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ABSTRACT 

Cambodia’s agriculture sector remains the backbone of the country’s economy. Most of Cambodia’s 

people live in rural areas and rely heavily on agriculture for their livelihoods. In recent decades, the 

government has taken several steps to reform the agriculture sector and increase the effectiveness and 

efficiency of its extension and advisory services. However, farmers and rural producers remain vulnerable 

to climatic shocks and weather-related disasters, market fluctuations, poor governance, conflict, and 

disease. Access to reliable, timely, and relevant information is key for building sustainable food systems 

to support poverty alleviation and hunger reduction. In Cambodia, after the Green Revolution in the 

1980s, efforts were made to decrease the gap between small and large farm holders. However, the steps 

taken did not adequately support smallholder farmers. This paper evaluates the performance of the current 

extension and advisory system, identifies challenges faced, and analyzes constraints and opportunities for 

potential reforms. To evaluate Cambodia’s current extension and advisory services, we focus on 

contextual factors such as the policy environment, the capacity of service providers, and production 

systems. Finally, the paper provides recommendations for both policy makers and practitioners regarding 

the status of extension and advisory services in Cambodia. 

Keywords:  Agriculture extension services, extension reform, agriculture research, Southeast 

Asia, Cambodia 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Cambodia is located in the lower Greater Mekong Subregion, where agriculture contributes greatly to 

national economic growth. Most of Cambodia’s people live in rural areas and depend heavily on the 

agricultural sector. Farmers need access to reliable, timely, and relevant information since agriculture in 

developing countries is increasingly becoming knowledge intensive (Babu 2012). Agricultural advisory 

services have thus evolved over time in Cambodia to meet rural development needs. The objective of 

improving agricultural advisory services is to focus on pro-poor growth and sector transformation (Rivera 

and Sulaiman 2009; Birner and Anderson 2007; Babu et al. 2015). Later in this section, we discuss the 

changing extension paradigms that have affected Cambodia.  

This paper assesses the performance of Cambodia’s agriculture extension system, identifies 

challenges and analyzes constraints and opportunities for that system, and finally identifies actions needed 

to improve the extension system. We offer recommendations for both policy makers and practitioners 

regarding the current status of extension in Cambodia.  

After the Green Revolution in the 1980s, Chambers (1989) and Chambers et al. (1989) developed 

the concept of “farmer first” to ensure the balance between large and small farmers. Although large farm 

holders received benefits from the Green Revolution, smallholder farmers could not access resources 

because of a lack of knowledge and an inability to adopt new technologies (Collinson 2000; Chambers, 

Pacey, and Thrupp 1989). The farmer first concept calls for scientists and farmers to work together in 

developing new technologies to help farmers (Chambers, Pacey, and Thrupp 1989). Consequently, the 

concept of participatory technology development implemented in several countries including India and 

Kenya emerged during the 1980s and 1990s, seeking to link researchers, extensionists, and farmers in a 

working collaboration (Conroy and Sutherland 2004).  

Agricultural extension operates within a relatively broad knowledge system that includes research 

and agricultural education. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the 

World Bank refer to this broad system as agricultural knowledge and information systems for rural 
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development (AKIS/RD). Countries that belong to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development refer to the system simply as the agricultural knowledge system. Others describe research, 

extension, and agriculture higher education as the three of this system suggesting that all three pillars are 

involved complementary and should be planned and sequenced as a system rather than as separate entities 

(Eicher 2001). Linking the triangle’s institutions with the system’s common clientele for examples 

farmers, requires systematic planning (FAO, n.d.). Although Cambodia has made strides toward 

providing farmers information, knowledge, and new techniques, the reliability and effectiveness of its 

current extension system is a concern. 

The AKIS approach theoretically addresses the slow rates of adoption of innovation. It is a pro-

poor research and extension concept that incorporates the relevant stakeholders, organizations, and 

institutions into a support system (Röling 1990). There are two major critiques of AKIS. The first is that 

AKIS focuses mainly on researchers, extensionists, and educationists (Hall, Mytelka, and Oyeyinka 

2006). The second argues that AKIS focuses research dissemination and does not focus on the knowledge 

needs of the farmers and food business (Aerni et al., 2015).  

Agriculture is about growing food, but its purpose does not stop there. The purpose of agriculture 

is to grow healthy, well-nourished people. The main task is to produce food of sufficient quantity and 

quality to feed all of the planet’s people sustainably so that they can lead healthy, productive lives (Fan 

and Pandya-Lorch 2012). For a lasting and sustainable impact, both market actors and private actors 

should be involved (Sharma et al. 2014). The World Bank has recently promoted the agricultural 

innovation system (AIS) approach to support agricultural innovation and equitable growth (World Bank 

2012). The AIS approach has been applied increasingly in the agricultural development sector since the 

early 2000s. It reaches beyond farmers to institutions and policies and is not limited to technical 

innovation (Amankwah et al. 2015). Indeed, Birner et al. (2009) have noted that the agricultural sector 

cannot be transformed unless farmers change their conventional growing habits. These changes will 

increase their needs, and the increasing needs are significantly correlated with more diverse and 
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responsive research and extension practices. Agricultural knowledge and innovation uptake is strongly 

correlated with advisory services, which need to be fitted to local circumstances (Birner et al., 2009). 

