a “settler colonization of Cambodia” was occurring. Hoang Minh Vu contests
such a claim, arguing that the movement of people from Vietnam to Cambodia in the 1980s
was the outcome of a “refugee crisis” caused by an “economic collapse” associated with
“draconian economic, monetary, land, and political reforms” imposed on southern Vietnam by
the communist government following the unification of the country in 1975.5 He further states
that “There was no need for the Vietnamese government to institute a policy of settler
colonialism; people were simply voting with their feet.”6 This is the locus of the controversy
over ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia. Independent sources estimate the number of ethnic
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Vietnamese living in Cambodia to be between 400,000 and 700,000. 7 These immigrants
engage in diverse economic activities such as trade, retail, carpentry, mechanical repair,
restaurants, construction, and fishing. A large number of them live on floating houses on rivers
and lakes, particularly the Tonle Sap Lake and the Mekong and Bassac Rivers. There is a
widespread belief among Cambodians that most ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia are not
descendants of those who had lived in the country before the war. Rather, they were those who
accompanied the invading Vietnamese army in 1979 and their descendants, or more recent
immigrants.
Since 2015, the Cambodian government has identified approximately 70,000 Vietnamese who
possess “irregular administrative documents”.8 The new immigration laws require that these
people apply with a fee for a residency card, which is subject to renewal every two years; in
year seven, they are eligible to apply for citizenship.9 The Cambodian government has also
tightened its immigration policies and, since 2015, has expelled 5,223 Vietnamese from the
country.10

CAUSES OF ACTIONS AGAINST ILLEGAL VIETNAMESE
IMMIGRANTS
Countering the CNRP’s Rise
Since Cambodia allowed multi-party elections in 1993, ethnic Vietnamese have become one
of the core campaign issues for opposition parties. They link the presence of ethnic Vietnamese
to Vietnam’s alleged broader intention of “swallowing Cambodia”. Such claims resonate
among many Cambodians, given the long history of animosity between the two countries and
Cambodia’s loss of territory to Vietnam’s southward expansion. Given the absence of exit polls
and survey data on voters’ behaviour, the effectiveness of opposition electoral appeals to antiVietnamese sentiments is unknown. However, the International Republican Institute’s (IRI)
multiple-year surveys on Cambodians’ opinions about the future of Cambodia allow us to
gauge the general appeal of the opposition parties’ anti-Vietnamese rhetoric. The IRI surveys
indicate that many Cambodians considered “illegal immigrants” a pressing issue for Cambodia,
to a level as salient as issues of corruption, inflation, nepotism, poverty, and the environment.11
Moreover, in 2013, 17 percent of respondents to the IRI Survey ranked “illegal immigrants” as
the reason for Cambodia moving in the wrong direction.12
Therefore, the issue of Vietnamese illegal immigrants has been, in Dr. Kin Phea’s words, “a
political wound for the CPP”.13 Arguably, the CPP government’s indecisiveness in addressing
the issue offered the opposition the pretext to label the CPP “a Vietnamese puppet”; this cost
the party much popular support in the 2013 national election.14
It should be noted that prior to the 2013 national election, the issue of Vietnamese immigrants
on the CPP’s electoral performance was mitigated by several other factors. The first was
divisions within the opposition camp. These, compounded by an electoral system that favours
large political parties, offered the CPP an advantage in capturing votes.
The second factor was the CPP’s institutional and resource strength which permitted it to
maintain nationwide and top-down patronage networks, and thus electoral domination.15 In the
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years leading up to the 2013 national election, however, rapid socio-economic transformation
lessened the CPP’s domination. Population growth in recent decades meant that youth
constituted the majority of voters. Being more educated, more politically active and engaged,
and more mobilized as a result of information technology, Cambodian youth began to seek
changes to the status quo dominated by the CPP.16
The third factor was the merger of the Human Rights Party and the Sam Rainsy Party into the
CNRP—a union that offered the opposition a united rural and urban front. These changes,
compounded by the CNRP’s intensified politicisation of the issue of Vietnamese immigrants,
boosted the party’s electoral gains in the 2013 general election to a level that shocked the CPP.
