
EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS AND 

DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS OF LAND 

CONCESSIONS: THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, 

LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 

AND THAILAND 
 

Edited by Mia Mikic and  

Teemu Alexander Puutio 

 



 

 

EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS OF LAND CONCESSIONS: THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, 

LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC AND THAILAND 1 

Acronyms 

AEC ASEAN Economic Community 

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

BOI board of investment 

CIB Cambodia Investment Board 

CSR corporate social responsibility 

ELC economic land concessions 

FDI foreign direct investment 

HA (ha) hectare 

Lao PDR Lao People's Democratic Republic 

LICADHO                  Cambodian Human Rights non-governmental organization  

MAF Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

MAFF Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Cambodia 

MDGs Millennium Development Goals 

MoEM  Ministry of Energy and Mining, Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

MoIC Ministry of Industry and Commerce, Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

MoC Ministry of Commerce, Cambodia 

MOE Ministry of Environment, Cambodia 

MEF Ministry of Economy and Finance, Cambodia  

MPI Ministry of Planning and Investment, Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

NA National Assembly , Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

NGO non-governmental Organization 

NLMA National Land Management Authority, , Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

NTFPs non-timber Forest Products 

ODC Open Development Cambodia 

OHCHR Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 

REIT Real Estate Investment Trust  

RGC Royal Government of Cambodia  

SEZ special economic zone 

SLC Sub-decree on Social Land Concessions  

SOE state owned enterprises 

USAID United States Agency for International Development  

UNCDF United Nations Capital Development Fund 

UNCOMTRADE United Nations Commodity Trade Statistics Database 

WITS World Integrated Trade System 

WTO World Trade Organization 

VSSA Vietnam Sugar and Sugarcane Association  

 

 

 



 

 

EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS OF LAND CONCESSIONS: THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, 

LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC AND THAILAND 2 

Copyright © United Nations 2015  
All rights reserved  
 
The report is available at: http://artnet.unescap.org/publications.html 
 
Disclaimer:  
The designation employed and the presentation of the material in the publication do not imply the 
expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations 
concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning 
the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. The United Nations bears no responsibility for the 
availability or functioning of URLs. Opinions, figures and estimates set forth in this publication are 
the responsibility of the authors, and should not necessarily be considered as reflecting the views or 
carrying the endorsement of the United Nations. Any errors are the responsibility of the authors. 
Mention of firm names and commercial products does not imply the endorsement of the United 
Nations.  
 
All material in this publication may be freely quoted or reprinted, but acknowledgement is required, 
together with a copy of the publication containing the quotation or reprint.  
 
The use of the publication for any commercial purposes, including resale, is prohibited, unless 
permission is first obtained. Request for permission should state the purpose and the extent of 
reproduction. 
 
The publication has been issued without formal editing. 
 
  

Asia-Pacific Research and Training Network on Trade (ARTNeT) is an open 

regional network of research and academic institutions and think tanks with a 

keen interest in addressing international trade and investment policy and 

facilitation issues in the context of sustainable development. The Trade and 

Investment Division of ESCAP provides the Secretariat of the network and a 

direct link to trade policymakers in the region and other international 

organizations. For more information, please contact ARTNeT secretariat at 

artnetontrade@un.org or visit http://artnet.unescap.org.  

mailto:artnetontrade@un.org
http://artnet.unescap.org/


 

 

EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS OF LAND CONCESSIONS: THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, 

LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC AND THAILAND 3 

 
 
 
 
 

EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS 
AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS 

OF LAND CONCESSIONS:  
 

THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, LAO 
PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 

AND THAILAND   



 

 

EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS OF LAND CONCESSIONS: THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, 

LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC AND THAILAND 4 

 
  
 

Acronyms ......................................................................................................................... 1 

Acknowledgments .......................................................................................................... 6 

Executive summary........................................................................................................ 7 

1. Introduction to the concepts and impact 
channels .............................................................................................................. 11 

1.1. Land concessions defined .................................................................................................................... 11 

2. The commodities under assessment - rice, 
rubber and sugar ................................................................................................ 15 

2.1. Rice .......................................................................................................................................................... 15 

2.2. Rubber ..................................................................................................................................................... 23 

2.3. Sugarcane ................................................................................................................................................ 31 

3. Lao People’s Democratic Republic .................................................................. 36 

3.1. Introduction ........................................................................................................................................... 36 

3.2. Legal frameworks concerning land concessions in Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic ............................................................................................................ 38 

3.3. A brief historical overview of land concessions ............................................................................... 41 

3.4. Current situation and the moratorium on land 
concessions ............................................................................................................................................ 43 

3.5. Impacts of Rubber Land Concessions ............................................................................................... 48 

3.6. Impacts of sugarcane land concessions ............................................................................................. 61 

3.7. Trade analysis - Lao People’s Democratic Republic ........................................................................ 68 

3.8. Conclusion and recommendations ..................................................................................................... 81 

4. Cambodia .......................................................................................................... 89 

4.1. Introduction ........................................................................................................................................... 89 

4.2. Legal framework for economic land concessions ............................................................................ 90 

4.3. Economic land concessions: objectives and impacts ...................................................................... 94 

           Box: Social land concessions ............................................................................................................... 94 

4.4. Current situation of economic land concessions ............................................................................. 98 

4.5. Economic Land Concession for Rubber Production .................................................................... 103 

4.6. Economic Land Concession for Rice Production ......................................................................... 109 

4.7. Trade analysis – Cambodia ................................................................................................................ 114 

4.8.     Conclusions and recommendations .................................................................................................. 124 

5. Thailand............................................................................................................ 129 

5.1. Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 129 



 

 

EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS OF LAND CONCESSIONS: THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, 

LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC AND THAILAND 5 

5.2. The context: increasing scarcity of land ........................................................................................... 131 

5.3. Laws and regulations on foreign ownership of land ...................................................................... 133 

5.4. Key issues on foreign ownership of land ........................................................................................ 135 

5.5. Socio-economic impacts of foreign land ownership ..................................................................... 140 

5.6. Policy implications and recommendations ...................................................................................... 143 

6. Trade trends and patters in rice and rubber in 
other selected countries .................................................................................... 149 

6.1. Viet Nam............................................................................................................................................... 150 

6.2. China...................................................................................................................................................... 161 

6.3. Malaysia ................................................................................................................................................. 168 

7. References ........................................................................................................ 174 

 

  



 

 

EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS OF LAND CONCESSIONS: THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, 

LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC AND THAILAND 6 

Acknowledgments 

The editors would also like to express their gratitude to the International Institute for Trade and 

Development, Thailand, for their financial support during the research project and the facilitation of 

a launch seminar held in Lao People’s Democratic Republic in August 2015. The editors are grateful 

for all of the researchers involved in the project, and would like to acknowledge their contributions 

as follows: 

 

Chapter 1: Teemu Alexander Puutio, Panit Buranawijarn  

Chapter 2: Stefano Zenobi 

Chapter 3: Mana Southichack and Bouasone Soulitham 

Chapter 4: Ngo Sothath and Teemu Alexander Puutio 

Chapter 5: Apiwat Ratanawaraha and Sopon Chomchan 

Chapter 6: Stefano Zenobi 

Finally, the editors have accumulated many debts to numerous ARTNeT members and researchers 

whom provided comments and support in putting together this volume including Cambodia 

Development Resource Institute, Cambodia, Economic Research Institute for Trade, Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic, and Foreign Trade University, Viet Nam.  



 

 

EXPLORING THE TRADE PATTERNS AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS OF LAND CONCESSIONS: THE CASE OF CAMBODIA, 

LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC AND THAILAND 7 

 

Executive summary  

This report deals with land concessions in Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic and 

Thailand – a much contended topic which leads discussants from issues such as land ownership and 

utilization to social structures, human rights and beyond. Overall, this report aims to examine 

changes in relative competitiveness in selected tradable commodities of Thailand and whether they 

are impacted through increases of land concession in selected countries in the subregion.  To 

provide its readers with a deeper understanding of land concessions, this report assesses the current 

state of concessions in the aforementioned countries and analyses the legislative frameworks 

enabling the concessions. From there, focus of the report is narrowed on the impacts of land 

concessions on the production of certain goods, namely rice, rubber and sugar. In particular, the 

report examines whether land concessions affect how these commodities are traded. The social and 

economic impacts of land concessions are examined alongside the impacts on productivity wherever 

possible.  

As any reader will note, the chosen target countries of this report vary to a great extent both in 

terms of their available land resources and their trade opportunities and challenges. The diversity of 

circumstances permeates the issue of land ownership as well, and all target countries have different 

rules, regulations and current situations concerning land concessions and foreign ownership of land. 

Even with their vast differences, analysing these countries provides valuable insights into the social 

and economic aspects of efficient and equitable land use through a comparative lens. However, not 

all lessons drawn from the comparison can be applied to all countries and it should be noted that 

similar looking symptoms often need different remedies due to vastly diverging frameworks and 

contextual environments. This report also examines the trade flows of China, Malaysia and Viet 

Nam due to the simple fact that these countries are significant trading partners and producers of the 

goods of interest for this study. While the chapters examining these additional countries provide 

interesting insights into the trade of the selected commodities, they are not meant to be offer any 

inputs to the discussion concerning land ownership. Thus, these chapters have been added in a 

separate section at the very end of this report, and they may be omitted by readers who are more 

interested in the land ownership than trade matters per se.  

In order to examine the linkages between trade flows of rice, rubber and sugar and land concessions, 

the study first mapped the patterns of trade in the selected commodities in terms of their role in 

global and regional trade, the major suppliers and buyers were identified, and the changes in value 

and volume of trade were determined as well as trends in unit values for each commodity at global 

value and in major bilateral trade flows.  It was hoped that field surveys will unearth information of 

additional production and possible surplus for trade resulting from more land used to produce these 

commodities through a more widespread use of land concessions. However, only partial information 

was collected making it difficult to assess direct impacts of land concessions to changes in market 

structure and associated relative trade competitiveness.  
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Nevertheless, the study did collect rich information on the use of land, structure of foreign 

ownership with respect to use of land and also the main use of produced commodities. To begin 

with, the report shows that while land concessions are commonplace in Cambodia and Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic they are not present in Thailand to a comparable degree.  

In the case of Lao People’s Democratic Republic, up to 2.1 million hectares (ha) have been carved 

out via leases and concessions. This amounts to roughly 10 per cent of the country’s territory.  The 

majority of these concessions have been foreign investors with Vietnamese ownership being most 

common (see chapter 3). Thailand has accrued a total of 6.7 per cent of all the land under 

concessions in Lao People’s Democratic Republic. The study found that the fees for land 

concessions range from 5 to $50 per hectare per year. In Cambodia, more than 210 Economic Land 

Concessions (ELCs) have been granted on the total land area of 1,790,085 ha (see chapter 4). This 

amounts to an estimated 50 per cent of the total arable land in the country. The majority of 

concessions have been granted to Cambodians, with a share of 38 per cent of all concessions. Thai 

nationals hold a total of 5 ELCs, which amount to 35,736 ha, or 2 per cent of the total area under 

concessions. At the same time, Thailand has virtually no significant foreign holdings of land 

available for assessment.  

The reasons behind the discrepancies in the prevalence of land concessions between Thailand on 

one hand, and Cambodia and Lao People’s Democratic Republic on the other are explained by the 

difference in legal frameworks. In Thailand, foreign ownership is curtailed by strict limits imposed 

by a variety of different laws and decrees ranging from the act governing foreign businesses to the 

local inheritance laws (see chapter 5). These limitations include a 49 per cent ownership cap on 

businesses and a limit of 0.16 ha for residential and 1 ha for industrial use through inheritance. As a 

result, foreign ownership takes other forms which are often less transparent and operate along the 

murky side-lines of the laws. Land concessions between Thai nationals are not codified or registered, 

and remain largely undetected by the public.  

When compared to that of Thailand, the legal frameworks of Cambodia and Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic offer both more flexibility for foreign ownership and more centralized 

registration of land concessions and leases. In fact, until the quite recent moratoriums on land 

concessions, foreign ownership and increased utilization of land through leases was promoted in 

both countries as a means towards economic development objectives. In the case of Lao Peoples’ 

Democratic Republic, the use of state land through concessions has evolved over time. As a result, 

the terms, conditions, lease fees, procedures and authorities involved in the decision making process 

have also been changed to adhere to current development objectives. Land concession in Lao 

Peoples’ Democratic Republic has been part of the Government's campaign of "using land as 

capital" in order to attain a high rate of economic growth aiming to achieve the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015. The Land Law of to 2004, Law on Investment Promotion 

and the Decree 135/PM provide the basis for land leases of up to 99 years. In Cambodia, the 1993 

Constitution and the main land related laws and decrees such as the 2001 Land Law provide a 

framework for land classification and ownership, detailing the criteria, procedures, mechanisms and 
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institutional arrangements for granting and monitoring ELCs for a maximum duration of 99 years 

with limited application costs and low yearly fees.  

However, as mentioned above, both countries have issued moratoriums on granting new land 

concessions in view of the perceived negative impacts and social uproar. Similarly, both countries 

reviewed and even cancelled several previously granted concessions. This study corroborates that 

particularly when granted without due economic, social and environmental assessments, land 

concessions can have severe negative impacts, ranging from increased land conflicts and 

landlessness, uncompensated enclosure of publicly utilized land leading to loss of income and 

employment, short-term perturbations in food security, increased violence and hostility between 

local communities and foreign entities and other social and cultural effects such as loss of traditional 

ways of living. The majority of these negative effects emerge in the short-term due to lacking 

processes and frameworks for safeguarding the rights of those enjoying the use of the land being 

offered for land concessions, as opposed to being derived from land concessions per se. The study 

also confirmed that land concessions can deliver positive development impacts in many ways. The 

most significant benefits include long-term creation of employment, income generation, and 

infrastructure development. Further benefits are accrued from increases in land value, adoption of 

modern cropping methods, increased micro- and macro-scale investment in land, technology 

transfers and increased market access through larger, globally connected companies and investors.  

In light of the objectives of this report, the positive effects of land concessions on the production, 

productivity, manufacturing and exports of rice, rubber and sugar of great interest. The direct 

impacts of land concessions on the aforementioned features are difficult to measure, this report 

gives preliminary proof of positive impacts. For instance, in Cambodia, the contribution of ELCs to 

the increased paddy production have been very significant where the paddy production stood at 

134,000 tonnes in 2003, which accounts for only 1.4 per cent of the total production of 2013. The 

productivity of the paddy under land concessions in Cambodia is more than 50 per cent higher than 

the national average yield. While the Cambodian rubber concessions are yet to provide their latex 

outputs, the expected productivity is around1.7 tonnes per ha, which is considerably higher than the 

current 1 tonne per ha rate of productivity. Similar productivity gains can be reasonably expected in 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic. In the case of rice in particular, he higher yields can be mostly 

explained by factors pertaining to soil as opposed to technological or production related factors. In 

this light, it can be argued that land concessions have been successful in enhancing the utilization of 

arable land through more efficient allocation. Land concessions have also contributed to enhanced 

capacities to produce more complex goods such as latex and milled rice in both countries. This 

report shows that during the period under which land concessions have been granted for the 

production of rice, rubber and sugar, the export performance of Cambodia and Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic have also greatly improved. Attributing this increased performance to land 

concessions is not possible due to the complexities involved in both production and exports and the 

lack of available data. However, it can be validly argued that where the land concessions have 

increased the utilization of otherwise untended land or where they have increased the productivity of 

previously utilized land, positive impacts to the export performance can be expected. This argument 
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is strengthened in cases where the concessionaire is foreign, and has initiated production with the 

aim of satisfying market demands in their country of origin or elsewhere in the region.   