Cambodia’s agricultural extension system began after the country gained independence from the 

French Protectorate in 1957. However, civil war in 1967 and from 1974 to 1979 destroyed extension 

structures (McNamara 2016). In this emergency phase, the Khmer Rouge regime provided extension 

services to survivors. After the Khmer Rouge regime collapsed in 1979, Cambodia restarted extension 

services with various technical departments of the Ministry of Agriculture providing emergency services 

for improving agricultural production (GFRAS 2016; MEAS 2014). Nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs) collaborated with the Cambodian government to initiate emergency extension services during 

this period. In 1988, Australian Catholic Relief started to provide emergency extension services to build 

the capacity of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries (MAFF) officers to conduct 

agricultural extension (McNamara 2016). Other NGOs, such as CIDSE (Coopération Internationale pour 

le Développement et la Solidarité), Padek (Partnership for Development of Kampuchea), Church World 

Service, World Vision, and the Lutheran World Federation, provided emergency programs on agricultural 

extension services (Mak 2012).  

Other organizations in addition to those above have delivered extension services since the 

emergency phase. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) implemented the Cambodia 

Area Rehabilitation and Regeneration Project between 1996 and 2000 to repair infrastructure and improve 

services in northwest Cambodia (Andersen 2004). In the transition period, particularly after the first 

national election in 1993, UNDP and other development partners including the International Fund for 

Agricultural Development (IFAD), the Australian Agency for International Development, the European 

Union, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the Japan International 

Cooperation Agency, the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), the Swiss 

Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), the Swedish International Development Agency, 

Oxfam, the Asian Development Bank (ADB), and the World Bank implemented multiple projects to 

improve infrastructure and increase economic growth in Cambodia.  
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In 1995, MAFF established the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) to strengthen 

extension services and meet farmers’ needs (MEAS 2014). Since its inception, the DAE has implemented 

agricultural extension projects such as the Cambodia–Australia Agricultural Extension Project (CAAEP). 

CAAEP was implemented in two phases from 1995 to 2001 (CAAEP I) and 2001 to 2006 (CAAEP II). 

Similarly, eight projects funded by IFAD and other international donors have been implemented since 

1997. Those projects focused on enabling poor smallholders to take advantage of market opportunities, 

increasing resilience to climate change and other shocks in poor rural households, and improving poor 

households’ access to strengthened rural services—benefiting some 1.2 million households (IFAD 2014).  

With the aim of focusing on demand-driven extension, competition, and sustainability, MAFF 

adopted a new agricultural extension policy in 2014 that emphasizes pluralistic advisory services to 

modernize Cambodia’s agriculture sector (MAFF 2015a). The Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) 

formulated its development policy strategies to improve agricultural productivity and diversification, 

thereby enabling the agriculture sector to serve as the dynamic driving force for economic growth and 

poverty reduction in 2004 (Theng and Koy 2010). The DAE is responsible for managing Cambodia’s 

extension and advisory services (McNamara 2016). MAFF establishes farmer associations, including the 

Improved Group Revolving Fund, agricultural cooperatives, agribusiness clusters (through the Project for 

Agriculture Development and Economic Empowerment [PADEE]), research stations, and agricultural 

development centers, to serve all types of research and innovation technology transfer. Public–private 

partnerships, building agricultural laboratories to control the quality of export products, and improving 

the legal and regulatory enforcement management for climate-resilient rice commercialization are all 

crucial components of agricultural productivity enhancement.  
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2. METHODOLOGY 

To assess the performance of Cambodia’s current extension system, we use the “best-fit” approach 

developed by Birner et al. (2009). We focus on contextual factors (policy environment, capacity of 

service providers, production systems, community aspects), extension service characteristics (governance 

structures, capacity of staff, management, and advisory methods), and cross-cutting issues including 

gender, nutrition, and climate change. Regarding extension performance, we look at relevance, 

effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, and impact. The key information and relevant data are collected 

from extension-and-advisory-services-related policy documents, journal articles, and discussion and 

working papers.  
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3. BACKGROUND 

Periodical Transition of Economic and Agricultural Extension Systems in post–Khmer 
Rouge Cambodia  

The economic and political system of Cambodia has gone through four main transitions since the Khmer 

Rouge. During the first period, from 1979 to 1989 (People’s Republic of Kampuchea), Cambodia was 

influenced by communism through the Soviet Union and followed central planning (Ear 2005). In this 

phase, the agricultural extension system was an emergency program.  

