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Cambodia’s recent first-place ranking in 

Nikkei’s Covid Recovery Index is a genuine 

good-news story. This index, which tracks 

nations according to their vaccine levels, 

infection management and social cohesion, 

delivers its own dose of reality (with the US 

languishing in 110th place, just above 

Afghanistan) and so Cambodia can take pride 

in this. Less positive is that this is probably 

about as good as the good news gets.  

 

Prime Minister Hun Sen has ruled Cambodia for thirty-seven years and, with multiple changes to the 

Constitution being made in the last three years alone, looks set to remain in power for many more, whether 

as outright PM or as a power behind the throne. Whichever option he chooses, Cambodia’s democracy 

has steadily been eroded over the years and harsher lines taken on any presumed dissent. A ‘treason’ 

trial with 130 separate defendants is currently underway, with multi-year prison sentences being handed 

out and suppression of protestors a daily occurrence. Human rights organisations worldwide have raised 

concerns that Cambodia is falling further into the repressive and autocratic tendencies that, in the 

Seventies, led to Pol Pot and the Cambodian genocide. This is not just physical: the National Internet 

Gateway is a planned mechanism whereby all in-country web traffic is routed through a single state-

controlled server, essentially allowing for the curtailment of all online freedom of expression and dissent 

and a further tightening of control. This in particular would have consequences for in-country businesses, 

with everything that they say and do online scrutinised by state lackies looking for any content perceived 

as ‘disloyal’ – or opportunities where they can cut themselves in to the deal.  

 

For corruption is rife across Cambodia, not so much an unintended consequence of the Communist regime 

but a practice enthusiastically embraced across the business and political spheres. Positions and contracts 

are regularly awarded on the basis of personal contacts and cronyism, with petty bribery and public sector 

graft both widespread. All bodies are equally culpable: the judiciary is ranked by citizens as the most 

corrupt body in the country, the public sector sees kickbacks and bribery as mandatory practice, and the 

law enforcement authorities having neither the capabilities nor the inclination to investigate the corruption 

cases that are brought to them. 



 
  

 

Prime Minister Sen’s ‘corrupt-free pledge’ which was made as recently as April 2022, was intended to be 

the foundational stone of a new five-year plan. It is clearly not worth the paper it was written on; however, 

it concerns itself primarily with local government (‘commune councillors’) rather than addressing the 

institutionalised corrupt governance at the highest levels. This allows Sen to portray himself as taking a 

tough line on corruption (and finding some useful scapegoats) while still offering enough leeway to the 

political and business elites to carry on as they always have done, and thus stave off any criticism of his 

rule entering its fourth decade.  

 

And then there is China. A new Cambodian naval base being constructed at Ream (with Chinese 

assistance) is envisaged to play permanent host to a Chinese garrison in addition to national forces – a 

small but potentially significant win for China in its battle to dominate the Indo-Pacific and the East Asian 

seas. Beijing would certainly find a willing partner in the Cambodian government, and increased Chinese 

influence over yet another South Asian country would tip the scales further against Western firms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KCS Group Europe - Strategic Intelligence & Corporate Security 
 
A leading provider of security and intelligence services, we operate discreetly in some of the world’s most difficult environments on complex cases 
of fraud, theft, corruption, or market dynamics. We gather intelligence through the discreet use of human sources to level the playing field and 
help our clients identify and deal with any risks, weaknesses and threats which could impact on their business, financially or reputationally.  
 
Our key areas of expertise include: 

Corporate Intelligence Services - New market or sector entry research - Know your customer screening 
 
In addition, through our specialist team at KCS IS, we offer a unique service in the areas of Cyber Security and Cyber Risk. This covers penetration 
testing, vulnerability assessments, intelligence gathering and cyber security audits - providing unparalleled analysis, contingency planning, and 
implementation. 
 
To find out more or to arrange a meeting to discuss your business needs, please email the team at info@kcsgroupeurope.com or               
call (00 44) 2072451191 