This study shows that the increased export performance of Cambodia and Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic in rice, rubber and sugar has not undermined that of Thailand. On the contrary, in rice 

Thailand has increased its exported quantity and its unit values over the years as per the common 

trend in the world market. Similarly, while the Thai share of global rubber exports have been eroded 

over the years, Thailand has not suffered any loss of its market shares in the exports of rubber due 

to the increased utilization of land for rubber plantations in Cambodia and Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic.  Furthermore, this study shows that in particular in the production of rubber, Thailand 

exports a much more varied set of goods requiring more complex production methods, and as such 

it is not probable that Cambodia and Lao PDR’s fledgling production will cause dramatic changes in 

Thailand’s export performance in the near future.  Finally, this report shows that Thailand has 

increased its share in sugarcane exports and is now the world’s second largest exporter. Thailand 

holds this position largely unaffected by the still small-scale entry of Cambodia Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic.  

This study suggests that Cambodia and Lao People’s Democratic Republic would benefit from 

further examination of the concrete impacts of land concessions delivered through both the social 

and economic channels. Should the overall analysis provide evidence of the usefulness of land 

concessions they may be continued within a further enhanced legal framework which ensures due 

processes and rights for both the current and prospective land owners. Where appropriate, misused 

land concessions should be revoked and underutilized or poorly drafted concessions should be 

renegotiated. Further steps should include careful allocation of available land with due consideration 

given to the scale of operations, the type of land including its suitability for each crop type, 

consideration of alternative ownership models such as cooperatives., and revising the policies for 

generating income from fees and taxes concerning land concessions.  

In conclusion, this study shows that land concessions have had both economic and social impacts in 

Cambodia and Lao People’s Democratic Republic ranging from small scale short-term effects to 

macro-level long-term impacts. This study also shows that land concessions may have played a role 

in enhancing these countries’ export performance in rice, rubber and sugar. This study shows that 

Thailand and its trade flows have developed independently of land concessions in these 

neighbouring countries.  Finally, this study provides the following recommendations for Thailand, 

which are further analysed and explained in Chapter 5. These recommendations include the 

following possible policy options that would greatly enhance Thailand’s development and trade 

potential in the short and long-term future: i. developing coherent land policies and legal 

frameworks, ii. developing and implementing national and regional land use plans, iii. reforming land 

and property tax system, iv. streamlining land administration systems to enhance good governance, v. 

promoting public participation and constructive civil society conduct and vi. engaging in further 

empirical research in the area of efficient and equitable use of land resources.  
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1. Introduction to the concepts and impact channels    

1.1. Land concessions defined 

 

Over the past decades, land concessions – sometimes referred to as land leases, licensing and land 

grabs – have emerged as pervasive phenomena stirring heated debates and physical confrontations 

in Cambodia and Lao PDR alike.  Land concessions refer to any form of transaction between the 

government and private entities or individuals, or solely between private entities or individuals, 

which involves the full or partial transfer of explicit or implicit rights to govern or in any way utilize 

a tract of arable or non-arable land. As such, land concession instruments can refer to a variety of 

formal or informal agreements such as leases and joint-venture agreements or procedural transfers 

such as those which happen through inheritance, the division of assets upon divorce or other means.  

 

Regardless of this rather recent ascent to public awareness, land concessions have a long history in 

the target countries. In theory, land concessions of previously underused tracts of land hold great 

promise in terms of boosting economic and social development. Through increased flows of capital, 

more efficient means of production and improved utilization rates of arable lands, land concessions 

also have the potential to impact not only the production and local consumption of commodities 

such as rice, rubber and sugar but also the trade potential of these countries in these products.   In 

reality, results vary from economically successful plantations providing meaningful employment and 

income to local labour and producing goods for exports, to communities being displaced with little 

utilization of the conceded land and tangible benefits to the society. 

 

What enables these ends of the spectrum to be so far apart, are the laws, regulations and modalities 

behind the concessions. In the case of Cambodia and Lao PDR, the laws and regulations governing 

the utilization of state owned land through land concessions emerged in the early 2000’s aiming to 

support economic opening efforts including to attract larger FDI (Neef et al. 2013). While many of 

these laws were relatively well designed, their implementation and enforcement has often proven 

lacking (UNCDF, 2010). This has caused a wide array of distortions ranging from corruptive 

practices, excessive amount of concessions, underutilization of conceded areas of land and 

concessions of land has not always been rightfully the state’s to give (Vientiane Times, 2012).  

 

The extent and frequency of these distortions has caused uproar in Cambodia and Lao PDR where 

the affected communities, civil society organizations and several international entities have strongly 

advocated against land concessions. At one stage or another, moratoriums on the issuance of land 

concessions have been in place in both countries as politicians have rushed to address the negative 

effects associated with the concessions. However, these legal bans have not been effective in 

stopping land concessions from being granted in practice. In the case of Lao PDR, several 

plantation concessions were granted regardless of existing moratoriums, in particular to foreign 

companies with strong political clout such as some hailing from Viet Nam (Baird and Le Billon, 

2012).  
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Deficiencies in the proper implementation of existing laws and administration of the land 

concessions also extend to the review processes of already granted concessions.  There has been 

little progress in terms of establishing procedures for systematic reviews of concessions 

(UNOHCHR, 2007). As a consequence, monitoring the fulfilment of the terms and conditions of 

land concessions and assessing the concrete economic and social impacts is often left undone or 

done only superficially. The lack of systematically gathered evidence affects the capacity to influence 

– and improve - government policies concerning investment and land concessions.  

The study at hand has shown that concrete micro-level impacts of land concessions in Cambodia, 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Thailand often are inconclusive and data concerning them is 

difficult to access.  However, the channels through which they relay their impacts are more obvious. 

For the purposes of this study, the impacts of most urgent concern are defined as detailed in figure 1. 

These channels of influence such as traditional cultures being influenced by modernization, access to 

land for indigenous populations, the interaction between rural development and urbanization, and 

increases in investments in agriculture have multiple consequences which entail both negative and 

positive social implications.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.1.1. Poverty 

 

One of the supposed long-term goals of concessions of arable land is poverty elimination. However, 

at least in short-term perspective, poverty has not been satisfactory tackled.  A vast amount of rural 

poor’s wellbeing was found harmed as the government often gave away already-occupied land and 

many of the rural poor who lived there lacked the necessary paperwork to press legal claims to their 

Social impacts 
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Figure 1 - Impact channels for land concessions 
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land - rights groups say residents in such disputes were often offered too little compensation, or 

even forcefully evicted (Wong, 2013). 

1.1.2. Access to land 

 

The loss of access to land has undoubtedly negatively affected those displaced by land concession 

deals or coerced into giving up parts of their land. The decreased area for small-scale farming that 

was previously prevalent and restrictions on grazing in now plantation areas has led to both a loss in 

income for the local population as well as helped to fuel conflicts. Barney (2007) cites Global 

Witness research in saying that social conflicts arising as a result of concession deals in Cambodia as 

being the most severe in the South-East Asia, many times escalating to outright violence on both 

sides. A report from Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (2007) 

explores this further, citing the loss of agricultural and grazing land, displacement, and 

environmental destruction among others as the main reasons for the negative impact land 

concessions has on the livelihoods of rural communities in Cambodia.  

Rudi et al., (2014) point out that the removal of land as a natural resource from rural populations is 

also likely to have a knock-on effect on their other means of income generation as traditional and 

local methods are often complex and balanced between sustainable cultivation, grazing and fishing; 

removing one of these factors creates imbalance and places greater pressure on the remaining 

sources. Often, with their livelihoods taken away, evicted families move from rural to urban areas in 

search of more opportunities for employment which exacerbates inequality. The scale of the 

situation is also not to be underestimated; a Cambodian Human Rights non-governmental 

organization (LICADHO), reported in 2009 that between 2003 and 2008 a total of 261,705 people 

were observed by the organization to have been affected by land concession deals.  

1.1.3. Culture and traditions 

 

Land concessions may have detrimental effects for the culture and religious beliefs of the indigenous 

population and traditional ways of living. In Cambodia, for example, one of the essential elements of 

the local crop cultivation is slash and burn agriculture or shift cultivation which entails shifting to 

another plot of land after one that has been used for several years becomes less fertile (Mann and 

Moung, 2005). This type of cultivation is deeply rooted in indigenous people’s traditions. For 

example, the Phnong ethnic group which conducts spiritual rituals several times in each farming 

season praying for good yields and successful harvest times (Bues, 2011).  Thus in many cases land 

for rural population does not just provide means for existence but also holds a sacral function and 

expropriation of this land means destruction of centuries-old traditions. In this sense land 

concessions are harmful for the local communities as they lead to the loss of traditions, important 

cultural aspects and identity of the indigenous people. Therefore it is important that development of 

land concession programs takes into account the need to either respect or preserve local traditions, 

or work out ways by which any changes will be limited or gradual. 
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Despite the loss of land that they had been previously supported by non-governmental organizations 

in the region to maintain sustainably, and the rapid changes in lifestyle and livelihoods, some 

communities do see the benefits from the presence of companies through agreements to build 

infrastructure such as roads, schools and health centres. Other organizations operating in Cambodia 

also point to new agricultural skills and technologies being transferred to local farmers in the 

farming of new crops such as coffee beans. These changes come with changes in the community 

itself. Government records show changing spending patterns, for example using money earned on 

plantations for DVDs, mobile phones and motorbikes. Whether the move from traditional means 

and methods of living to more modern practices is a positive or negative change is a discussion 

beyond the scope of this review (Prachvuthy, 2011).  

Furthermore there is also a gender aspect with regards to land concessions to be explored; Oxfam 

(2012) draws on research conducted in Cambodia on the disproportionate effect large scale 

concession deals tend to have on women. This is due to tradition and culture generally placing 

control of households and ownership of land titles with men in the household, thereby reducing the 

influence women are able to exert. The study by Oxfam also states that women are at greater risk of 

intimidation and violence when conflict arises over land concessions which have not sufficiently 

accounted for people living on the land. 

1.1.4. Rural development and urbanization 

 

An additional challenge for employment promotion in rural areas is that locals are often 

unaccustomed to conventional market economy employment model and often are unwilling to 

change their lifestyle. Traditionally people in rural areas of such countries as Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic and Cambodia people are used to living off the land and being employed by a 

company is considered to be undesirable. As study by Bues (2011) shows, many people in rural areas 

consider an idea of being labourers and working for wages to be alien to their traditions and lifestyle. 

This has a negative effect on locals’ quality of life: In the southern Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic ’s province of Chamapsak land concessions have been shown to directly have a negative 

effect on both the livelihood in terms of income and wellbeing following their conversion from rice 

and small-scale farming to workers on rubber plantations. A study by the Faculty of Agriculture, 

Kyushu University (Souphonphacdy et al., 2012) based on surveys of 158 different farmers in the 

area found them both worse off economically and also partially due biodiversity loss, as well as less 

satisfied as rubber plantation workers. Baird (2010) echoes these findings as well as noting that 

though the government of Lao People’s Democratic Republic promotes these possibly as an avenue 

to move away from the production of opiates, the local people often see very little from land 

concession deals and are often worse off than previously. 
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2.  The commodities under assessment - rice, rubber and 

sugar  

 

For reasons ranging from national food security to indirect foreign policy, rice, rubber and sugar 

have been significant commodities in the global economy. In particular in Asia, where rice is staple 

food in many countries, they have for long occupied the role of most important commodities. 

Changes in population growth, availability of land as well as in use of land for a production of bio-

mass for renewable energy only added to host of factors making these commodities important for 

development. Traditionally, rice has fed peoples all over the world and sugar has been a complement 

to their diet – today the population with access to these commodities is growing expeditiously as the 

countries in Asia expand the ranks of their middle-classes. Similarly, rubber has seen its importance 

grow because of the industrialization of the Asian economies and its applications in various technical 

products. Thus, it is safe to say that rice, rubber and sugar will have a central role in the 

development of countries in Asia. 

2.1. Rice 

 

Rice is not a homogenous product. In terms of trade statistics records, according to the classification 

of the Harmonized System 2002 there are four different types of rice, classified as per the different 

phases of rice processing (table 1).1   

Table 1 - Different types of rice under the Harmonized System 2002 

HS Code Description Named here as 

100610 Rice in the husk (paddy or rough) Rough rice 

100620 Husked (brown) rice  Brown rice 

100630 Semi-milled or wholly milled rice, 

 whether or not polished or glazed 

Milled rice 

100640 Broken rice Broken rice 

 

                                                 
1 The rough rice category refers to the rice that has not been processed after it has been harvested from the rice paddy. 
Once the rice is harvested, the next step in its processing consists of removing the husk. This produces the brown rice 
which is already suitable for consumption. Milled rice represents a further step in rice processing, entailing the removal 
of an additional layer from the rice. During the removal the rice loses some nutritional contents like vitamins, iron and 
magnesium but it gains ease of application and use by end-consumers. Finally, broken rice is a byproduct of the milling 
procedure which essentially consists of the grains broken during the process. 
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Narrowing the focus on rice, figure 2 shows the trends in exports of rice, as the aggregate of all four 

mentioned rise categories, over the last decade. The export value has increased due to the unit value 

rise until 2012. Considering that for most of the period the unit value has been growing faster than 

the trade value it is clear that the quantity of rice exported has been decreasing. The only year in 

which this trend is reverted is the last one of the series, 2013 when a raise in the quantity exported 

has happened, together with a bust in unit value.  

Figure 2 - World exports of rice (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from United Nations Commodity Trade Statistics Database (UN 

COMTRADE) via World Integrated Trade System (WITS) 

Breakdown of global rice exports in 2012-2013 (table 2) shows that largest tradable rice type is 

milled rice: almost 75 per cent in terms of share in value or 80 per cent in terms of the share in 

weight. Very far second is broken rice with just over 10 per cent shares. However in terms of unit 

values it is the brown rice coming on top, fetching more than double value per ton compared to 

broken rice.   

Table 2 - World export of rice by category (aggregated value of 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value 

 (in 1000 $) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in  

total weight 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 1,643,479 5.07  3,465,454 3.68 474.25 

Brown rice 3,141,968 9.69 4,941,028 5.24  635.89 

Milled rice 24,310,311 74.97  75,067,809 79.63 323.84 

Broken rice 3,330,348 10.27 10,794,059 11.45 308.54 
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS  

These different rice product categories have experienced different export trends over the last decade. 

In fact, the exports of the most popular variety, milled rice, has been growing while the exports of 

other categories have been stagnant or declining. Moreover, the milled rice is the one responsible for 

the 2013 boom of exported quantity of rice (figure 3). 

Figure 3- World exports of rice, quantity by category (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

In terms of main suppliers, the rice market has changed substantially over one decade. In 2002 – 

2003 (table 3) Thailand has been the most significant exporter of rice accounting for a share of 22.47 

per cent of global exports. Over a period of ten years, Viet Nam has surged in importance jumping 

from the tenth place to the third in 2012 – 2013 (table 4), right after Thailand. Further, Cambodia 

and Lao PDR have also recorded significant increases in their shares in global exports in the past 

decade.  Comparing the unit values of the export, we can see that the general trend has been upward 

as shown before for the unit value in the world market. India has decreased its unit value but it has 

augmented greatly the quantity exported. This has allowed India to become the first exporter of rice 

for the biennia 2012-2013. Thailand has increased its exported quantity and its unit value over the 

years. However, this is a common trend in the world market and Thailand has not been particularly 

successful in incrementing the unit value of its exportations. Cambodia followed the general trend 

for quantity exported and unit value while Lao PDR has followed a pattern similar to India.  