The second period, from 1989 to 1993, was a transition period under the peace agreement 

process. Likewise, the agricultural extension system also transitioned from emergency to reconstruction.  

In the third period, from 1993 to 1998, Cambodia started its constitutional monarchy political 

system, where the king was in power but did not rule (Ear 2005). During this phase, the economic system 

was in transition toward a free market economy, but the extension system focused more on a supply-

driven extension approach.  

The fourth period, from 1998 to the present, focuses on a free market economic system. The 

current extension program takes a demand-driven extension, competition, and sustainability approach. In 

2015, MAFF adopted a new agricultural extension policy focused on pluralistic advisory services 

(Cambodia, MAFF 2015b). Table 3.1 provides further details on the post–Khmer Rouge evolution of the 

economic system and the agricultural extension system in Cambodia. 

Table 3.1 Periodical transition of economic and agricultural extension systems in post–Khmer 

Rouge Cambodia 

Period Economic system Extension program 

1979–1989: People’s 
Republic of Kampuchea 

Soviet-style central 
planning 

Extension services in emergency 

 

1989–1993: State of 
Cambodia  

Liberalized central 
planning  

Extension services in transition and reconstruction  

 

1993–1998: Kingdom of 
Cambodia 

Transition to market 
economy 

Supply-driven extension for production approach   

 

1998–Present: Kingdom 
of Cambodia 

Market economy  Demand-driven extension for market, competition, and 
sustainability approach (pluralistic advisory services)   

Source: Cambodia, MAFF (2015b); Ear (2005). 
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Agricultural Extension and Advisory Services in Cambodia 

Table 3.2 summarizes indictors related to Cambodia’s agricultural sector. In 2014, Cambodia’s gross 

domestic product (GDP) grew by 7.07 percent. As of that year, its total population was approximately 15 

million, 79 percent of which (12 million) resided in rural areas. Agriculture contributed 30.43 percent to 

Cambodia’s GDP. As for agricultural land, Cambodia had only 3,260,000 hectares and its crop (rice) 

yield was 3.26 tons per hectare.  

Table 3.2 Agriculture-relevant indicators in Cambodia 

Indicator Cambodia 

Total population in 2014 15,328,136 

Rural population in 2014 12,183,722 

Rural population (percentage of total) in 2014 79 

GDP growth (annual percentage) in 2014 7.07 

GDP per capita (current US$) in 2014 1,094.58 

Gross capital formation (percentage of GDP) in 2014 22.00 

Exports of goods and services (percentage of GDP) in 2014 62.32 

Agriculture, value-added (percentage of GDP) in 2014 30.43 

Agriculture value-added per worker (constant 2005 US$) in 2014 522.97 

Rural poverty head count ratio at national poverty lines (percentage of rural population) in 2012 20.8 

Poverty gap at national poverty lines (percentage) in 2012 3.1 

Labor force participation rate, total (percentage of total population ages 15+) in 2014 82.5 

Agricultural land (hectares) in 2014 3,260,000 

Arable land (hectares per person) in 2013 0.27 

Permanent cropland (percentage of land area) in 2013 0.88 

Fertilizer consumption (kilograms per hectare of arable land) in 2011–2015 14.22 

Crop yield (kilograms per hectare) in 2014 3,028.80 

Agricultural extension agents during 2009–2012 (Swanson and Davis 2014) 1,302 

Source: World Bank (2016).  

Many countries have seen positive results when effective and reliable extension and advisory 

services are provided to farmers. The performance of extension services in Cambodia is generally 

relevant and effective. Most of the beneficiaries of agricultural development projects and programs in 

Cambodia rate their satisfaction with extension services as remarkably high (ADB 2009; IFAD 2012).  
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4. RESULTS 

Governance and Policy Environment 

As is true in many developing countries, agriculture is the backbone of Cambodia’s economy. The RGC 

aims to modernize the agricultural sector by promoting agricultural value chain responsiveness to market 

demand, improving regional and global competition, improving productivity, increasing diversification, 

commercializing livestock farming and aquaculture, and promoting sustainable management of forestry 

and fisheries resources. The government also aims to strengthen institutional capacity, enhance the 

efficiency of support services, and develop human resources in the agricultural sector.  

Overall, the current Cambodian extension policy provides a better enabling environment 

compared to previously implemented policies by involving all relevant actors, especially the private 

sector, in the system. However, it focuses on the supply side to reach development goals. Even though 

sub national level is responsible for providing extension services since they better understand the 

demands of the local farmers, the decision making still proceeds from the top and is of a political nature 

rather than based on technical considerations. Therefore, the government should create a harmonious 

atmosphere and delete decision making responsibility at sub-national level to ensures effective, 

transparent and accountable delivery of public service to meet the demand of the local people (RGC, 

2013).  