Particularly, in areas with large numbers of Vietnamese immigrants, the CNRP outperformed
the CPP.17 It was the first time that an opposition party was able to expand into and deepen its
electoral footprints in rural Cambodia, the CPP’s stronghold.18 It was at this critical juncture
that the CNRP became a clear and present danger to the CPP. These conditions forced the CPP
to initiate new policies to strengthen state capacity, promote economic development, and
address the issue of Vietnamese immigrants.
Development Goals and Increased State Capacity
If Vietnamese immigrants had been only an electoral issue for the CPP, then logically any
measure to address it would not have been necessary following the dissolution of the CNRP in
2017. However, as suggested earlier, one of the factors that undermined the CPP’s electoral
performance in 2013 was Cambodians’ dissatisfaction with the CPP’s patronage-based
development and its low state capacity. With the dissolution of its main political opponent—
the CNRP—the CPP realised that its future legitimacy and thus political domination rest on its
ability to strengthen state capacity and promote broad-based economic development, improve
social order, and strengthen national sovereignty. To improve state capacity, the CPP has
focused on strengthening state revenue mobilisation. Tax revenue increased substantially from
12.1 per cent of GDP in 2013 to 15.25 per cent in 2016, 19.4 per cent in 2019,19 and 20 per
cent in 2020. 20 Indicators of governance effectiveness significantly improved by 46.15
percentage points (from -0.91 in 2013 to -0.46 in 2020).21 Such increased state capacity allows
the government to address its development goals, including improving Cambodian water
systems, beautifying cities and towns, and restoring order so as to attract investment.
Beginning in 2012, as part of the government’s development plan, Phnom Penh and provincial
capital cities were required to enter a contest for the most “beautiful city”. Provincial
governors’ and city mayors’ potential promotions rested in part on their provinces’ success in
beautifying their provincial capitals. Furthermore, it should be noted that “cleaning up” the
floating communities (that were primarily but not exclusively ethnic Vietnamese) in Phnom
Penh opened up prime real estate areas along the river for investment, particularly from China.
In Kampong Chhnang, floating communities are also located in the vicinity of the provincial
capital. “Messy” floating communities, whose members raised fish in cages, allegedly
contaminated the areas’ ecosystems, violated people’s sense of orderliness, and consequently
reduced the value of nearby properties and investments.22 These floating communities included
ethnic Vietnamese, Khmer, and Cham (also called Khmer Islam). Thus, city development and
environmental improvement necessitated the eviction and relocation of Vietnamese people
along rivers and lakes.
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Sino-Cambodian Relations: An Enabling Factor
Given the historically close ties between the two countries’ ruling parties—the CPP and the
Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV)—Vietnam and Cambodia have maintained
comprehensive cooperation on key issues, including trade, security and diplomacy.23 Two-way
trade turnover has been increasing steadily since the early 2000s. Vietnamese exports to
Cambodia grew from US$81 million in 2000 to US$182 million in 2005, US$501 million in
2010, US$1.682 billion in 2017 and US$2.725 billion in 2019. 24 Cambodia’s exports to
Vietnam also increased substantially from US$20 million in 2000 to US$46 million in 2005,
US$96 million in 2010, US$326 million in 2017, and US$359 million in 2019.25 By 2019,
Vietnam had become Cambodia’s third-largest trading partner after China and the United
States.26 Vietnam is currently the third largest investor in Cambodia after China and South
Korea.27
Diplomatically, the two countries have also maintained high-level party and government
dialogues.28 Vietnam is a key CPP security partner, providing assistance in terms of training
and medical care for senior Cambodian military officers. During Cambodia’s border conflicts
with Thailand in 2008 and 2011, Vietnam provided security assistance—albeit limited in
scope—in response to requests from the Cambodian government. 29 Moreover, the ruling
parties of the two countries have worked closely to combat forces deemed “hostile” and
“unfriendly” toward their respective governments.30
At the same time, there are also issues that can potentially disrupt the seemingly close VietnamCambodia relations. Apart from the issue of Vietnamese immigrants in Cambodia, some
segments of the two countries’ border have not been demarcated, allowing border disputes to
persist. These are challenging issues within the context of the asymmetrical power relationship
between the two countries. Since Vietnam is more powerful than Cambodia, the latter needs to
exercise caution to avoid drawing reactions from the former in ways that could have a negative
impact on Cambodia’s security and economic interests. Such reactions could be Vietnam’s
non-cooperation on border issues or military training, for example.