Export from Cambodia and Lao PDR is minimal in the world market, though it has increased 

rapidly in recent years. Still, it is not probable that this increase has been the cause of any loss for 

Thailand since the latter has a more developed business composed of a diverse set of customers as 

we will see. 
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Table 3 – Main rice exporters’ worldwide (aggregated value for 2002 – 2003) 

 Partner Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value 

( $ per ton) 

Market 

share (%) 

1 Thailand 2,050,189 9,203,450 222.76 22.47  

2 India 1,685,079 4,614,085 365.20 18.47 

3 United States 1,314,665 6,138,396 214.17 14.41  

4 Italy 608,631 1,110,366 548.14 6.67 

5 Pakistan 555,059 1,451,671 382.36 6.08 

6 China 458,331 7,536,694 60.81 5.02 

7 Australia 374,838 20,644,930 18.16 4.11 

8 Spain 355,107 692,507 512.78 3.89 

9 Uruguay 312,705 1,241,276 251.92 3.43 

10 Vietnam 296,199 1,443,020 205.26 3.25 

29 Cambodia 7,176 17,552 408.85 0.08 

84 Lao PDR 243 539 450.51 0.003  

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Table 4 - Main rice exporters’ worldwide (aggregated value for 2012 – 2013) 

  Partner Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Market 

share (%) 

1 India 6,811,434 26,693,342 255.17 21.01 

2 Thailand 5,967,874 13,771,852 433.34 18.40 

3 Vietnam 4,525,254 14,975,496 302.18 13.96 

4 United States 3,289,852 5,717,939 575.36 10.15 

5 Pakistan 2,487,001 20,206,278 123.08 7.67  

6 Italy 1,274,054 1,502,305 848.07 3.93 

7 Brazil 1,218,359 1,146,821 1062.38 3.76 

8 China 1,018,650 1,390,038 732.82 3.14 

9 Uruguay 708,838 1,215,471 583.18 2.19 

10 Spain 618,376 842,263 734.18 1.91  

13 Cambodia 421,152 555,574 758.05 1.30  

38 Lao PDR 22,786 63,745 357.45 0.070  

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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2.1.1. Thailand 

Thailand’s export of rice has more than tripled in the period 2002-2013. This result is far away from 

the astonishing numbers of Cambodia and Lao People’s Democratic Republic; however, it has to be 

kept in mind that Thailand business for rice is more developed compared to the other two countries. 

Thus, it should not be surprising that in relative terms the growth has been lower. Comparing the 

trend of rice with the one of total export, the rice export has been growing faster though the decline 

of recent years has restricted the gap. Nonetheless, the share of rice export in Thailand total export 

did not vary considerably. In 2002, it was of 1.16 per cent and, after a slight increase over the years 

2003-2011, it returned to about the same level by the end of the considered period. Controlling for 

the unit value, it comes clear that the export growth is also given by an increase in the exported 

quantity even though the two series appears to be correlated (see figures 4 and 5). 

Figure 4 – Growth of Thailand’s total and rice exports (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 5 – Growth of Thailand’s rice exports and unit values (index 2002=100)

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Most of the growth in export can be attributed to the main exported variety, milled rice. In fact, 

milled rice composes nowadays more than 85 per cent of the total Thai export. However, the 

growth has been homogenous across different types of product and it is difficult to say if a particular 

product has been growing more than the others. Overall, two different periods can be identified; 

before and after 2008. In fact, the trend before 2008 has been upward sloped while after 2008 it has 

been downward sloped. In terms of the types of rice exported, milled rice dominates the others with 

an 87 per cent share of total value exported with broken rice as a distant second with a 8.87 per cent 

share (see table 5 and figure 6).  These two types have also seen the greatest year-on-year increases 

during the last decade (see figures 7 and 8). 

Table 5 - Thailand rice export by different categories for 2012 – 2013 

Product Trade Value 

 (in 1000 $) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 23,440 0.39 35,586 0.26  658.67 

Brown rice 220,317 3.69 441,904 3.21 498.56 

Milled rice 5,191,393 87.04 12,347,131 89.68 420.45 

Broken rice 528,947 8.87 943,175 6.85 560.82 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 6 – Composition of Thailand’s rice exports 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 7 - Thailand rice category export growth as share of total growth (index 2002=100, categories 

index as share of total in 2002) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 8 – Growth of Thailand rice exports by categories (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Regarding the export destinations, Thailand has a diversified set of customers for each variety (see 

table 6). This is likely to be the result of the being a leader in the rice market for long time. Thai top 

customers are located all over the world, without any particular favoritism for Asian countries. 

 

Table 6 - Thailand top three rice export destination by category (sums, 2002-2003 and 2012–2013) 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in 

total export (%) 

Unit value 

 ($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Rough Rice      

Ireland 35.17 922.47 Yemen 51.83 612.89 

Saudi Arabia 12.42 395.69 Indonesia 13.02 559.00 

Papua New 

Guinea 

8.99 151.90 Ireland 11.67 849.98 

Total 56.59   Total 76.52  

Brown rice 

France 27.67 380.73 Nigeria 31.21 2745.87 

Italy 16.53 394.50 Korea, 

Rep. 

14.99 552.67 

Fiji 11.53 260.98 France 8.11 1016.35 

Total 55.73   Total 54.32  

Milled rice 

United States 16.26 482.25 United 

States 

17.86 1264.01 

Hong Kong, 

China 

13.86 401.19 South 

Africa 

8.83 590.57 

China 10.52 360.18 China 5.95 959.91 

Total 40.63   Total 32.65  

Broken rice 

Senegal 52.49 258.19 Ghana 44.56 533.47 

Cote d'Ivoire 11.11 221.62 China 21.82 361.81 

France 6.51 326.96 Cote 

d'Ivoire 

4.73 496.68 

Total 70.11   Total 71.11  
 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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2.2. Rubber 

 

Rubber is categorized in five different Harmonized System 2002 categories for recording trade flows 

(table 7). 2 

Table 7 - Different types of rubber under the Harmonized System 2002 

HS Code Description Named here as 

400110 Natural rubber latex, 

 whether or not pre-vulcanised 

Natural rubber latex 

400121 Smoked sheets Smoked sheets 

400122 Technically specified natural rubber (TSNR) Technically specified natural rubber 

400129 Other Other 

400130 Balata, gutta-percha, guayule chicle and 

 similar natural gums 

Natural gums 

 

Considering rubber, figure 9 shows that, similarly to rice, the main driver of the increase in the 

export was the rise in unit values. In addition, it turns out that rubber’ unit value has reacted strongly 

to recession in 2008-2009 as well as to lack of recovery post 2011 in the world economy. The 

quantity of exports however has only slightly increased during the period. 

                                                 
2 Natural rubber latex or Indian rubber latex is rubber in its rawest form, as it is obtained after the tapping of the Para’ 
rubber trees (Hevea brasiliensis). Smoked sheets are created when Natural rubber latex is coagulated with an acid and 
then dried over open wood fires or through other methods. Smoked sheets do not usually comply with formal 
technically requirements but their different characteristics can be visually examined and verified. They are available for 
commercial purposes and people commonly refer to them as latex. Technically specified natural rubber instead has to 
meet more stringent standard specifications. It is formed from Natural rubber latex as well but additional chemicals are 
added in order to alter its physical ad chemicals characteristics. For example, carbon black is added in order to improve 
the rubber strength for the production of tires. A different category is represented by the Natural gums which contains 
various types of rubber derived from the common Indian rubber. 
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Figure 9 - World exports of rubber (index 2002=100)

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Table 8 and figure 10 show that the biggest share of exports belongs to technically specified natural 

rubber. 

 

Table 8 - World exports of rubber by category (aggregate value of 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value 

 (in 1000 $) 

Share in total 

value (%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in total 

value (%) 

Unit Value 

 ($ per ton) 

Natural 

rubber latex 

6,024,356 11.86 2,360,339 14.19 2,552.33 

Smoked 

sheets 

6,396,148 12.59 1,988,258 11.95 3,216.96 

Technically 

specified  

natural 

rubber 

33,300,999 65.57 10,622,675 63.84 3,134.90 

Other 5,026,526 9.90 1,657,111 9.96  3,033.31 

Natural 

gums 

35,939 0.07 10,838 0.07  3,315.95 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 10 – Rubber world exports, quantity by category (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Tables 9 and 10 represent the shares of the principal exporting countries in the rubber market. 

Beside some minor shifts in the shares through the years, the market is highly concentrated and 

includes only few suppliers from South-East Asia. Thailand has been the market leader for years 

with a share that nowadays has shrank to 35 per cent because of the raise of other South-East Asian 

competitors. Cambodia and Lao PDR have been performing well; they rapidly increased their 

production and Cambodia even became the tenth exporter of rubber in the world. The rubber 

market present a quite homogeneous unit value and no substantial differences exist between the 

countries. The Thai share in the rubber market has been eroded through the years. However, the 

rubber market has been characterized by a unit value surge since 2002 with a total exported quantity 

only slightly augmented. In this context, it seems reasonable to believe that any further production 

from Cambodia and Lao PDR would not have affected the Thai export in absolute terms. The little 

additional rubber production available would have been marketed easily without or only marginal 

effects on the market structure. So the loss in the market share may be attributed in a part to unit 

value dynamics and in the other part to an increase in export of all the other competitors, especially 

Indonesia and Viet Nam and not only Cambodia and Lao PDR. It has to be reminded though 

rubber plantations take from 5 to 10 years before they are ready to be tapped, thus it might be too 

early to see a concrete effect on the land concessions in Cambodia and Lao PDR in the rubber 

market. 
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Table 9 - Main rubber exporters worldwide (aggregated value for 2002 – 2003) 

 Partner Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Market 

share (%) 

1 Thailand 4,427,970 5,384,847 822.30 40.51 

2 Indonesia 2,855,126 3,266,363 874.10 26.12 

3 Malaysia 1,784,346 1,996,423 893.77 16.32 

4 Vietnam 457,755 580,123 789.07 4.19 

5 Cote d'Ivoire 247,663 282,519 876.62 2.27 

6 Liberia 162,658 212,290 766.20 1.49  

7 Singapore 140,545 167,154 840.81 1.29 

8 Cameroon 107,973 128,485 840.35 0.99 

9 Guatemala 77,842 96,560 806.15 0.71 

10 India 69,351 79,461 872.76 0.63 

16 Cambodia 37,520 49,631 755.99 0.34 

37 Lao PDR 3,652 4,176 874.47 0.03 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Table 10 - Main rubber exporters worldwide (aggregated value for 2012 – 2013) 

 Partner Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight 

 (in tons) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Market 

share (%) 

1 Thailand 17,882,144 6,070,194 2945.89 35.21 

2 Indonesia 16,365,913 5,181,958 3158.25 32.23 

3 Malaysia 5,329,157 1,717,366 3103.10 10.49 

4 Vietnam 3,779,304 1,296,525 2914.95 7.44 

5 Cote d'Ivoire 1,900,550 606,044 3135.99 3.74 

6 Guatemala 550,651 203,757 2702.49 1.08  

7 Liberia 480,434 159,127 3019.17 0.95  

8 Myanmar 419,002 131,060 3197.02 0.83 

9 Nigeria 394,261 126,273 3122.30 0.78  

10 Cambodia 374,491 125,582 2982.04 0.74 

18 Lao PDR 146,883 50,738 2894.93 0.29  

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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2.2.1. Thailand 

Thailand has been an important exporter of rubber since long ago. During the considered time the 

total export of rubber has augmented by 360 per cent which is remarkable and not far from other 

countries like Cambodia. This has led the rubber export to become one of the most important 

products for Thailand. In fact, its share in the total export grew from less than 3 per cent in 2002 to 

more than 12 per cent in 2013 with a peak of 18 per cent in 2011. However, looking at figures 11 

and 12 it is evident that the driver of this growth is only the increment in rubber unit values so that 

no real growth in quantity has happened. 

Figure 11 – Growth of Thailand’s total and rubber exports (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 12 – Growth of Thailand’s rubber exports and unit values (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Table 11 shows a decomposition of rubber export for 2012–2013 with some additional data. 

Thailand export if formed mainly by the technically specified natural rubber accounting for more 

than 40 per cent.. The smoked sheets and natural rubber latex have about the same importance. 

Table 11 - Thailand rubber export by different categories (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value 

 (in 1000 $) 

Share in total 

value (%) 

Net weight 

 (in tons) 

Share in total 

value (%) 

Unit value 

 ($ per ton) 

Natural 

rubber latex 

4,049,728 22.65  1,601,386 26.38  2528.89 

Smoked 

sheets 

4,615,479 25.81  1,424,511 23.47  3240.04 

Technically 

specified 

natural 

rubber 

8,125,815 45.44  2,645,786 43.59  3071.23 

Other 1,090,630 6.10  398,323 6.56  2738.05 

Natural 

gums 

493 0.00  188 0.00  2622.99 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

In the case of Thailand, all the products have contributed to the export growth. This is not 

surprising since the previous graphs have shown that the growth is mainly given by the increase in 

the general unit value of rubber. This is also confirmed by the growth of each rubber category 

(figures 13 and 14). 

Figure 13 – Growth of Thailand’s rubber exports by categories as share of total growth (index 

2002=100, categories index as share of total in 2002)

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 14 – Growth of Thailand rubber exports by categories (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

As expected, there are no major shifts in the export share of the products though it is possible to see 

an increase in the one of technically specified natural rubber (see figure 15). 

Figure 15 - Thailand rubber export composition 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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three most exported products, natural rubber latex, smoked sheets and technically specified natural 

rubber, the most important destination is China, followed by Japan. Unit values are similar between 

destinations in each period, as common in the rubber market.  

Table 12 - Thailand top three rubber export destination by category (aggregated for 2002-2003 and 

2012 – 2013) 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural rubber latex 

Malaysia 53.42  783.58 Malaysia 53.48  3059.74 

China 15.61 742.21 China 30.04  1994.81 

United 

States 

4.74 275.83 Japan 2.99  4115.14 

Total 73.76    Total 86.51    

Smoked sheets 

China 29.99  857.77 China 28.99  3092.40 

Japan 27.22  828.89 Japan 19.86  3149.64 

United 

States 

10.11  916.11 United States 13.16 3536.17 

Total 67.32   Total 62.01   

Technically specified natural runner 

China 24.72  865.67 China 58.11  2961.22 

Japan 23.01  898.56 Korea, Rep. 10.99  3142.56 

United 

States 

20.56  879.41 Japan 10.44  3237.12 

Total 68.29    Total 79.54    

Other 

Japan 21.90  890.96 Malaysia 38.13  2163.74 

China 17.68  842.37 Brazil 9.88  3225.41 

Brazil 9.89  906.04 Germany 7.50  3175.61 

Total 49.47    Total 55.51    

Natural gums 

Netherlands 49.69  944.43 Tunisia 61.45  4335.70 

Algeria 26.01  1113.43 China 21.23  2124.79 

China 12.58  850.00 Vietnam 14.63  1430.00 

Total 88.28    Total 97.31    

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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2.3. Sugarcane  

 

There is only one category for sugar in the HS 2002, namely sugarcane with the code 170111 (table 

13).  