According to its extension policy Cambodia intends to modernize its agricultural extension and 

advisory services and to adopt pluralistic and demand-driven approaches (MAFF, 2015b). Its extension 

policy clearly highlights the intention to increase the engagement of the private sector, NGOs, 

community-based organizations (CBOs), and development partners in the extension system for service 

delivery. Furthermore, the government intends to take steps to improve coordination and communication 

between farmers, extension providers, and researchers.  

In Cambodia, the public sector, the private sector, NGOs, and donor organizations provide 

extension services. MAFF, a public agency, manages and develops extension policies and strategies, 

which are implemented by the DAE. Currently, the DAE manages extension and advisory services under 
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the General Directorate of Agriculture (GDA). Along with DAE, Provincial Department of Agriculture 

(PDA) will develop forum at the district agriculture office (DAO) to involve diverse stakeholders such as 

private sector, NGOs, farmer organizations, and development partners. Further, DOA facilitate meetings 

or forums with agricultural extension services providers at the local level (Cambodia, MAFF 2015b).  

Due to weak coordination between extension service providers and research institutes, 

Cambodia’s extension system was unable to address the needs of different communities and regions. The 

process of sharing information between research institutes and extension departments is often slow and 

lacks relevance (MEAS 2014). The involvement of the private sector and NGOs in agricultural research 

and extension is limited; more robust involvement is necessary for positive results.  

Organization and Management  

The DAE is the central body responsible for extension within the GDA. It delegates mandatory 

responsibilities to provincial departments of agriculture, forestry, and fisheries (PDAFFs), district 

agriculture offices and commune agriculture centers, subject matter specialists, and other field extension 

agents, including NGOs (McNamara 2016; Mak 2012).  

Management of the public extension and advisory services is relatively vertical, while extension 

services in the private sector focus mainly on input supply. NGOs are engaged in extension service 

delivery but provide extension services for increasing production and farm business development at the 

household level (McNamara 2016).  Figure 4.1 illustrates Cambodia’s extension and advisory services 

system. 
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Figure 4.1 Extension structure in Cambodia 

 
Source: Cambodia, MAFF (2015b). 

Note: MAFF = Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries; GDA = General Directorate of Agriculture; NGO = 

nongovernmental organization; CBO = community-based organization; DAE = Department of Agricultural Extension; PDAFFs = 

provincial departments of agriculture, forestry, and fisheries. 

Capacity and Training of Personnel and the Organizations  

Even after reforms in the extension system, Cambodia’s extension and advisory services are still limited 

by low capacity. According to the Global Forum for Rural Advisory Services, most agricultural staff 

work at the provincial level and a limited number work at the district level (GFRAS 2017). As of 2009, 

there were 1,244 extension workers. Of those, 58 were senior management staff, 66 were subject matter 

specialists, and 1,120 were field extension staff (GFRAS 2016). Researchers numbered 5.6 per 100,000 

farmers as of 2010. The numbers of full-time equivalent (FTE) staff that focus on research in agricultural 

development are limited. As of 2010, total FTEs with a doctorate numbered 16.8, with a master’s, 100.6, 

and with a bachelor of science, 167.0 (IFPRI 2010).  

An average of extension service support at the district level is 5,000 households per extension 

worker (Sothath and Sophal 2010). Sothath and Sophal argue that the duplication of public extension 

services delivered by government and donors, as well as NGOs, indicates that services do not reach all 
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households in need of extension advice within the same village (GFRAS 2017). RGC needs to invest 

more in agriculture research and development. As of 2010, RGC contributed less than 0.20 percent of 

agricultural GDP to agricultural research (Stads 2015).  

Table 4.1 Human resources in Cambodia’s public extension services as 2009 

Total number of extension staff  Male Female 

Senior management staff 46 12 

Subject matter specialists 49 17 

Field-level extension staff 1,000 120 

Total extension staff: 1,244 1,095 149 

Source:  IFPRI/FAO/IICA Worldwide Extension Study, 2011. 

In the public extension services, one finds at least four types of extension service agent: extension 

specialists, extension advisers, commune extension workers (CEWs), and village extension workers 

(VEWs) (Cambodia, MAFF 2015b). To ensure the quality of extension service delivery, the DAE has 

trained farmers, recent graduate students, and animal health workers to be CEWs and VEWs. 

PDAFF staff are trained to be professional extension advisers. Currently, the curriculum for 

professional extension specialists is designed by MAFF in the ASPIRE program, and each extension 

specialist must complete a nine-month master’s course at the Royal University of Agriculture. Extension 

staff have been involved with several agricultural development projects and have worked as partners and 

technical service providers with the help of financial support and capacity provided by projects initiated 

by international organizations.  

