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Large-scale Chinese investment projects
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Case studies 
•Hengfu Sugar Plantation, a 

project without local partner, 

impacted nine communes

•Lower Sesan II Hydropower 

Dam, a project joint venture with 

ruling CPP’s elite/tycoon, 

 impacted four communes

•Dara Sakor Resort and 

Entertainment Complex, an 

institutionalised project joint 

venture between the ruling CPP 

and Beijing, 

 impacted five communes



Why choose Chinese investment as case studies?

• Impact on livelihoods: Land grabbing, forced displacement, and the exacerbation of 

societal tensions within affected communities

• Environmental consequences: Degradation of natural resources and disruption of local 

ecological systems

• Implications for national politics: Reinforcement of authoritarian durability and the shaping 

of Cambodia’s broader political landscape

• Local governance dynamics: To what extent can these processes transform governance 

and political relations at the commune level?
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Elected local councils are under immense 

pressure to handle large-scale Chinese 

investment projects. Despite tasked with the roles 

of mediation and facilitation between the central 

and affected local communities, they consulted, 

coerced, and acquiesced in land dispossess for 

large scale Chinese investment project  
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Research Centrality 

Local government consultation with affected people



Actors’ strategic adaptation for political survival 

• Local social forces, when they are strong within the state apparatus, can 

strategically resist, reshape, or obstruct central policies for the sake of 

political survival (Migdal, 1988) 

• Weak states themselves often strategically adapt policies or enforcement 

practices to mitigate open conflict in response to significant local resistance 

in order to ensure political survival (Scott,1985)
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Central government 

Local communities 

Elected local councils



Research Questions

• What made the Cambodia's elected local officials strategically adapt their actions when they are positioned 

weakly relative to central authorities and confronted with local resistance, as a means for political survival 

in the state-led policy of land dispossession for large-scale Chinese investment projects? 

• How such strategical adaptation for political survival affects relationship between local councils, the central 

government, and local communities? 

• Does this strategic adaptation strengthen or undermine authoritarian development?
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Central government actors resist peasant 

resistance in land dispossession through:

• coercive policies

• legal registration mechanisms

• policy manipulation

These actions largely justify national interests 



Peasant Resistance in Land Dispossession

• Resist: 
– Peasants resist land dispossession through rightful resistance, indigeneity-based claims, assertions of territorial 

autonomy, concerns over livelihood and food security, and the defense of cultural and traditional practices.

• Their strategies of resistance take both covert and overt forms.

• Much of this resistance is driven by low compensation, unjust land 

confiscation, and other related grievances.
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Local authorities and land brokers

• Obey:

–  Selectively implementing policies to enforce large resettlement
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Local authorities in implementing other state-led policies 

outside the context of land dispossession

• Obey the central state policies, deploying coercive measures to implement the 

policies for rewards and promotions;

• Bend the state policies to coercively implement the policies for generate their 

own benefits; 

Much of these local authorities experiences or no attachment to the local 

communities
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What made Cambodia's elected local officials strategically adapt their actions when they are positioned weakly 

relative to central authorities and confronted with local resistance, as a means for political survival in the state-

led policy of land dispossession for large-scale Chinese investment projects? 

  experiences from Cambodia’s three case studies 

Local councillors were caught between economic imperatives and local attachments as they decided whether to 

resist, bend, or obey central policies. These strategic actions help explain why they adopted approaches of 

coercion, consultation, or acquiescence in the context of land dispossession for Chinese investment projects. 

Party affiliation also played a role, though inconsistently: while opposition councillors consistently resisted, the 

ruling CPP councillors showed more variation, resisting, bending, or obeying central directives likely depending 

on how they weighed the economic impact on themselves and the negative effects on their local communities
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Cambodia’s elected local councillors’ strategic adaptation 

for political survival in land dispossession

• likely a combination of the concepts of rightful resistance (O’Brien,1996), and 

everyday resistance (scott,1985 )
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How does such strategic adaptation for political 

survival affect the relationship between local councils, 

the local population, and the central government?

• The relationship appeared to shift in the short term between the most 

resistant groups and the elected local councils.

• Local councils experienced a deterioration in their relationship with the 

central government, particularly in areas where resistance was strong, as 

numerious councillors resigned from their positions
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Does the local councils' adaptation strengthen or 

undermine authoritarian development?

With regard to authoritarian development, it appeared to be strengthened primarily among local 

councils that obeyed and bended to central policies. These councils enforced coercive 

measures to address local land conflicts, which were largely absent in the aftermaths of the 

2002 democratic reform. 
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No. Criteria Others

1 The approval of the Chinese investment projects is over $50 million

2 The investment projects are not at the feasibility study or at initial stage

3 The investment has a concentrated geographical impact, focused on one province

4 Geographical spread of the case studies

5 A project of investment selected out of the three different sectors: one energy, one multipurposed mega project, one 

agriculture

6 A project of investment with different investment arrangement: one Chinese investment connected with the CPP’s 

ruling elite, one institutional joint venture, one Chinese investment without local partners

7 A project of investment with geographic spread, choosing across different parts of the country

8 A project of investment largely contested by the affected population
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