Table 13 - World export of sugarcane (aggregate for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Sugarcane 28,865,136 52,954,889 545.09 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

In the market for sugarcane Thailand’s share has increased over a decade to push it into the second 

largest supplier. Growth of exports of Sugarcane has been balanced as it has been the result of both 

increase in unit value and volume (figure 16). In recent years, Cambodia and Lao PDR have entered 

the sugarcane market although at a very small scale and thus without any consequences for the other 

suppliers (tables 14 and 15).  Thus, it is unlikely to be able to see any relevant effect given by the 

economic land concessions on current trade flows.  The unit value prices are homogeneous between 

different suppliers, especially the top tier ones. The unit value of all exporters has more than 

doubled over the period probably due to world market drivers. 

Figure 16 - World exports of sugarcane (index 2002=100) 

 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Table 14 - Sugarcane main exporters worldwide (aggregated for 2002 – 2003) 

  Partner Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Market 

share (%) 

1 Brazil 2,246,312 10,446,780 215.02 25.56  

2 Australia 1,152,454 5,913,349 194.89 13.12  

3 Cuba 826,494 3,857,743 214.24 9.41  

4 Thailand 738,040 3,682,872 200.40 8.40  

5 Mauritius 600,103 1,056,629 567.94 6.83  

6 Guatemala 442,460 1,925,868 229.75 5.04  

7 South Africa 248,803 1,206,834 206.16 2.83  

8 Fiji 233,604 498,392 468.72 2.66  

9 Guyana 199,834 392,154 509.58 2.27  

10 Swaziland 177,399 353,374 502.02 2.02  

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Table 15 - Sugarcane main exporters worldwide (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

 Partner Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Market 

share (%) 

1 Brazil 13,774,412 26,639,915 517.0592 47.72  

2 Thailand 3,907,631 7,756,097 503.8141 13.54  

3 Australia 2,556,162 4,681,415 546.0233 8.86  

4 Cuba 950,699 1,572,083 604.7384 3.29  

5 Guatemala 943,255 1,731,205 544.8545 3.27  

6 United 

Kingdom 

587,612 909,696 645.9435 2.04  

7 Mexico 560,440 1,040,482 538.6353 1.94  

8 Swaziland 539,792 766,731 704.0181 1.87  

9 El Salvador 386,750 679,690 569.0098 1.34  

10 South Africa 379,549 1,074,634 353.1889 1.31  

18 Lao PDR 146,883 50,738 2894.926 0.23  

35 Cambodia 51,549 66,164 779.097 0.18  

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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2.3.1. Thailand 

Thailand has been an important exporter of sugarcane for the whole considered period (table 16).  

Table 16 - Thailand sugarcane exports (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Sugarcane 3,906,030 7,753,986 503.74 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

In fact, compared to 2002 the level of export is almost fivefold in 2013 (see figures 17 and 18). This 

growth however has not been homogenous through the years but there has been a peak in 2011 

followed by a decline. As a result, the share of sugarcane export in the total has risen to 2 per cent in 

2013 from a 0.43 in 2002. Thailand has traded with more than seventy partners over the decade 

although the most relevant one are Indonesia, Japan and the Republic of Korea, representing 

together 60 per cent of the Thai export. The unit values are homogenous across partner in both the 

two considered periods (table 17). 

Figure 17 – Growth of Thailand’s total and sugarcane exports (index 2002=100) 

 

 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 18 – Growth of Thailand’s sugarcane exports and unit values (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS, values 

normalized to 100 at the base year 

Table 17 - Thailand top three sugar export destination by category (aggregated for 2002-2003 and 

2012 – 2013) 

Sugarcane 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value 

 ($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value 

 ($ per ton) 

Russian 

Federation 

29.39  208.43 Indonesia 37.18  563.53 

Japan 25.86  197.53 Japan 21.20  536.41 

Malaysia 14.97  178.35 China 13.75  596.27 

Total 70.23    Total 72.13   

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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EXAMINING THE CASES OF 

CAMBODIA, LAO PEOPLE’S 

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC  

AND THAILAND 



3. Lao People’s Democratic Republic3 

3.1. Introduction 

 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic is a landlocked country with a relatively small amount of 

arable land, approximately 6.3 per cent of the country’s total land area of 236,800 square km 

(1.49 million hectares), and a population of 6.77 million of 49 different ethnic groups. The 

majority of the population inhabited in the rural areas despite a recent increase in urbanization, 

with 72 per cent of the labour force engaged in the agriculture sector which is dominated by 

subsistence farming (Baird, 2011). Agriculture accounted for 25 per cent of the country’s Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) of USD11.1 million in 2013, and industry and service sectors 

respectively accounted for 38 and 37 per cent each. The main crops grown by Laotians are rice, 

followed by corn, coffee, cassava, banana, rubber (more recently) and others.  

Lao People’s Democratic Republic, after decades of wars and isolation, has begun to be 

integrated with regional and international economies since 1986, when the government formally 

started its open door policy. This led the country to a path of relatively high economic growth 

rates in the past decade. The Lao government is aiming to achieve the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) by 2015 and graduate the country from the UN's list of least developed countries 

by 2020. To achieve the set socioeconomic goals, maintaining a high 8-8.5 per cent Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) growth rate is an essential task for the government.  

Lao People’s Democratic Republic is rich with natural resources, and the Lao government has 

chosen to utilize them for engendering the required growth. As a first priority, the Lao 

government has encouraged logging; second, hydropower; third, mining; and, finally, land 

concessions (Hanssen, 2007). Given limited domestic financial resources and lacking know-how 

to sustain this targeted GDP growth rate, attracting Foreign Direct Investments (FDIs) is crucial. 

Further, the Lao government believes that granting land concessions is one way to attract FDI 

and engender GDP growth. Further, it is widely believed that FDI through land concessions can 

help the economy in a number of ways. First, government can get direct income from land 

concessions, although it is a minor and not the main benefit expected from FDI. For example, in 

some projects the government can enter into partnerships or joint ventures and generate income 

directly. Secondly, FDI can generate direct benefits for local communities such as improved 

infrastructure, jobs and compensation for the use of the land. Third, FDI can generate economy-

                                                 
3 This chapter has been prepared by principal authors Dr. Mana Southichack and Ms. Bouasone Soulitham, with substantive additions and 

editing by Mr. Teemu Alexander Puutio and inputs from Mr. Panit Buranawijarn. The accomplishment of the survey would not have been 
achieved without all the support and assistances from local government officials and private companies’ executives. Therefore, the principal 
authors would like to sincerely express their gratitude to all the participants and interviewees for their support and assistances. They especially 
would like to thank Mr. Thavone Vannasit (Head of Industry and Commerce Section in Attapeu Province), Mr. Soukan Nunthalad (Head of 
Industry and Commerce Section in Champasack Province) and Mr. Chanthajone Xayaphet (Head of Industry and Commerce Section in 
Savannakhet Province) for their kind assistances and coordination.  
Also, they would like to express sincere appreciation to Mr. Phan Thanh Thu, Director of Hoang Anh Attapeu Development; Mr. Nguyen Thanh 
Nga, HR Manager of Hoang Anh Sugarcane Company; Mr. Prasong Pinwiset, HR Manager of Mitr Lao Sugar; Mr. Nguyen Phnong Nam, 
Deputy Director of Viet-Lao Rubber Joint Venture and Mr. Oudomsith, Office Manager of Dak Lao Ruco for their sincere and active 
participation in the survey.  Last but not least, theywould like to sincerely thank two survey personnel from the Economic Research Institute for 
Trade of the Ministry of Industry and Commerce, Mr. Nilunlud Sramany and Mr. Phonekeo Mithdavong, for assisting with field data collection. 
Finally, they express sincere appreciation to Ms. Pavina Hanthongxay of Intergro for her tireless assistance on the many tasks assigned to her. 
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wide benefits beyond the locality by increasing national income and export earnings of foreign 

exchanges. 

In this chapter, as land concession to rice is relatively negligible in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic, we focus particularly on land concessions to rubber and sugarcane, for rubber 

dominates in land concessions to forestry and sugarcane dominates in land concessions to 

agriculture, and both crops are widely grown in neighbouring countries. This chapter seeks to 

answer a number of questions concerning the underlying reasons why government offers and 

private investors seek land concessions, legal framework, modality and current general layout of 

land concessions in Lao People’s Democratic Republic. The study also seeks to examine the 

impact of land concessions and their associated activities on trade patterns between the host and 

neighboring countries that are linked through trade of similar products, and on economic and 

social conditions of locals affected by land concessions. 

The answers to these questions other than those concerning impacts can be derived from 

analyzing and synthesizing existing literatures and official documents regarding to laws and 

regulations on land concessions, government policy on land concessions in association with 

economic development policy and strategy, and the recently published land concession inventory 

report. For impact analysis on trade patterns, economic conditions and production trends, time 

series data are employed where possible. Otherwise, the analysis relies on field data gathered, 

supplemented with available secondary data. For social impact analysis, other than previous 

studies which tended to focus on immediate impacts of land concessions that were taken place 

some years back will be examined, new interviews are deemed important to examine whether 

time is an important factor of social impact.  

Some travels to the provinces were required for interviews and gathering of trade and production 

data for rubber and sugarcanes, since the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) in the 

Capital does not yet have the detailed data that are necessary for the analysis. For instance, the 

MAF currently does not have data on rubber trade, production and yield, but the Department of 

Agriculture and Forestry in some provinces have been monitoring their major crops. Also, 

information on informal trade, which could be substantial, has never been made available at the 

Ministry level. Given the limited resource available and the fact that land concessions for large 

rubber and sugarcane plantations are predominant in the southern part of the country, field data 

gathering were conducted in provinces with major land concessions for these two selected crops 

in the south. Our survey team of three visited Attapeu, Champasak and Savannakhet for 

interviews and data collection between the 24th and 29th of July 2014.  
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3.2. Legal frameworks concerning land concessions in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic  

This section is not meant to cover legal framework of land concession in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic in full detail. Rather, it is to briefly describe critical areas concerning land 

concessions, especially related to agricultural and forestry projects. Land concession, as defined 

in Article 2 of Decree 135/PM, refers to the process of giving individuals or entities the legal 

authorization to use state land to operate businesses according to conditions and time limit 

specified in the contract between the government and the concessionaire (Wellmann, 2012). Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic’s state land concessions have evolved over time. Terms, 

conditions, lease fees, procedures and authorities involved in the decision making process have 

also been changed to those perceived to be more appropriate with time and conditions.  

Based on the latest changes in legal framework and procedures involving land concession 

issuance, investors interested in obtaining a land concession are required to make an application 

with the One-Stop-Service at the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI). MPI is responsible 

for facilitating the decision-making process in coordination with other relevant line authorities. 

The final decision whether the application will be approved will be made either by the central 

government (Government) or provincial authorities. Once the approval is made, the MPI will 

issue a Concession Registration Certificate. After that, a Concession Agreement can be 

formulated between an investor and the Government or provincial authorities, stated in Article 

26 of the Law on Investment Promotion, and be certified by the Court's Registration Notary 

Authority. The Concession Agreement defines objectives, value, terms, conditions, rights and 

obligations of the contracting parties. The terms of any concession in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic, specified in Article 28, "depend on the type, size, investment value and the condition 

of activities and must be based on laws and regulations of concerned authorities," according to 

Wellmann (2012).  

Key government bodies involved in state land leases and concessions are numerous, depending 

on the proposed investment activities, project sites and concession sizes. However, the process 

starts at the MPI, a leading agency in the process of approving concessions. It is responsible for 

coordinating all relevant government bodies in the decision-making process and issuing of the 

registration certificate. The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MoNRE), was 

National Land Management Authority (NLMA), is technically in charge of approving all land 

concessions, except for mining concessions, with the consent of all involved line ministries and 

agencies including MPI, MAF, MoIC, MoEM, etc. Land concessions for agriculture and forestry 

require the consent of the MAF; for land concessions involving industrial plants and farms, the 

Department of Industry and Trade, Ministry of Industry and Commerce (MoIC); and for mining 

concessions, the Ministry of Energy and Mining (MoEM). 
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Summarized in table 18, any concession with 150 ha or less on land classified as "degraded 

forestland 4" or one with 500 ha or less on land classified as "barren forestland 5" requires 

approvals by NLMA and relevant authorities at the provincial or district level. Concessions larger 

than 150 ha up to 15,000 ha in degraded forestland or those with above 500 ha up to 30,000 ha 

in barren forestland require approvals by NLMA and relevant authorities at the national level in 

the Capital. Any concession larger than 15,000 ha in a site classified as degraded forestland or 

one larger than 30,000 ha under an area classified as barren forestland, an approval by the 

National Assembly (NA) is required prior to approvals by other relevant authorities.  

Table 18 - Land concession size and term limits, and concession approval authorities 

(For Agricultural Business and Tree Plantation) 

Land size  Duration Approval Authority 

Degraded forestland   

≤ 150 ha 15 - 30 years   NLMA at provincial or district level 

with the possibility 
to extend on a case-
by-case basis 

based on the consent of the Provincial/District 
Agriculture and Forestry Office (PAFO/DAFO) 
and the agreement of the provincial/district 
administrative authority 

150 - 15,000 
ha 

30-40 years  NLMA at national level  

with the possibility 
to extend on a case-
by-case basis 

based on the consent of the MAF and local 
administrative authority in accordance with the 
Government's agreement 

> 15,000 ha   National Assembly 

Additional authorization required 

Barren forestland   

≤ 500 ha 15 - 40 years NLMA at provincial  or city level 

with the possibility 
to extend on a case-
by-case basis 

based on the consent of the PAFO or DAFO and 
the agreement of the provincial/district 
administrative authority 

500 - 30,000 
ha 

40 - 60* years  NLMA at national level  

with the possibility 
to extend on a case-
by-case basis 

based on the consent of the MAF and the 
Government's agreement 

> 30,000 ha   National Assembly 

Additional authorization required 

* The duration for concessions in "rural and remote" areas can be up to 70 year with the possibility 
of extension on a case-by-case basis.  
Source:  Wellmann (2012). 

                                                 
4 Degraded forestland is an area where a forest has been heavily and continually damaged and degraded causing a 
loss of balance in organic matter, which may not be able to regenerate naturally or become a rich forest again. 
5 Barren forestland refers to an area without trees caused by natural or human destruction. 
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Duration for concessions depend on the types of investment activities, land sizes and land 

classification, with a minimum of five years. However, there are legal contradictions regarding to 

the maximum duration of land concessions. While the Land Law of 2003, Article 65, specifies 

the maximum duration of state land concessions at 50 years, the Decree 135/PM allows the 

maximum duration up to 70 years for concessions of more than 500 ha in areas classified as 

barren forestland in "rural and remote" areas. In Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and Specific 

Economic Zones, Article 65 of the Land Law of 2003 specifies 75 years as a maximum duration 

for concessions with the possibility of extension to be determined on a case-by-case basis. 

However, according to the Law on Investment Promotion, the maximum duration of 99 years is 

set for concessions in these zones (Article 42) and in general (Article 28), with a possibility of 

extension. 