Extension Methods Used 

The majority of the extension services available to farmers are free and focus on increasing crop and 

livestock production through technical support, supervision, and production standard certification. The 

methods the public sector, input suppliers, and NGOs use are relatively different. The public sector 

applies approaches such as farmer field schools, demonstration plots, mission-based services, farmer field 

days, study tours, mass media–based extension campaigns on radio and TV, publications such as posters, 
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leaflets, and booklets, and other information and communication technology–based methods. Within the 

ASPIRE program, the DAE has established an extension hub for improving access to extension and 

advisory services. 

NGOs tend to use up-to-date extension methods such as issues-based farmer group training, input 

trials, and multistakeholder platforms for delivering extension services to farmer groups. Multistakeholder 

platforms involve all actors from production to market in a discussion of constraints, challenges, and 

opportunities for both production improvement and business arrangement.  

Extension services delivered by the private sector commonly use field trials and provision of 

inputs directly to farmers. The private-sector extension services focus on supplying inputs. The 

approaches depend on the business arrangements between farmers and companies/agents. Farm business 

advisers and other fieldworkers provide technical support. NGOs and donors, including international 

organizations, local NGOs, CBOs, and bilateral development, are also involved in extension services. 

Their extension services are relatively holistic and focus on improving the entire value chain rather than 

focusing on one area. However, NGOs and donors use the issues-based farmer field school, which is often 

more effective and efficient than public-sector services, as well as the agribusiness cluster, which is a new 

approach for delivering extension services to farmers. Table 4.2 summarizes extension services provided 

through public extension, the private sector, and NGOs and donors.  

Given the limitations of the public extension system, several models exist to ensure that the 

extension services reach out to all farmers and are tailored to farmers’ specific needs and demands 

(Swanson and Rajalahti 2010). The farmer-led approach is one of the participatory approaches of 

extension service delivery. This approach empowers farmers through diverse participatory activities 

(Chambers, Pacey, and Thrupp 1989, cited in Tchouawou and Colverson 2014). The PADEE project has 

established 15 community learning centers in five provinces of Cambodia. These centers provide a 

platform through which extension workers and farmers can actively participate and share knowledge and 

experiences.  
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Table 4.2 Extension service providers and extension methods 

Category Public extension Private sector NGOs and donors 

Provider MAFF through DAE under 
supervision of GDA  

 

Social enterprises, and 
input suppliers 

Bilateral development 
partners, international 
NGOs, local NGOs, and 
CBOs 

Services Free-cost services: crops 
(rice and vegetable), 
livestock production, 
technical support, and 
supervision on production 
improvement and small 
segment on marketing 

 

Production standard 
certification   

 

Input supply–based 
services 

Holistic extension services: 
involved more in 
agricultural production and 
agribusiness as a whole 
value chain at household 
level  

 

Method Farmer field schools, 
demonstration plots, 
mission-based services, 
field days, study tours, 
mass media, campaigns, 
ICT-based (e-PADEE 
project), extension hub 
(with ASPIRE project), 
farmer summit (annually)  

 

Both formal and informal 
business arrangements, 
contract farming, output 
premium contract  

Issues-based farmer group 
training 

Multistakeholder platform 

Seed and agricultural input 
trial/experimentation  

Farmer to farmer 

Neighbor to neighbor 

Farmer trade fair 

Study tour/exchange 
exposure  

 

Extension service 
personnel  

Subject matter specialists; 
extension workers—
extension specialists, 
extension advisers, 
commune extension 
workers, and village 
extension workers  

Farm business advisers, 
technical specialists, and 
field staff  

Technical experts/subject 
matter specialists; 
contracted extension 
workers  

Commune learning center 

 

Source: USAID (2015); Cambodia, MAFF (2015b); McNamara (2016); and authors. 

Note: NGO = nongovernmental organization; MAFF = Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries; DAE = Department of 

Agricultural Extension; GDA = General Directorate of Agriculture; CBO = community-based organization; ICT = information 

and communication technology; PADEE = Project for Agriculture Development and Economic Empowerment; ASPIRE = 

Agriculture Services Program for Innovation, Resilience, and Extension. 

Cross-Cutting Issues 

MAFF’s extension policy focuses on mainstreaming crossing-cutting issues such as gender, food safety 

(related to chemical-overdose contamination), nutrition, and climate change in the extension services 

available to farmers.  

Although equal participation is seen among men and women in Cambodia’s agriculture sector 

(Feed the Future 2011; McNamara 2016), their roles vary significantly. Men are responsible for tasks 

requiring high physical strength such as land preparation, crop irrigation, pest management and product 
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transportation; women take on other tasks such as postharvest management, sales, business negotiation, 

and feeding domestic animals. In Cambodia, women have poor access to land, extension services, 

financial services, markets, and technology (ADB 2015). The gender gap is also prevalent in the public 

extension system. Among the total senior management staff, 26.09 percent are female, 34.69 percent of 

subject matter specialists are female, and 12.84 percent of total extension staff are female (GFRAS 2017). 