But Cambodia’s asymmetrical power relationship with Vietnam began to change in the early
years of the 21st century when the rise of China provided new opportunities for Cambodia to
balance against its more powerful neighbours, Vietnam and Thailand, and Western powers.
China became Cambodia’s natural ally given its economic potential and ideological appeal.
Cambodia has also been a beachhead for China’s soft-power projection into Southeast Asia.31
In 2010, China and Cambodia upgraded their relations to the level of a “comprehensive
strategic partnership”. Consequently, the volume of two-way trade rose from US$1.4 billion in
2010 to US$9.53 billion in 2020.32 During the same period, China’s aid to Cambodia rose from
US$54.1 million in 2010 to US$420.56 million in 2020, while its investment in Cambodia
jumped from just over US$1 billion33 in 2010 to US$2.96 billion in 2019.34 Sino-Cambodian
military relations have also been strengthened, evidenced by increases in military aid, training
and annual joint military exercises.35 China also funded the renovation of Ream Naval Base,
which has drawn much scrutiny and suspicion of China’s geostrategic ambitions.36 Apparently,
closer Sino-Cambodian relations have provided Phnom Penh with more leverage, and enabled
it to narrow its perceived power gap with Vietnam. Cambodia has therefore been able to
reassert its sovereignty and tackle the sensitive issue of Vietnamese immigrants without being
too concerned about reprisals from Vietnam.37
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The Vietnamese government has not publicly protested over the Cambodian government’s
immigrant policies. Rather, it has extended its support by assisting poor Vietnamese to pay the
residency card fees, and creating employment opportunities for those resettled from Tonle Sap
Lake through Vietnamese companies operating in Cambodia.38 Arguably, the lack of public
protests by the Vietnamese government suggests that Vietnam is concerned that confrontation
with Cambodia over the issue might push the latter further into China’s orbit. Given its ongoing
territorial conflict with China in the South China Sea, and past efforts by China to encircle
Vietnam through its alliances with Democratic Kampuchea, the Vietnamese government seems
to fear history repeating itself.

CONCLUSION
Vietnam’s past territorial expansion and wars with Cambodia have made ethnic Vietnamese in
Cambodia an explosive political issue, even reaching the level of state-sanctioned
discrimination and massacre in the 1970s. The extent of the Cambodian public’s satisfaction
with their government’s recent actions against Vietnamese immigrants, as well as the
Vietnamese government’s reactions, remain to be seen. If the 70,000 Vietnamese who have
been granted temporary residency are denied citizenship status and deported to Vietnam, there
will likely be a strong reaction from the Vietnamese government. However, many Cambodians
will be frustrated if expulsions do not occur. The citizenship status of the thousands of
Vietnamese living in Cambodia remains a controversial issue and therefore, anti-Vietnamese
sentiments will continue to be salient in Cambodia for the foreseeable future.
However, the Cambodian government’s recent policy of granting temporary residency to
Vietnamese living in Cambodia with the possibility for them to become Cambodian citizens is
a step in the right direction in resolving a long-standing and contentious issue.
It should be noted that such a policy is effective only when the governments of both Cambodia
and Vietnam undertake two additional measures. First, the two governments need to strengthen
joint efforts in patrolling their porous borders to combat the flow of new illegal Vietnamese
immigrants into Cambodia. Second, the Cambodian government needs to strengthen the
capacity of, and reduce the venality within its immigration agency.
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