The latest Land concession fee revision was issued in late 2009. Annual fees range from 

US$5/hectare (ha) to US$50/ha, depending on land characteristics and economic activities.6 See 

Table 19 for details. The lowest concession yearly fee is set for temporary crops, livestock and 

fruit trees in area without infrastructure. Concession fee for rubber is set the highest in 

comparison with all other crops for each type of the three land characteristics summarized in 

Table 19: US$30/ha in areas without infrastructure (Area 1), US$40/ha in areas with partial 

infrastructure (Area 2), and US$50/ha in areas will full economic infrastructure (Area 3). Rubber 

is nowadays one of the most profitable commodity with a unit value of around 3000$ per ton 

depending on the specification of the product (table 11 in chapter 2) and it has experienced a 

price boom in recent years following the economic growth of China. Moreover, it is a strategic 

material for the industrial activity of any country. These reasons explain the rationale for the 

higher price charged for rubber Land concessions. 

Table 19 - Land concession fees for agriculture and industrial tree (US$/ha/year) 

Agriculture 

 Purpose of concession Area 1* Area 2* Area 3* 

1 Temporary crop 5 10 15 

2 Livestock (buffalos, cows, sheep etc) 5 10 20 

3 Fruits 5 10 20 

4 Industrial crop 6 10 20 

5 Herb 7 15 25 

6 Poultry farming 10 15 20 

7 Fish farming 10 20 30 

Industrial tree 

 Purpose of concession Area 1* Area 2* Area 3* 

1 Industrial tree plantation up to 10 years 8 15 25 

2 Fast growing tree below 10 years 10 20 30 

3 Rubber plantation  30 40 50 

*Area 1:  Area without improved infrastructure; Area 2: Area with partly improved infrastructure; Area 3: Area with 
fully improved infrastructure. Source: Prime Minister’s Provision on rate of land concession, No. 02/PM, Nov. 2009. 

 

                                                 
6 Specified in the Prime Minister’s Provision on rate of land concession, No. 02/PM, November 2009. 
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3.3. A brief historical overview of land concessions 

Land concession in Lao People’s Democratic Republic is not a new topic, but it continues to be 

a critically important issue because land, being the most important national asset by nature 

(besides the population), cuts across social and economic sectors and agents. Major land 

concessions in Lao People’s Democratic Republic started in the 1980s with logging of the 

country's primary forests, followed by hydropower projects in the 1990s, according to Hanssen 

(2007). Then, in the mid-2000s, mining and commercial plantations of industrial crops, especially 

since 2005, emerged. Land concession in Lao People’s Democratic Republic has been part of the 

Government's campaign of "using land as capital" in order to attain a high rate of economic 

growth aiming to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015 and graduate the 

country from the UN's list of least developed countries by 2020.  

A relatively rapid expansion in large land concessions, especially for mining and plantations, has 

caused social tensions which raised concerns within the government and development 

community in the country over their impacts on rural villagers’ livelihoods and wellbeing and the 

environment, among others. Thus, in an attempt to better manage land concessions within a 

strategy of “using land as capital” the Lao government together with international development 

organizations has commissioned studies in the mid-2000s, when the number of approved land-

based projects surged. At the forefront was the Lao-German Land Policy Development Project, 

which produced a number of studies and instituted new land laws. For example, Schumann et al 

(2006) examines investment regime and regulatory framework for land leases and concessions. A 

study by Hanssen (2007) provides options and advices to the Lao government in order to make 

better decisions on land leases and concessions. The "using land as capital" campaign has been 

highly successful in attracting FDIs into resource-based activities--mining, hydropower electricity, 

industrial forestry, and certain agricultural production.  

There are three major factors explaining the surge in land concessions that have occurred in Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic. First, it started with a growing demand for commercial rubber 

plantation in 1994 in Hadyao Village, Namtha District, Luang Namtha Province in the north 

bordering China. This was the influence from rubber plantation in Mengla District, Yunnan 

Province of China that shares border with Luang Namtha Province. Department of Business and 

Management in Mengla District (China) entered an agreement with Namtha District (Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic) to buy rubber from the Lao side. Hence, staffs of Provincial 

Agriculture and Forestry Office went to receive training in Mengla District on rubber planting, 

and the first commercial rubber plantation was started in Hadyao Village in 1994 (Manivong et al, 

2003).7  Rubber plantation in Hadyao Village, then, stimulated other neighboring provinces to 

cultivate rubber, including Oudomxay, Phongsaly and especially Bokeo (Kenney-Lazar, 2009). 

Following the plantation of rubber in Hadyao village, the plantation of commercial sugarcanes 

was also started. This was also the influence from Chinese investors, who supplied raw materials 

                                                 
7 In fact, rubber was first introduced to Laos by French during 1920s in Champasak province (Kenney-Lazar, 2009). 
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to a medium size sugar factory in Mengla District, Yunnan Province of China. Provinces that 

supply sugarcanes to Chinese factory are Phongsaly and Oudomxay (Manivong et al, 2003). 

Figure 19 - Investment projects with land concession: 2000-2009 

Source: Schönweger et al (2012), p. 27. 

Second, increasing demand for rubber and other industrial crops, such as sugarcanes, eucalyptus, 

agar wood and acacia, has encouraged investors to grow more, and hence they expand their 

plantations into Lao People’s Democratic Republic. For example, Chinese investors plant 

rubbers in the northern provinces of Oudomxay, Luang Namtha and Luang Prabang; Thai 

investors plant sugarcanes in the central province of Savannakhet; and Vietnamese investors 

plant rubbers and sugarcanes in the southern provinces of Champasak and Attapeu. Foreign 

investors from adjacent countries that have land concessions in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic tended to choose locations that are close and convenient for transportation between 

investment sites and their home countries. For example, Chinese investors are more likely to 

invest in northern part of Lao People’s Democratic Republic; Thai, in central part; and 

Vietnamese, in southern part. Third, it is Lao government’s intention to attract FDI in order to 

attain a high GDP growth rate of 8-8.5 per cent needed to realize MDG goals by 2015 and the 

goal to graduate the country from the UN list of least developed countries that the government 

has committed to by 2020. Thus, land concession is used as a tool to attract FDI (Hanssen, 

2007).  

Among other studies on land concessions in Lao People’s Democratic Republic include CIDSE-

Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic (2009), Gervang and Freund (2009), and Baird (2011). Some 

researchers studied on individual crop such rubber in the north, including Vongkhamor (2007) 

and Thongmanivong et al (2009); rubber in the south, including Baird (2009), Chanthavong et al 

(2009), and Laungaramsri et al (2009); and sugarcanes, including IUCN & NERI (2011) and 

Phoumanivong & Ayuwat (2013). Other researchers studied rubbers in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic include Alton et al (2005), Hurni (2008), Manivong and Cramb (2008), and Shi (2008).  
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3.4. Current situation and the moratorium on land concessions 

 

Lao government has put land concession for mining on a temporary moratorium until 2015, to 

allow time for reassessments of current land concession situation. However, up until 2010, Lao 

government has issued a total area of 2.1 million ha (8.9 per cent of the country’s total land area) 

of land to investors in the forms of leases and concessions. These include approximately a 

million of ha for mining exploration, but exclude land concessions for hydroelectric dams and 

land under contract farming, according to the country's most comprehensive countrywide 

compilation of government land concessions and leases Concessions and Leases in Lao Peoples’ 

Democratic Republic: Taking Stock of Land Investments by Schönweger et al (2012). Of the one 

million ha of land concessions for mining exploration, only parts of it which will become 

exploitation sites will have environmental and livelihood impact. Thus, the report focuses only 

on the roughly 1.1 million ha of land concessions for mining exploitation, agriculture, forestry 

and others.  

Table 20 summarizes land concessions, based on investor type, Lao government has issued up to 

2010, as reported in Schönweger et al (2012), excluding the one million ha of concessions for 

mining exploration. Land concessions held by domestic investors tend to be relatively small, with 

an average concession size of about a tenth of those held by foreign investors. Thus, while 

domestic investors held 64.5 per cent of the total number of concessions, they were accounted 

for only 16.5 per cent of the total land area under concessions. Foreign investors held the 

majority of land concessions, with 72.2 per cent of the total. 

Table 20 - Investment projects by investor type 

Type of Investment Total HA Deals Average HA* 

Domestic 181,477 1,705 117 

Joint Venture 123,673 140 1,048 

Foreign 794,383 797 1,167 

Total 1,099,533 2,642   

* The average ha figures are not total areas divided the numbers of deals as shown in the table; 

some deals do not have area data, thus the average deal size is the total area divided the 

number of deals with area data only.  

Source: Schönweger et al (2012), p. 23. 

Vietnamese were the single largest land concessionaires in Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic. 

With 307,169 ha, Vietnamese investors' holding was collectively accounted for 28 per cent of the 

total land concessions Lao government has issued up to 2010, excluding land concessions for 

mining exploration and hydro power projects. The average size of their holding was the second 

largest to that of Indian investors, at 1,862 ha per concession (table 21). Although Indians' total 
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holding accounted for just 4.9 per cent of the total land concession issued, making it the fifth 

largest land concessionaire, the average concession was the largest, at 7,740 ha. Chinese investors, 

the second largest foreign land concessionaires in Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic, held 

199,015 ha, accounting for 18 per cent of the total land concessions issued. Their average 

holding size was 777 ha, less than half the average size held by Vietnamese investors. Lao entities 

collectively held 181,477 ha, accounting for 17 per cent of the total, making them the third 

largest land concession holders. However, their average holding was the smallest, with 117 ha per 

concession. Thai investors collectively were the fourth largest, with 73,637 ha of holding in total, 

accounting for 7 per cent of the total, and their average holding size was 701 ha, similar to that 

of Chinese. Although Japanese investors, as the sixth largest concessionaires, held just 29,595 ha 

of land concessions in total, their average holding was considerably large, at 1,480 ha per 

concession.  

Table 21 - Investment projects by investor's country of origin in agriculture and forestry 

 Total Land Concessions To Agriculture To Forestry 

 (HA) (%) Deals Av. 

HA* 

(HA) (%) (HA) (%) 

Vietnam 307,196 27.9 191 1,862 11,021 7.9 62,840 20.5 

China 199,015 18.1 299 777 13,451 9.6 86,861 28.4 

Lao PDR 181.477 16.5 1,705 117 27,836 19.9 34,326 11.2 

Thailand 73,637 6.7 127 701 55,247 39.5 19,324 6.3 

India 54,178 4.9 7 7,740   54,178 17.7 

Japan 29,595 2.7 21 1,480   13,139 4.3 

Republic of Korea 27,114 2.5 75 405 21,941 15.7 3,504 1.1 

Others** 227,348 20.7 217 1,245 10,520 7.5 32,061 10.5 

Total 1,099,533 100.0 2642  140,016 100 306,233   100.0 

*The average ha figures are not total areas divided the numbers of deals as shown in the table; some deals do not 

have area data, thus the average deal size the total area divided the number of deals with area data only. **Others 

include construction, electricity, manufacturing/processing (22,878 ha, 427 deals), communication, services/utilities, 

tourism (75.182 ha, 156 deals), transport, wholesale/trade, education (5 ha, 2 deals).  

Source:  Schönweger et al (2012). 

  

Figure 20 illustrates regional distribution of land concessions held by the top four 

concessionaires. While Vietnam's land concession holdings were concentrated in the south and 

central regions of the country, respectively with 45 per cent and 30 per cent of its entire holding, 

China's holdings were highly concentrated in the north, where 60 per cent of its holdings located. 

China has 29 per cent of its total holding located in the central region and 11 per cent in the 

country's south. Thailand's land concession holdings were mostly in the south and central parts 

of the country, respectively with 52 per cent and 40 per cent of its total holding in each, and 8 

per cent in the north. Concessions belonging to domestic individuals and firms were mostly 

located in the central region (40 per cent), with the remainder having nearly equal shares in the 

north (28 per cent) and south (32 per cent).  
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Figure 20 - Regional distribution of projects by top four investors' country of origin 

 

Source: Schönweger et al (2012), p. 26. 

Of the roughly 1.1 million ha of land concessions, 13 per cent were issued to agriculture, 28 per 

cent to forestry, 50 per cent to mining exploitation and 9 per cent to other purposes (Figure 21).8 

Leases accounted for only 0.25 per cent of the 1.1 million ha.9  Table 22 summarizes land 

concessions for agriculture. Among agricultural land concessions issued, sugarcane tops the list, 

with 25 per cent of the total 140,015 ha of concessions for agriculture; followed by livestock 

(22.5 per cent), jatropha (18 per cent), coffee (13.6 per cent), and cassava (10.5 per cent). 

Concessions for rice, with a total of 2,273 ha, accounts for only 1.6 per cent of the total 

agricultural land concessions. 

Table 22 provides a detailed breakdown of land concessions under forestry by types of crop, 

which totaled 306,234 ha by 2010, as reported in Schönweger et al (2012). This includes 129,614 

ha exclusively under rubber, plus 14,839 ha under rubber combining with other plants, an 

intercropping practice. However, more current information on land concessions for rubber was 

revealed by the MAF, cited in the Vientiane Times (3 October 2013), that a total of 280,000 ha 

of land concessions were under rubber plantations alone in mid-2013. Thus, we updated rubber 

land concession data in our table. Although this seems to suggest that land concessions for 

rubber were more than doubled within about three years since Schönweger et al (2012) report, 

which uses forestry data report in 2011 (with data updated up to 2010) provided by the 

Department of Forestry, MAF, it was more likely that part of the increase was a result of data 

                                                 
8 If concessions for mining exploration were included, the share of land concessions for mining--for both 
exploitation and for exploration--would be slightly more than 74 per cent. 
9 Schumann et al (2006) describes major factors differentiate leases from concessions. While leases can involve land 
either owned by private or state, concessions involve state-owned land only. Land leases are more limited in size, 
measuring in square meters, and they commonly involve developed lands. Whereas land concessions are large, 
measuring in hectares, and they involve undeveloped lands commonly issued for infrastructure development and for 
exploitation of natural resources. While fee for leases is determined by the market, fee rates for concessions are set 
by law and are much lower than a lease fee. Leases have a term of less than 30 year and the lessee is the owner of 
improvements (i.e., buildings) and may either keep or sell them at the end of the lease term. Concessions commonly 
have a term of up to 50 years; in some cases up to 99 years; and at the end of the contract, buildings need to be 
returned to the state. However, investor may lease it if this has been stated in the contract. 
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discrepancy.10 That is, the 2011 official forestry data report did not account for all rubber land 

concessions that have been granted at the time.  

 

Figure 21: Investment by sector  

 

* Others include construction, electricity, manufacturing/processing (22,878 ha, 427 deals), communications, 

services/utilities, tourism (75,182 ha, 156 deals), transport, wholesale/trade, education (5 ha, 2 deals).  

Source: Schönweger et al (2012), p. 23. 

Table 22: Agriculture subsector project by product 

Crops Total HA Deals Average HA* 

Sugarcane 34,969 10 3,885 

Livestock 31,494 58 573 

Jatropha 25,179 49 547 

Coffee 19,105 59 347 

Cassava 14,747 34 567 

Fruit & Vegetable 1,956 31 85 

Rice 2,273 12 207 

Other 10,293 107 96 

Total 140,015 360 453 

* The average ha figures are not total areas divided the numbers of deals as shown in the table; 

some deals do not have area data, thus the average deal size is the total area divided the number 

of deals with area data only.  