As for the extension workers at the community level (CEWs and VEWs) that have been newly recruited 

by the DAE in collaboration with the PADEE and ASPIRE projects, the gender gap remains relatively 

high, and 41.21 percent of total CEWs in the entire country are female and only 9.09 percent of total 

VEWs are female.  

Approximately 80 percent of the Cambodian population live in rural areas, and about 65 percent 

of them rely directly on agriculture (USAID 2017). Rice and fish are the major food items consumed by 

the country’s population (McNamara 2016). Approximately 25 percent of Cambodian people are 

malnourished and live on less than the minimum required caloric intake (USAID 2017). High rates of 

stunting and underweight stem from the poor quality of food consumed, although underweight has 

declined among children under the age of five, and the proportion of the population suffering from hunger 

has decreased from 42.6 percent in 1996 to 23.9 percent in 2014. Even though there has been progress 

over the past couple of years, sustainability of food security remains a concern. This is mainly due to 

recent decreases in agricultural growth, which declined from 4.3 percent in 2012 to 0.5 percent in 2016 

(Cambodia, MEF 2016). USAID’s Feed the Future supported Cambodia’s government to improve 

agricultural production and diversification with a focus on nutrition improvement through the Helping 

Address Rural Vulnerabilities and Ecosystem Stability (HARVEST) project implemented in agricultural 

hub provinces around the Tonle Sap basin from 2011 to 2015 (USAID 2015). HARVEST I phased out in 

December 2015, and HARVEST II will be implemented to address the issues. The SDC-funded 

Cambodia Horticulture Advancing Income and Nutrition (CHAIN) project supports farmers and 

processors to increase production, income, and resilience in four of the poorest provinces of Cambodia—

Kratie, Stung Treng, Preah Vihear, and Oddar Manchey (SNV Netherlands 2017). 
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The issue of climate change is recognized globally. The agriculture sector is the most important 

contributor to climate change due to high emissions and is also the most affected by it (Patra and Babu 

2017). Recently, climate change has become a critical issue in Cambodia due to increases in droughts and 

flooding and changes in monsoon seasons. As Murphy, Irvine, and Sampson (2013) point out, although 

Cambodian farmers understand climate change as localized changes, they do not understand the science 

behind climate change and lack the resources to combat it. IFAD and MAFF’s extension-based program 

ASPIRE is designed to address this issue. ASPIRE focuses mainly on improving extension service 

models, profitable resilient farming businesses, and climate-resilient agriculture (IFAD 2016). 

Information and communication technology (ICT) plays a crucial role in improving and 

delivering extension services (MEAS 2014). ICT is directly correlated with rural development since it 

provides households access to improve their socioeconomic situation. In addition, extension providers 

rely on ICT to increase their outreach to farmers (Nakasone, Torero, and Minten 2014). ICT is not only a 

top priority for effective information delivery to households and the rural poor but also an effective means 

of communication for policy makers and other stakeholders, since they may use it to collect reliable data 

(Chapman and Slaymaker 2002, 5–6). Policymakers can use such reliable data to form evidence-based 

policy (Babu and Blom 2017).  

Currently, Cambodian farmers have access to radio, television, cell phones (texting and calling), 

smart devices, and computers plus the Internet. Along with Cambodia, the East Asian countries of 

Thailand and Vietnam also recognize the importance of ICT in agricultural advisory services. The DAE 

considers ICT a tool for message delivery, and it promotes ICT-based rural information centers and 

establishing community-based farmer radio and television programs (Cambodia, MAFF 2015b). Since 

ICT tools can improve efficiency in agriculture development and there has been a large increase in the 

number of telephone users and Internet subscribers over the past decade in Cambodia (Cambodia, MPTC 

2015), and 40.6 percent subscribe to the Internet (TRC 2015), Cambodian farmers can benefit from this. 

However, due to a lack of capacity and a shortage of staff at both the national and local levels, the sharing 

of information among the extension workers and farmers lags behind. This is a major concern since 
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extension providers do have the capacity to use current ICT tools but are unable to update information 

regularly on their website (MEAS 2014).   

Assessment of Performance of Cambodia’s Extension System 

To gauge extension performance, we look at relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, and 

impact. 

Relevance 

The RGC’s priority is to reduce poverty and continue progress toward accomplishing Cambodia’s 

Millennium Development Goals. As the backbone of Cambodia’s economy, agriculture plays a key role 

in poverty reduction (IFAD 2011). The Community-Based Rural Development Project in Kampong Thom 

and Kampot implemented from 2000-2010 improved the quality of the extension activities (IFAD 2011). 