Source: Schönweger et al (2012), p. 31 

 

                                                 
10 With land concessions adding to the 66,500 ha grown by 49,000 households, as of 2010, according to MAF (May 
2012), this means that at least 346,500 hectares of land in total were covered by rubber alone by mid-2013, although 
Lao government has set a limit to land allocation for rubber at 300,000 hectares as reported in the Vientiane Times 
(16 September 2011). 
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Table 23: Forestry subsector projects by products 

Tree Total HA Deals Average HA* 

Rubber** 280,000** 225** 609** 

Eucalyptus 95,978 49 2,042 

Rubber & other plant 14,839 23 707 

Agar wood 4,603 20 271 

Acasia 39,971 5 7,994 

Teak 398 3 133 

Bamboo 25 2 13 

Other 20,807 40 746 

TOTAL 456,621 367 885 

* The average ha figures are not total areas divided the numbers of deals as shown in the table; some deals do not 

have area data, thus the average deal size is the total area divided the number of deals with area data only. ** Data 

updated from Schönweger et al (2012), which reports a total of 129,614 ha of concessions for rubber; the number of 

land deals and average ha are based on the 129,614 ha.  

 Source: Rubber concessions, MAF; all others, Schönweger et al (2012), p. 37. 

As illustrates in table 23, Thailand is the leading investor country in agricultural crops with land 

concessions holding in Lao People’s Democratic Republic. With 55,247 ha of holding, it 

accounts for 39.5 per cent of the total land concessions issued to agriculture and 75 per cent of 

Thailand's total land concessions holding in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Agricultural 

land concessions holding by domestic individuals and firms, with 27,836 ha altogether, is second 

to Thailand, accounting for 19.9 per cent of the total agricultural land concessions, but just 15.3 

per cent of domestic's total land concessions holding. S. Korea, with a total of 27,114 ha of land 

concessions holding, has 21,941 ha in agricultural land concessions, accounting for 80.9 per cent 

of its total holding and 15.7 per cent of total agricultural land concessions issued by Lao 

government.  

In forestry, Chinese investors were the largest. Collectively, they hold 86,861 ha in total of land 

concessions, accounting for 28 per cent of the total land concession under forestry. Although 

Vietnamese investors held the most of land concessions issued by Lao government, 76 per cent 

of their total land concession holding, excluding land concessions for mining exploration, were 

under mining exploitation. However, they were the second largest concessionaires in forestry, 

with a total of 62,840 ha, accounting for nearly 21 per cent of the total land concessions under 

forestry. Indian investors, collectively, were the fifth largest land concessionaires. They held all of 

their land concessions in Lao People’s Democratic Republic for forestry purpose, with a total of 

54,178 ha, accounting for nearly 18 per cent of the total land concessions under forestry. 

Next, we turn our focus to the two selected crops to which land concessions have been issued. 

Rubber and sugarcane are selected for this study because both are the most prominent crops 

involving land concession in, respectively, forestry and agriculture subsectors. Rice is considered 

the most important crop, at least in term of local consumption demand, its extensive use of land 
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and the number of people’s livelihood depend on it in Lao People’s Democratic Republic and 

the entire region. However, as land concession to rice production in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic is relatively negligible and due to resource limitation, it is excluded from the study. In 

2013, rubber accounted for 61 per cent of the total land concessions in the forestry subsector 

while sugarcane, being the single largest crop with land concession in the agriculture subsector, 

accounted for 25 per cent of the total land concessions in the agriculture subsector. As well, both 

rubber and sugarcane are among major crops in Lao People’s Democratic Republic’s immediate 

neighbouring countries including Thailand.  

3.5. Impacts of Rubber Land Concessions 

About a third (28 per cent) of approximately 1.1 million ha of total land concessions was issued 

to forestry and, in 2013, rubber accounts for 61 per cent of total land concessions to forestry. 

Due to land concessions, rubber plantations expanded rapidly, creating commercial plantations 

and expanded the production of new export-oriented agricultural commodity for the country. 

As discussed earlier, growth in commercial rubber plantations in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic can be traced back to the mid-1990s, started in Luang Namtha Province with 

smallholders who had ties with Chinese growers, creditors and buyers. Land under rubber 

plantation grew from several hundred ha in the mid-1990s to around 900 ha by 2003. In the next 

four years, it grew 32 folds to nearly 29,000 ha (2007), due mainly to land concessions (figure 22). 

In 2008 alone, land concessions had resulted in land allocation for rubber plantations to increase 

more than five folds to 147,450 ha. By 2013, as revealed by the MAF, total land that has been 

allocated for rubber plantation reached 346,500 ha, with nearly 81 per cent of this involves 

concessions. 

Major investors in rubber in Lao People’s Democratic Republic are Chinese (in the north), 

Vietnamese (in the south) and Thai (in the central region). Output was estimated at 1,296 metric 

tons in 2010 and it is expected to jump to 260,000 metric tons by 2015, with 147,450 ha of 

harvestable planting (Ouanesanome et al, 2011). Rubber latex produced in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic is exported mostly to China, directly and indirectly, through Vietnam or 

Thailand, where processing was done before re-export. Smaller amounts were exported to India, 

Singapore and European markets.  

Our field study covers three southern provinces, including Attapeu, Champasak and 

Savannakhet, where land concessions for rubber and sugarcane are predominant in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic. Field data collection were conducted in these sample provinces between 

the 24th and 29th of July 2014. While interviews of officials and investors were conducted in 

Attapeu and Champasak for rubber, interviews on investment in sugarcane were conducted in 

Attapeu and Savannakhet. Land concessions issued in these three provinces together made up 
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180,279 ha, accounting for 14.6 per cent of national total land concessions that have been issued, 

excluding land concessions for mining exploration (Table 24).11 

Figure 22: Land area under rubber plantations: 2003 - 2013 

 

Land concessions to rubber, with 78,945 ha altogether, accounting for nearly 44 per cent of the 

total land concessions issued in these three sample provinces, compared to slightly more than 28 

per cent of the total land concession to rubber in the whole country. Most land concessions to 

sugarcane were located in these three southern provinces, especially in Savannakhet, where 44 

per cent of concessions under sugarcane in the country located. The three provinces together, 

with 21,638 ha, accounted for 62 per cent of land concessions under sugarcane issued in the 

country.  

 

Table 24: Land concessions in selected southern provinces 

 Rubber Sugarcane Other Total 

National* 280,000 34,969 920,112 1,235,081 

Attapeu 27,716 6,000 23,284 57,000 

Champasak 31,220 100 21,680 53,000 

Savannakhet 20,009 15,538 34,732 70.279 

South-3 Total 78,945 21,638 79,696 180,279 

South-3 % Share 28.2 61.9  14.6 

Source: Total land area under concessions, excluding those mining exploration, is based on Schonweger etl al (2012), 

updated with new rubber concession data reported by MAF 

 

                                                 
11 These three provinces together have 47,509 square km, accounting for 20% of national total land area. 

Sources: Land concession to rubber in 2013, MAF, cited in the Vientiane Times (3 October 2013); total rubber land 
area in 2013, extrapolate from MAF's report; others, Ouanesanome et al (2011). 
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Interviews were conducted with three companies investing in rubber and two companies 

investing in sugarcane. Questions asked concern their investments, land concessions and 

business operations related to production, employment, finance, technology, marketing of 

outputs and corporate social responsibilities. Table 25 provides some characteristics of the 

sample investors interviewed. The three rubber companies, two in Champasak and one in 

Attapeu, all from Vietnam, have combined concessions of 40,060 ha, accounting for 51 per cent 

of the total concession land area in the three sample provinces. Two sugarcane companies 

interviewed, one from Vietnam and another from Thailand, have 16,000 ha combined, 

accounting for 74 per cent of all land concession issued to sugarcane production in the three 

sample provinces or 46 per cent of national total land concession to sugarcane.  

Except for a Thai sugarcane company, which received a 40-year concession with 20 years 

renewable, all other companies, and all are from Vietnam, received a 50-year concession. All 

concessions to these sample companies were decided and approved by the National Assembly. 

The oldest of these companies, a Vietnamese rubber company, was established in 2004 in 

Champasak Province. The youngest, which started investment in 2011, is a Vietnamese 

sugarcane company in Attapeu Province. All five companies surveyed use land according to the 

purpose requested for land concession, except for a rubber company in Attapeu which, in 

addition to growing rubber as initially requested, the company also grow grass for cattle feed and 

palm trees. All five companies indicated that obtaining the concession was moderately easy. 

Table 25: Sample investors interviewed 

Investor’s 
Country of 
Origin 

Land 
Concession 

Concession 
Duration 

(yrs) 

Concession 
Renewable 

(yrs) 

Concession 
Approving 
Authority 

Purpose for 
Land Use 
Requested 

Actual Use of 
Land 

Ha Share 
in 

South
-3 

Rubber 

Vietnam 20,000 25% 50 Unsure NA Rubber Rubber** 

Vietnam 10,000 13% 50 Unsure NA Rubber* Rubber* 

Vietnam 10,600 13% 50 Unsure NA Rubber Rubber 

Total 40,600 51%   39,971   

Sugarcane 

Thai 10,000 46% 40 20 NA Sugarcane Sugarcane 

Vietnam 6,000 28% 50 Unsure NA Sugarcane Sugarcane 

TOTAL 16,000 74%      

Notes: NA- National Assembly. *Rubber plus coffee and cashew nuts. **Rubber plus grass for cattle feed and palm 

oil  
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3.5.1. Concession fee and compensation to villagers 

 

As an attempt to attract foreign investment, land concession fee in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic was set very low. Concession annual fee for rubber plantation was set very low at US$6 

per ha.12 This came under the Government's campaign of "using land as capital", which has been 

very successful for its primary purpose of attracting FDI, as evinced by the rapid rise in land 

concessions issued discussed earlier. However, the overwhelming success in attracting FDI 

involving rubber, as well as some other agricultural and non-agricultural activities, was 

accompanied by undesirable social and environmental impacts.13  

Realizing this initial success (in attracting FDI) and the lost revenue through the deep discount 

of concession fee, in late 2009, the Government revised land concession fee. Concession yearly 

fee for rubber was raised the highest in comparison to all other crops for each type of the three 

land characteristics: US$30/ha in areas without infrastructure (Area 1), US$40/ha in areas with 

partial infrastructure (Area 2), and US$50/ha in areas with full economic infrastructure (Area 3). 

Thus, as a result of concession fee increase, with 280,000 ha of land concessions to rubber, 

Government would gain at least US$6.7 million yearly from rubber concession fee alone.14  

Compensations given by investing companies to villagers who were ordered by authorities to 

give up their land to investors were more often problematic and considered exploitative. 

Laungaramsri et al (2009) conducted a study in six villages in Bachieng District, Champasak 

Province, where two of our sample rubber companies are located, and its adjacent northern 

neighbor Lao Ngarm District in Salavan Province. The study found that, land areas under 

concessions issued to rubber companies were originally owned and used by villagers for growing 

crops and harvesting non-timber forest products (NTFPs). Some of them held temporary land 

certificates and others held land titles. Many villagers who lost their land received compensations 

from the companies. However, those that occupied land without a land certificate were not 

compensated. The compensation amount for each plot was determined arbitrarily based on the 

village and area of the land. Generally, a plot located next to a developed road received more 

compensation than the one located far away from the road. There, the compensation villagers 

received range from kip200,000/ha (US$ 23/ha at that time) to kip1,000,000/ha (US$ 117/ha at 

that time). Some villages received an average of kip1,500,000 (US$ 176) per household only.  

                                                 
12 However, actual concession fee to be collected varied across provinces. In some cases, concession fee was to be 
collected when rubber trees are matured enough for harvest. For example, in Luang Namtham Province, rubber 
land concession yearly fee was to be collected based on the number of trees, which was set at CNY6 per tree or 
LAK7,200 per tree (Ouansanome et al, 2011). Typically, a hectare of rubber plantation has 450 trees. This translates 
into LAK3,240,000 per ha or US$405 per ha (at LAK8,000/1US$). Nevertheless, land concession fees in general, 
and particularly for rubber, are considered too low. 
13 Hydropower electricity, mining, real estate development. 
14 This would be an additional amount of Government revenue from rubber land concession fees, if fee calculation 
is based on fee for area without infrastructure (Area 1) for all land concessions to rubber (US$8.4 million at 
US$30/ha versus US$1.68 million at US$6/ha), although some land concessions to rubber are located in areas with 
partial or fully developed infrastructure. 
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3.5.2. Impact on production and technology, and spillover 

Large-scaled commercial rubber plantations are relatively new in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic and the rubber subsector as a whole has just grown to a size most noticeable in 2008, 

when the total rubber land area jumped to 147,450 ha (from 28,802 ha in 2007). It takes seven to 

eight years from planting before rubber harvesting normally begins. At the present, the MAF 

does not have an established system to regularly collect and report rubber production. The latest 

available estimate of production is for 2010, at 1,296 metric tons, harvested in an area of 906 ha 

countrywide, which gives 1.4 metric tons per ha. The majority of output, 65 per cent, was 

originated in northern provinces of Luang Namtha and Bokeo, according to Ouanesanome et al 

(2011). Luang Namtha, where Lao People’s Democratic Republic’s commercial rubber 

plantations first started and which encouraged other provinces to follow suit, alone produced 52 

per cent of the country's total production in 2010. Figure 23 shows distribution of rubber 

production across provinces in Lao People’s Democratic Republic. 

Figure 23: Rubber production in Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic by province: 2010 

 

 

 

* 2010, estimate; 2011 - 2015, forecasts.  
Source: Ouansanome et al (2011). 
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Figure 24: Rubber production in Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic: 2010 - 2015 

 

 

Ouanesanome et al (2011) offers forecasts of Lao People’s Democratic Republic’s rubber 

production over a period of 2011 - 2015, illustrated in Figure 24. It has been expected that Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic’s rubber production would expand more than eight folds to more 

than 11,000 metric tons in 2011, nearly double to more than 20,000 metric tons in 2013 and to 

260,000 metric tons by 2015, with 147,450 ha of harvestable planting. These projections are 

made based primarily on growing areas and ages of rubber trees. Thus, projected output levels in 

2014 and 2015 would be possible only if the required labour for tapping could be met and that 

plantations did not suffer significant damages from either pests, diseases or weather conditions. 

At the time of this writing, there has not been any verifiable or official data report of the 

country’s actual rubber output yet.  

Production figures for rubber in the three sample provinces and the companies surveyed in 

Attapeu and Champasak are not available. Rubber tapping commonly starts in the eighth year 

after planting. However, in Lao People’s Democratic Republic, some small rubber farmers start 

tapping in the sixth year, while the more professionally managed rubber plantations start tapping 

in the seventh or eighth year. For the three companies surveyed, considering the age of planting 

based on the years operation began (years of establishment), the earliest first tapping would have 

started in 2011 - 2012 for the company that started in 2004; 2012 - 2013 for the company that 

Harvestable Area 
(ha), 2010, 906 

Harvestable Area 
(ha), 2011, 6,887  

Harvestable Area 
(ha), 2012, 11,363  

Harvestable Area 
(ha), 2013, 12,046  

Harvestable Area 
(ha), 2014, 28,802  

Harvestable Area 
(ha), 2015, 147,450  

Output (mt), 2010, 
1,296  

Output (mt), 2011, 
11,069  

Output (mt), 2012, 
19,397  

Output (mt), 2013, 
20,726  

Output (mt), 2014, 
50,029  

Output (mt), 2015, 
260,321  

Rubber Production in Lao PDR: 2010 - 2015* 

Harvestable Area (ha) Output (mt)

* 2010, estimate; 2011 - 2015, forecasts.  
Source: Ouansanome et al (2011). 
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started in 2005; and 2014 - 2015 for the company that started in 2007. As well, companies do not 

plant all rubber trees needed to fully cover their land within the first year. Planting takes place 

incrementally over time, and it takes a number of years before new planting stops. Thus, 

although all three rubber companies surveyed have started harvesting rubber, they are relatively 

young and production remains in their early phase, far from a point where output and yield are at 

their optimum. Table 26 summarizes some operational features of the three rubber companies 

surveyed. 