Effectiveness 

Cambodia put its agricultural extension policy into effect in 2015, and it effectiveness of this policy has 

not been evaluated. Rural households have significantly benefited, for instance, through increases in crop 

and livestock production, food security, and adoption of new techniques (IFAD 2012, 2015). Along with 

increases in production, nutrition status can also be improved through effective agricultural extension and 

advisory services (Babu et al. 2016). However, the adoption of new techniques is limited and does not last 

after the project has been completed. Due to the inherent risk of adopting new technologies, farmers are 

reluctant unless they see positive and lasting impacts on their livelihoods. Thai et al  (2011) explained that 

technology and innovation adoptions for cash and income were relatively significant for upland farmers in 

northern Vietnam. 

Efficiency 

The extension services the RGC offers to smallholder farmers are inadequate and are duplicated due to 

multiple players and actors involved (Sothath and Sophal 2010). Poor coordination and harmonization of 

assistance among various actors and players within the country can often undermine efforts (Babu and 
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Blom 2017). Due to the limited extension services provided by the public sector, MAFF has made 

substantial efforts over the years to strengthen and expand public agricultural extension services, promote 

pluralistic approaches, and engage the private sector and NGOs in extension services (Cambodia, MAFF 

2015b). According to the ADB (2009), the agricultural and rural development project, the Rural 

Infrastructure Improvement Project, and the Northwestern Rural Development Project were efficient and 

the return on investment was 19.7% and 19.8 % for the infrastructure project and Northwest Rural 

Development Project. 

Sustainability 

The ADB (2009) has argued that the sustainability of agricultural development projects requires several 

interventions and support from the national level to communities. The PDAFFs provide support for all 

agricultural development activities (IFAD 2012; ADB 2009). In addition, they are also responsible for 

policy implementation, setting research priorities, identifying strategies to meet farmers’ needs, 

strengthening linkages, and identifying clear roles for actors who provide agricultural research and 

extension services. The roles of actors and key players involved in research and extension should be well 

defined, and active feedback mechanisms need to be in place so that need-based extension can be 

provided. 

Impact 

As of 2014, 37 percent increase (per ha) was seen for rice. Aquaculture and horticulture farmers increased 

their production by 111 percent and 344 percent respectively (McNamara 2016). Improvements in the 

application of production technologies, such as the use of modernized production techniques and 

equipment (drip irrigation, plastic mulch, and net houses) for vegetable production, land preparation 

techniques, shifting from conventional to technical application, and using improved seed for production 

and productivity improvement, are also counted among the impacts of Cambodia’s extension services 

(Sothat and Sophal 2010). However, this progress is limited to farmers in areas where the public sector, 
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NGOs, international organizations, or the private sector provides extension services. Farmers without 

access to any form of extension still use conventional techniques to cultivate crops. 

Cambodia has seen an improvement in human and institutional impact as extension workers have 

gained more knowledge, skills, and experience in agricultural extension and advisory services from 

agricultural development projects/programs such as the IFAD-and-RGC-funded ASPIRE, which focuses 

mainly on quality of extension and advisory services.  
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

Over the past decade, the RGC has made significant efforts to improve agricultural development policies 

with a vision of modernizing Cambodia’s agriculture sector by promoting agricultural value chains, 

focusing on market demand, improving regional and global competition, improving quality of produce, 

increasing crop and livestock diversification, and commercializing agricultural products. Under the 

current extension policy initiated in 2015, extension services are designed to be well coordinated, 

decentralized, market driven, and encouraging of farmer participation.  

The DAE takes a pluralistic approach, enabling and encouraging the private sector, NGOs, and 

development partners to participate in extension advisory services in accordance with the Cambodian 

reform program. MAFF is responsible for ensuring that the extension services provided to farmers are 

reliable and relevant through developing new guidelines. It is also responsible for coordinating efforts 

among all extension service providers/agents and identifies strategies that promote collaboration. The 

pluralistic engagement of all extension service agents, including private-sector actors, NGOs, CBOs, and 

development partners/donors, tends to fill gaps within the extension system and increase outreach to 

farmers and to all needs and households in Cambodia. 

Within Cambodia’s pluralistic extension system, NGOs, CBOs, social enterprises, and private 

companies play crucial roles together with the public extension system in supporting smallholder farmers. 

Input suppliers, including social enterprises, are responsible for ensuring that services relate to production 

and productivity improvements and that technical assistance is provided at the field level. They should 

also focus on improving the whole value chain rather than just production. The services provided need to 

be gender and nutrition sensitive.  

However, we identify some constraints in Cambodia’s current extension system. The current 

system lacks consistent services, and sustainability is a big concern. Lack of investment in R&D leads to 

limited innovation and continued use of conventional methods in agricultural production. The 

unavailability of adequate agricultural extension services, agricultural research, and other development 
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institutions leaves a gap in the current extension system, which provides an opportunity for the private 

sector and international organizations to step in. Not enough information is shared between institutions, 

such as between universities and extension departments, and what is shared lacks relevance (MEAS 

2014). Therefore, the RGC and MAFF should take steps to involve the private sector and universities in 

the system and to enable a policy environment that stimulates public, private, and producer partnerships.  

Although Cambodia has reformed its extension policy, extension and advisory services are 

constrained by low institutional and individual capacity. Decentralization of the extension system and 

providing power to subnational levels is also a crucial measure to move forward and successfully 

implement extension methods. It is easier for local staff to deliver and support extension services because 

they have a better understanding of the needs of local communities (Tchouawou and Colverson 2014).  

As the various extension providers rely on different methods, harmonization and coordination is 

required between different players. Likewise, the government should coordinate and connect farmers with 

relevant service producers efficiently. In addition, the development of a well-coordinated pluralistic 

extension system should be encouraged to enhance the productivity of the system. Methods to increase 

competitiveness among local agricultural producers and agribusiness should be applied. Agribusiness and 

value chain development can play a major role in transforming the agriculture sector by increasing trade. 

Farmers can increase their incomes and improve their livelihoods by trading in agricultural products and 

competing in international markets (Babu and Shishodia 2017). The government also should continuously 

play a role in terms of regulating and effectively coordinating the pluralistic extension system (Rivera and 

Alex 2004).  

The community learning centers provide a platform through which extension workers and farmers 

can share knowledge and experiences. Therefore, the government should empower, support, and promote 

such centers to deliver extension services based on farmers’ needs.  

Inadequate funding of the public extension system and lack of investment in agricultural R&D 

leads to inefficiencies and limited coverage by extension services across rural regions. A high level of 

gender inequality exists in professional positions, managers, and field extension staff. At the household 
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level, women focus on household activities while the majority of production work is conducted by men. 

MAFF must design and implement innovative approaches to extension and focus on improving gender 

representation.  

MAFF should focus on involving agricultural universities, research institutions, and private-

sector actors to support the current extension system and provide farmers with new and improved 

techniques (technology transfer). That collaboration should also include the PDAFFs and farmer 

associations. Opportunities to enhance public–private partnerships should be explored (Ramirez and Lee 

2007; Swanson 2008; Tchouawou and Colverson 2014). The private sector plays an important role in 

extension service delivery, and its involvement, especially input suppliers, can result in better delivery of 

extension services to clientele within the country. Further, empowering farmers is one of the measures by 

which to ensure that extension services reach more farmers. 

Cambodian farmers who receive extension and advisory services from NGOs, development 

partners, and the private sector can see their production increase, but the public extension services are 

inadequate and unable to reach out to farmers and meet their needs. Currently, extension services are 

driven by political motivations and focus on the supply side since government emphasizes supplying 

inputs and materials and financial budget support, rather than focusing on the market and demand side. 

Even though some evaluation reports of agricultural development projects find positive impacts and that 

projects were able to accomplish their targets, project costs were relatively high and adoption rates by 

beneficiaries were low. Aid disbursement in the form of development assistance from 2007 to 2016 in the 

agricultural sector totals US$1,336.70 million (Cambodian Rehabilitation and Development Board 2016). 

Development partners emphasize sustainability, but that requires the public extension system to be more 

efficient, reliable, and relevant to farmers. It also needs the support of several relevant interventions at 

subnational levels, including the PDAFFs, while continuing to support other agricultural development 

activities (IFAD 2012; ADB 2009). Using modern techniques such as improved seed varieties results in 

increases in yield. Crop and livestock diversification and intensification of production also result in 

positive impacts on both yields and the income of farmers. The current agricultural and rural development 
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projects in Cambodia have improved the livelihoods of the population but there is still a long way to go. 

Institutionally, extension services have been shifted from a supply-driven to a demand-driven approach, 

and gains have been made in the provision of pluralistic extension and advisory services (Cambodia, 

MAFF 2015b).  

Sustaining extension services in Cambodia depends on the further development of supporting 

systems such as R&D, innovation development and application, extension service delivery mechanisms, 

market linkages, public–private partnerships, and financial support. Cambodia’s existent public extension 

system lacks this support, and the RGC’s investment in R&D is inadequate. It is essential to increase the 

involvement of research institutions, including agricultural universities, in the extension system and to 

engage them in policy development. The involvement of the private sector in R&D is relatively limited. 

Involvement of the private sector can generate higher revenues for farmers (Babu and Zhou 2016). The 

public extension services usually do not work systematically or adequately address the needs of farmers. 

The linkage between the body of agricultural extension services and R&D institutions is relatively weak, 

and information sharing between research institutes and extension departments is very limited and mostly 

irrelevant (MEAS 2014). The global development community’s interest in the role of agricultural research 

and extension systems has increased, but despite that interest many smallholders in developing countries 

continue to lack access to updated agricultural information and a reliable extension system. Babu et al.’s 

(2015) analysis of agricultural research and extension reforms in China and India is useful in that they 

provide lessons and recommendations that can be applied to Cambodia and other developing countries.  
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