Although the companies surveyed did not reveal their production, they provided information on 

yields as summarized in Table 26. Yields in 2014 range from less than a metric ton per ha to 1.5 

mt/ha. The average latex yield per ha in a smallholder model in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic is 1.4 mt/ha (Ouanesanome et al, 2011; Thongmanivong et al, 2009; Alton et al, 2005). 

Each of the three corresponding companies expects yield to increase in the next five years to 1.5 

mt/ha, 2.2 mt/ha, and 2.5 mt/ha. This is well above the 1.4 mt/ha average yield of smallholder 

rubber plantations in the country. This expectation is consistent with the expression by all three 

companies that they intend to invest in productivity enhancing equipment, machinery, 

maintenance, fertilizer and other inputs. As well, all three companies plan to invest in staff 

training to improve their quality.  

Table 26: Operations of sample rubber companies in Attapeu and Chamapsak 

Investor’s Country 

of Origin (yr est.) 

Land Concession Investment 

Activity 

Workers Employed Production 

Ha Share in 

South-3 

Total 

Number 

Foreign 

workers 

Av. Yield 

2014 

(mt/ha) 

Av. Yield in 5 

Yrs (mt/ha) 

Vietnam (2007) 20,000 25% Rubber* 5,000 10% 1.5 2.5 

Vietnam (2004) 10,000 13% Rubber** 2,200 5% 0.9 1.5 

Vietnam (2005) 10,060 13% Rubber 3,500 20% 1.2 2.2 

Total 16,000 51%  10,700 12% 1.3 2.2 

*Rubber, grass for cattle feed, palm oil. **Rubber, coffee, cashew nuts. However, their yield figures are for rubber 

only.  

The company with the highest expected yield is the one that sources its production technique 

and technology from USA and Japan, according to the executives interviewed. The other two 

brought production technique and technology from Vietnam. Executives of the three sample 

companies all perceived that their technology is either of "good quality" or "high quality" 

compared to local competitors and it will remain so in the next five years. Two out of three 

companies indicate that the company will invest in new technology to improve productivity and 

remain competitive. One is not sure whether the company will invest in new technology. 

There have been little technological spill-overs from rubber plantations on conceded lands to 

smallholder rubber plantations, especially in the South. Commercial rubber is relatively new in 
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the South and it started with large plantations on conceded lands, all of which are fully vertically 

integrated in their business operations. However, some independent rubber plantations of the 

size between one and 20 ha (and a few larger plantations) have emerged in Champasak, Saravan 

in the South and other provinces going northward through the central region up to Vientiane. 

Knowledge on planting and caring for rubber trees, on modern tools and techniques used in 

large plantations have gradually spread through labour movements and naturally occurred social 

network. In the North, where commercial rubber plantations started with smallholders and 

where the great majority of rubber plantation smallholders are located, technological spill-over 

mainly spread through the naturally occurred social network with the help of Chinese investors 

who have contract farming agreements with rural villagers. 

In financing, each company has different financial sources and strategy. The company with the 

lowest yield indicates that it sources financing from both local and international bank, other than 

from internal financing. The company with the middle level yield (comparing among the three) 

sources its financing from foreign financial markets, Vietnamese government and Vietnamese 

rubber group. The company with the highest yield, which is also the biggest of the three, sources 

its financing entirely from international bank. 

3.5.3. Impact on employment and livelihood 

The three rubber companies surveyed together, as of 2014, employed 10,700 workers in total. If 

investment plans were implemented and operations were similar across all entities with rubber 

land concessions to those of the three sample rubber companies, the total number of workers 

employed in rubber plantation operations with land concessions would be roughly 38,000. 

However, it is unclear how many jobs in total have been created directly by all rubber plantations 

on conceded lands, since some investors may not have carried out their investment as planned or 

as stated in their applications for land concessions. A survey by the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Forestry, in 2011, indicates that there were a total of roughly 49,000 smallholder rubber farms 

which mainly employed household members, and most were in the north. 

Demand for workers beyond 2014 is expected to increase considerably as more rubber trees will 

be mature for tapping throughout the country. If Ouanesanome et al (2011) is correct on the 

forecasted harvestable area to grow to 147,450 ha by 2015, approximately 74,000 – 87,000 

workers would be needed for rubber tapping in that year. 

Most workers employed at the three sample companies are locals from within the province and 

others are from the surrounding provinces, accounting for 80 - 95 per cent of the total. Few local 

workers hold managerial or technical duties. The great majority of managerial and technical 

positions in rubber plantations in the south are held by workers from Vietnam. They accounted 

for 5 - 20 per cent of the total, depending on companies (see Table 26). Of the total workers 

employed by the three sample companies, 12 per cent are Vietnamese workers. Companies with 

a higher composition of foreign workers tend to be more vertically integrated--those that have 
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larger processing facilities and broader distribution network to market their outputs. None of the 

three companies plan to increase the composition of local workers in technical and managerial 

duties. Except for one, a rubber company in Champasak Province, which indicates that its 

workers' quality is the same as those of its local competitors, others indicate that the quality of 

their workers is comparatively favorable. All three companies plan to invest in training to 

improve worker quality. 

Laborers working in rubber plantations are, at the present, commonly paid between 

kip30,000/day and kip35,000/day throughout the country.15 A sample rubber company surveyed 

in Attapeu claims it pays its field workers kip 40,000/day. Given a range of kip30,000 – 

kip40,000 being offered for a day work at rubber plantations, a worker would earn between kip 

780,00 to kip1,040,000 a month on a 26-workday per month. One of the sample companies in 

Champasak Province paid its field labors on a piece-work basis. Thus, theoretically, workers that 

can complete more work would earn more. At this company, according to the company's top 

manager interviewed in 2011, workers earn between kip 800,000 and kip1,200,000 a month. 

At this daily wage range, Southichack (2014) has illustrated with an investment model that a 

plantation worker working 26 days a month would be better off than an independent smallholder 

with just one hectare, producing 1.35 metric tons per ha (average yield for smallholder rubber 

farms in Lao People’s Democratic Republic) and if price of raw rubber falls below USD1,925 per 

metric ton, a scenario when rubber price was at its height in 2011. In 2014 raw rubber price in 

northern Lao People’s Democratic Republic has fallen below USD1,000 per metric ton. A 

smallholder with one hectare that has a “2+3” contract, which commonly will receive 65 per cent 

share of output, that produces 1.35 metric tons per ha would need a price of USD2,868 per 

metric ton for raw rubber to be equally well off as a wage labourer at a rubber plantation. It is 

extremely unlikely that raw rubber price will rise to that level in any foreseeable future. Based on 

common practices on output split between smallholder rubber farmers and investors, the “1+4” 

contract model, which splits output share of 30 per cent to farmers and 70 per cent to investors, 

is the worse deal for farmers. A “2+3” contract is one in which the villager provides land and 

labour and the investor provides non-labour inputs, know-how and market. In a “1+4” contract, 

the villager provides land and the investor provides the other four mentioned in the “2+3” 

contract model.  

However, a study by Laungaramsri et al (2009) when rubber trees were too young for production, 

thus maintenance was the main task, found complaints by villagers who worked at the 

plantations in the area that their workdays were reduced, causing their cash income to fall and 

increase hardship. According to Laungaramsri et al (2009), their monthly wages were reduced 

from between kip 600,000 and kip 800,000 (US$ 70-US$ 94) to only kip 200,000 and kip 500,000 

(US$ 23-US$ 59). This made bare survival extremely difficult, given that their food sources were 

no longer there. Before land was taken away for rubber plantation, villagers used their land to 

                                                 
15 Today's exchange rates (26 Nov. 2014): kip248/1baht, kip8,050/1US$. 
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grow rice, vegetables and other crops and to harvest mushrooms, bamboo shoots, vegetables 

and other NTFPs for survival. Once their agricultural land and natural forest were converted to 

rubber plantations, access to food sources was gone, threatening their ability to survive. 

3.5.4. Trade patterns 

Rubber produced in Lao People’s Democratic Republic is entirely for export, mainly to China, 

Vietnam and Thailand. Export destinations of Lao rubber tend to be geographically determined, 

due mainly to proximity between plantations in Lao People’s Democratic Republic and 

processing facilities in these three countries, transportation logistics, and historical development 

of the plantations. While data for export, as well as for production, of rubber is sketchy and less 

than reliable, it is widely believed that most rubber exported from the country went direct to 

China, especially those that were produced in the northern part of the country. Export to China 

has been in the form of raw latex rubber.  

Lao rubber export to Thailand of a much smaller, relative to export to China, unknown amount 

is from all parts of the country. A relatively small-scaled smoked rubber sheet processing 

operation was initiated by a Thai investor in a northern province of Luang Namtha in 2010. 

However, Thai traders, who mainly purchased raw or semi-processed latex rubber from farms to 

supply to processing plants in Thailand, tend to dominate in the central part of the country. 

Figure 25 provides a description of Lao rubber market chain.  

Vietnamese investors play a major role in the south, investing in relatively large plantations and 

processing plants. The majority of rubber produced by Vietnamese-invested plantations was 

exported direct to Vietnam. One of the three companies surveyed indicated that approximately 

50 per cent of its output was sold locally to Chinese and Thai traders. Beyond Thailand and 

Vietnam, Lao rubber was further exported to Singapore, Malaysia, India, EU countries and 

North America, according to at least by one of the sample companies surveyed in the south.  

Each of the three sample companies received different prices for their rubber output with 

averages over 2013 - 2014 ranging between US $1,500 and US $2,000 per metric ton. Given that 

rubber is currently facing a price slump, one of the three companies is optimistic about the 

future of rubber price, expecting an increase of about 65 per cent in the next five years. Others 

are unsure about future price. 

 

 

 



Figure 25: Rubber market chain in different parts of Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adjusted from Ouansanome et al (2011), p. 40 & 41
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3.5.5. Social impact of rubber land concessions 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic’s campaign on using land as capital through concession program 

as a tool to attract FDIs in agriculture, forestry, hydroelectric power, mining and property 

development, has been very successful if viewed narrowly on its purpose of attracting FDIs and the 

overall picture of its contribution to GDP growth. More specifically, in rubber, as a result of land 

concessions, commercial rubber plantations expanded very rapidly, especially after the mid-2000s, 

creating a new commodity for export and the possibility of creating value added latex-based 

products and related jobs. However, its rapid expansion has raised serious environmental and social 

concerns. Although environmental impact of rubber plantations is an important issue, our focus 

here is on social impact of land concessions to rubber plantations. 

Land concessions to rubber plantations have in many ways changed the ways of life for many local 

villagers who were mostly subsistence farmers relying on natural forest for gathering NTFPs and 

hunting wild animals as supplement sources of diet and cash income. Villagers were forced to give 

up lands they have used to support their livelihood and for ritual and cultural activities to make way 

for investors, and compensations were commonly made at below “fair” value with long delay of 

disbursements. Some did not receive any compensation, as in the case involving the Lao-Thai Hua 

Rubber Company that took both communal and individual lands in Kangtew Village, Atsaphone 

District, Savannakhet Province, because the area was considered to be the state property (CIDSE, 

2009). 

In the case of Sino-Lao rubber plantation project involving a land concession in Homxay Village, 

Oudomxay Province, in the north, compensation for land was highly skewed. The project excluded 

families recently arrived and settled in the areas, thus exacerbated rather than alleviated poverty and 

hardship. In a display of good will, the company offered wages and investment partnership 

opportunities. However, as reported in Thongmanivong et al (2009), when faced with government 

supported investment projects, only the elite received compensation for land while the poor were 

denied any compensation, and partnership opportunities were all captured by the elite. To enlarge 

the conceded land area, some protected forest areas were rezoned to allow rubber plantations.  

Beside problems associated with compensation, some local villagers, especially the very poor, also 

suffered from a diminished natural forest area that served as supplemental source for diet and cash 

income as natural forest must be cleared for rubber trees. Also, the transfer of communal lands to 

private concessionaires for rubber plantations has not just diminish local villagers’ access to NTFPs, 

but also to traditional farmlands and gracing lands local villagers used for raising cattle and buffaloes. 

As an example, land concessions to Vietnamese companies for rubber plantations in Tatdaeng 

District, Sekong Province (adjacent to the northern part of Attapeu Province and northeastern part 

of Champasak Province), have resulted in a loss of almost all of the villagers’ farmlands and all of 
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their protected forest land (Gervang and Freund, 2009).16 Only few paddy fields were remained. 

There, villagers who lost their land were living under greater vulnerability. Their livelihood had been 

changed from swidden farming to labouring at rubber plantations A survey of 189 interviewees, in 6 

villages, cited in Gervang and Freund (2009), found that villagers who grew enough rice to consume 

for 11-12 months in a year were able to grow enough rice to cover just 4 to 5 months in 2003, and 

this further dropped to 1 to 5 months in 2007.  

During data gathering in our selected provinces of Attapeu, Champasak and Savannakhet, officials 

have raised issues and shared complaints involving villagers losing access to public lands and forests 

where they could freely farm, collect food and raise cattle. The plantations have completely changed 

their livelihood, from subsistence farming to labouring in the plantation. Although several 

companies had provided new homes and new way of living, some villagers had difficulties adjusting 

to their new homes and life labouring at the plantation. Some villagers who have jobs in the 

plantation earned salaries, but insufficient to support their families' needs. Previously, although they 

did not have a salary, they had farms and natural forests to support their entire families' needs, said a 

staff of the Department of Industry and Commerce in Attapeu. 

Plantation officials interviewed never spoke of any negative impact of the plantations, but 

emphasized only positive effects, while technical staff from local governments spoke of both 

positive and negative sides of the plantations and raise concerns. For example, a plantation official 

would emphasize that people who work in the rubber plantation can save enough to afford 

motorbikes and electrical appliances for their families. While this claim has some supporting facts, 

one local official we interviewed expressed a concern that investors' power of influence among 

upper level officials would continue to grow. 

Although the effect of land concession differs across communities, they had one in common. That 

is, villagers were being changed from a livelihoods based on traditional farming and gathering 

NTFPs and hunting from natural forests to one based on wage labour. However, employment was 

irregular and, thus, has not been a complete livelihood substitute. In many cases, there was not 

enough job available to all that were affected by the land concessions to rubber (CIDSE, 2009).   

 

 

                                                 
16 Those companies include LVF, Lao-Bidina, Kuangming Chuenya and Investment Continent A. 
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3.6.  Impacts of sugarcane land concessions 

Commercial sugarcane plantations in Lao People’s Democratic Republic started in 1997 in 

Phongsaly and Luang Namtha provinces in the north, following commercial rubber plantations and 

were encouraged by a growing demand in Mengla District, Yunnan Province of China (Manivong et 

al, 2003). That was the first wave of growth of commercial sugarcane production in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic. However, this was a result of growth in smallholder production. Then, a 

second wave of growth took place in 2008 as a result of relatively large investments by Thai 

investors which involved land concessions in Savannakhet Province. Since 2008, sugarcane 

production and the majority of land concessions involving sugarcane production in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic have been concentrated in the southern part of the country, particularly in 

Savannakhet Province in the southernmost part of the central region. Attapeu, the southernmost 

province of the country, became one of the major sugarcane producers in 2011. Both were made 

possible by land concessions. 

Land concessions to sugarcane in Savannakhet and Attapeu together accounts for 62 per cent of all 

land concessions to sugarcane in Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Major investors in sugarcane 

plantations involving land concessions are Chinese (in the north) Thai (in the central region) and 

Vietnamese (in the south). The Thai investment started late in the 2000s in Savannakhet Province 

which resulted in the country's total sugarcane output to more than double in 2008. Soon after, a 

Vietnamese investor entered and started a plantation in Attapeu, causing the total country's output 

to surpass a million metric tons for the first time in 2011. Most sugar produced, 80 per cent, by 

Hoang Anh Attapeu was exported to China via Vietnam, where raw sugar from the company was 

refined before re-export. Mitr Lao Sugar in Savannkhet exported 70 per cent of its refined sugar 

output to European markets and sold the remaining 30 per cent domestically. 

3.6.1. Concession fee and compensation to villagers 

For communal lands allocated to villages for various types of use by village members, neither the 

village nor villagers who used those communal lands were compensated for any loss when conceded 

to investors (Kenney-Lazar, 2010). Communal lands are classified as state-owned lands and, thus, 

state holds the right to reassign use purpose and stewardship to the lands without making any 

compensation to current users who may lose crops grown on communal lands and any natural 

resources they have enjoyed. For individual lands, similar to the case of rubber and land concessions 

to other private investment purposes, land concessions for sugarcane plantations have forced 

subsistence farmers and rural villagers, whether or not they have proofs of individual tenureship 

from village authority, to relocate in order to make way for a new form of production arrangement. 

Compensations have often been made arbitrarily in favor of investors, and newly settled villagers did 

not receive any compensation.  

Concession annual fee for temporary agricultural crops, which include sugarcane, is set between 

US$5 and $15 per hectare, as specified in the Prime Minister’s Provision on rate of land concession, 
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No. 02/PM, November 2009. Concession fee is based on land characteristic, with US$5/ha for land 

in areas without infrastructure--road, electricity, water supply, US$10/ha for land in areas with 

partial infrastructure, and US$15/ha for land in areas with infrastructure fully developed.  

In our three sample provinces, there are four plantations, two in Savannakhet and one each in 

Attapeu and Champasak (table 27). Land concession to sugarcane plantations in these sample 

provinces totalled 21,538 ha, accounting for 62 per cent of all land concessions to sugarcane in the 

country. Production of canes in these provinces on average accounted for 70 per cent of the 

country's total production over 2011 - 2013. Recently, the Government has granted a concession of 

6,300 ha in Champasak Province to a Lao-Thai joint venture, according to Vientiane Times (28th 

August 2014), which would increase production concentration in the south. The company is to set 

up a sugarcane processing plant, Syphandon Sugar factory, in Champasak Province, in addition to 

operating the plantation, with a total investment value of US$165 millions. 

Table 27: Sugarcane plantations with land concession  

Company name Province Concession Area (ha) 

   

Hoang Ahn Attapeu Sugarcane Company Attapeu 6,000 

Syphandon Sugar Champasak 100 

Mitr Lao Sugar Company Savannakhet 10,026 

Savan Sugar Company Savannakhet 5,512 

   

Total  21,638 

Share in national total concession to sugarcane (%)  61.9 

 

3.6.2. Impact on production and technology, and spillovers 

As illustrated in Figure 26, the first wave of growth of sugarcane production in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic took place in the late-1990s, when the country’s total cane output more than 

tripled between 1995 and 1998, growing from 61,000 metric tons to 170,000 metric tons, 

contributed by growth in Phongsaly and Luang Namtha in the north. Growth in Phongsaly and 

Luang Namtha had resulted in their combined share in national output to increase from a mere 7.3 

per cent in 1993 to 20.2 per cent by 1996, and to 50 per cent by 1998 (see figure 27). However, 

growth in sugarcane production in the mid-1990s was a result of smallholder contract farms 

supplying sugarcanes to a medium sized sugar factory in Mengla District, Yunnan Province of China 

(Manivong et al, 2003). The total production remained stagnated at around 200,000 - 300,000 metric 

tons until the mid-2007.  
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Figure 26: Sugarcane production in Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic: 1990 - 2013 

 

Source: Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry. 

Figure 27: Share in sugarcane production of major provinces in Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic: 
1990 - 2013 
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Then, relatively large investments by Thai investors, which involved land concessions, in 

Savannakhet Province had resulted in sugarcane production to jump in 2008. In that year, national 

total output increased more than doubled, jumping from 324,000 mt in 2007 to 749,000 mt in 2008, 

with 81 per cent of the total produced in Savannakhet alone in that year. In 2011, as a result of a 

Vietnamese investment that involved a land concession in Attapeu Province, the country's total 

sugarcane output grew past a million metric tons for the first time, when output reached 1.22 million 

metric tons.  

Our field study revealed that large sugarcane plantations, which can afford modern technology, 

professional management and better inputs, are more productive than smallholder sugarcane 

production model. Two sample sugarcane companies we surveyed, one in Savannakhet Province and 

another in Attapeu Province, are the two largest sugar producers in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic at the present. Land concessions the two companies hold together, 16,000 ha, accounts for 

74 per cent of all land concessions to sugarcane in the three sample provinces or 46 per cent of the 

country's total. Their average annual production over 2011 - 2013, together, exceeded 54 per cent of 

the country's total sugarcane output. Each of the two companies has its own factory to process 

sugarcanes produced at the plantation and those produced by contracted smallholders (see table 28). 

Table 28: Operations of sample sugarcane companies in Savannakhet and Attapeu 

Investor’s Country 
of Origin (yr 
established) 

Land Concession Investment 
Activity 

Workers Employed Production 

Ha Share in 
South-3 

Total 
Number 

Foreign 
workers 

Av. Yield 
2013 

(mt/ha) 

Av. Yield in 5 
Yrs (mt/ha) 

Thai (2008) 10,000 46% Sugarcane 600 10% 75 95 

Vietnam (2011) 6,000 28% Sugarcane 429 15% 120 120 

Total 16,000 74%  1,029 12% 76.3 104.4 

 

Yields reported by the two companies are both higher than the national average, although there is a 

considerable yield gap between them. While the Thai-invested plantation in Savannakhet Province, 

Mitr Lao Sugar, reported a yield of 75 metric tons per ha, a Vietnamese-invested Hoang Anh 

Attapeu Sugar in Attapeu Province claimed to have produced 120 metric tons per ha. The national 

3-year average yield (over 2011 - 2013) is 54 metric tons per ha. Luang Namtha and Phongsaly, two 

major sugarcane producing provinces in the north, had 3-year average yields of 55 metric tons per ha 

and 57 metric tons per ha, respectively, over 2011 - 2013. Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar correctly views 

its level of productivity as "highly productive" in comparison with its local competitors, while Mitr 

Lao Sugar thinks its operation as "productive". In the next five years, Mitr Lao Sugar expects its 
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yield to increase to 95 metric tons per ha while Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar expects its average yield 

to remain unchanged.  

While Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar sourced its technology from foreign markets and perceived its 

technology as of "high quality" in comparison with local competitors, Mitr Lao Sugar sourced its 

technology from Thailand and rated its technology as of "good quality". Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar 

claimed that machineries and the overall technology used in its factory in Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic are more advanced than those the company is using in Vietnam. While its yield is lower, 

Mitr Lao Sugar believes its product is the best compared to the other two factories in the country 

(Savan sugar and Hoang Anh Attapeu sugar). In the next five years, both companies think their 

technology will be of "high quality" in comparison with competitors. In the next five years, while 

Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar plans to invest in technology to maintain competitiveness, Mitr Lao 

Sugar said to expand its factory. 

Both companies survey indicated that their investment finance was provided by their respective 

parent companies and both indicated that, in comparison with local competitors, it was easy for 

them to access financing. In the next five years, both companies expect their access to finance will 

remain easy as Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar expects a profit and Mitr Lao Sugar expects a breakeven 

within  the next five years.  

The spillover effect has clearly took place in Savannakhet as the sugarcane plantations has also 

implemented contract farming with smallholders in addition to operating their own plantation. The 

Thai-invested sugar companies have sponsored training for Lao smallholders by organizing on-site 

training by Thai instructors and by taking Lao smallholder farmers who were in the contract farming 

scheme to train in Thailand. The training included the applications of fertilizers and pesticides, land 

preparation, seedling, and other farming techniques. Smallholders under the contract scheme, 

through the training program, have also established contacts and smallholders network with Thai 

sugarcane farm smallholders to exchange knowledge and information. In Attapeu, sugarcane farm 

operation is still a close system, in which the entire plantation operation is within the conceded land 

under Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar. It is unknown if the company will implement a contract farming 

scheme in the near future, a scheme which would likely result in a corporate-to-smallholder 

technological spillover. 

3.6.3. Impact on employment 

In 2011, there were a total of 13,000 smallholder sugarcane farms throughout Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic, with 59 per cent of them in the north, mainly in Phongsaly and Luang 

Namtha, 25 per cent in the central region, and remaining in the south (MoAF, 2012). Although it is 

unclear how many jobs in total were created by all sugarcane plantations on conceded lands, the two 
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companies in our study samples together employed 1,029 workers as of mid-2014. If all sugarcane 

plantations on conceded lands used similar technology, production technique and management 

system, given that our two sample companies account for 46 per cent of the total land concessions 

to sugarcane plantations, the total number of jobs at all of the plantations and sugar factories could 

be roughly around 2,250.  

Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar employed 85 per cent of its 429 workers from within Attapeu and other 

nearby provinces and 15 per cent from Vietnam. Mitr Lao Sugar has 90 per cent of its 600 workers 

from within Savannkhet and other nearby provinces, and the rest are foreign nationals. Both 

companies view their workers as having "quality" in comparison with local competitors and are 

expected to remain at a "quality" classification in the next five years. Both companies indicated that, 

to reduce operation cost, the number of foreign workers will be reduced and local workers who will 

be trained over time to replace the more costly foreign workers. Mitr Lao Sugar indicated that, in the 

next five years, the number of its foreign workers will be reduced to just 10 in total.  

Two pay methods are common in agricultural labour work in Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic. 

One is productivity-based (or piece-work pay method) and another is day-based pay method. Today, 

while field labourers in rubber plantations and some other crops are commonly paid kip30,000 - 

kip40,000 per day, field labourers in a sugarcane plantation in Savannakhet are typically paid baht80 - 

baht100 (kip20,000 - kip25,000, at kip248/1baht) per day. However, field workers are paid based on 

productivity, baht20 per rai (0.16 ha or 1,600 sqm) of work completed. Field workers in sugarcane 

plantations commonly can complete four to five rai per day. If a worker works 26 days a month, he 

would make just between kip520,000 and kip650,000 a month. Lao People’s Democratic Republic’s 

current legal minimum wage is kip648,000.  

A joint-study by IUCN and NERI (2011) of a sugarcane plantation in Savannakhet found that a 

part-time worker could earn kip20,000 per day while a full-time worker earned about kip21,885 per 

day working at Mitr Lao Sugar Company’s plantation in 2010. Thus, wages paid to field labourers at 

the plantation remained unchanged since 2010, while the cost of living has increased nearly 30 per 

cent since then. The majority of workers employed at the plantation on part-time basis, normally 

after rice harvest is done, as farming their own farms was their priority. This is understandable as 

wage offered was very low, made possible by a labour surplus and a lack of alternative opportunities, 

and plantation’s demand for labour was seasonal. Thus, for most villagers, working at the plantation 

was considered supplemental source of cash income.  

3.6.4. Trade patterns 

Sugarcanes and sugar produced in Lao People’s Democratic Republic are mostly for export to 

various markets depending on production regions and investors' national of origin. In the north, 

sugarcanes produced are mostly exported as sugarcanes to feed a processing plant in Mengla 

District, Yunan Province of China, as briefly discussed earlier. In the central and southern regions, 
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sugarcanes are processed at the plantations and exported to various markets in the region and 

Europe. 

In the central region (southernmost part of it), in Savannkhet Province, the largest sugarcane 

producing province in the country, all of commercial sugarcane production there are tied to 

Thailand. Mitr Lao Sugar, the largest sugar company in Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 

processed all of its sugarcanes and refined its sugar at its factory within the province. Roughly 70 per 

cent of its output was exported to European markets and the remaining 30 per cent was sold 

domestically. The average price the company received was US$0.88 per kilogram. 

In the south, in Attapeu Province, Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar processed all of its sugarcanes at its 

factory in the province, then exported 80 per cent of its raw sugar to Vietnam for refining before re-

export to China by its partner Bien Hoa Sugar. The remaining 20 per cent was sold domestically. 

Vietnam Sugar and Sugarcane Association (VSSA) has raised a concern over the impact of Hoang 

Anh's lower export price on the overall export price to China, according to Tuoitrenews (2013). 

Hoang Ahn, with higher yield per hectare and lower production cost, sold its sugar at US$0.56 per 

kilogram on average. Neither of the two companies has any future price expectation. 

3.6.5. Social impact of sugarcane land concessions 

Land concessions to sugarcane have created commercial sugarcane plantations and modern sugar 

production facilities in Lao People’s Democratic Republic since the late-2000s. Livelihoods for many 

villagers directly affected by land concessions have changed permanently, from one of self-

determined work schedule subsistence farming to one with a much more fixed time schedule and 

different environment. Thousands of jobs have been created, but they are overwhelmingly 

comprised of low-paid labor work, explained earlier in the employment section.  

Most recently, serious cases of indebtedness have emerged among farmers who have entered into 

contract-farming with Mitr Lao Sugar Company, according to a staff from the Department of 

Industry and Commerce in Savannakhet Province. When farmers entered into a contract with the 

company, they were required to follow all of the procedures and requirements set by the company. 

Farmers were required to purchase seedlings and fertilizers from the company. Farmers who did not 

have money to pay for the required inputs were allowed to acquire them in advance on credit with 

the company. Unexpected bad weather and some other problems (inferior seedlings was mentioned) 

have resulted in output to drastically plunged, as reflected in a reported drop of Savannakhet 

Province's sugarcane output from 750,000 metric tons in 2012 to just 81,000 metric tons in 2013 

(see Figure 26). Consequently, farmers were not able to repay their debts with the company.  

Also, it has been found that, the plantation operation has had an adverse external impact on 

livestock production in the surrounding area. Livestock in three villages in Savannakhet Province 

affected by the Mitr Lao Sugar Company’s plantation operation dropped by half between 2005 and 

2010 (IUCN and NERI, 2011). As cattle and buffaloes suffered weight loss and death caused by 
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grasses that they were fed with were contaminated with chemicals used at the plantation, villagers 

reduced the number of their livestock holding or stopped raising it completely. 

3.7. Trade analysis - Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

These section introduces the trade flows of Lao People’s Democratic Republic for the rice, rubber 

and sugarcane. Beside rice, rubber and sugarcane became in recent year more relevant in the Laotian 

export; they respectively accounted for 0.28, 2.60 and 1.09 per cent of the total export in 2013. 

Together, they would sum to approximately 4 per cent.  

3.7.1. Rice 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic export of rice has surged from 2002 to 2013 totally increasing by 

80 times (figure 28). Looking at figure 29 it is clear that the surge is not given by the increase in unit 

value of rice. In other words, the relatively flat growth of unit value rice is not responsible for the 

increase in unit value export nor for its volatility. Beside of this explosive upward trend the rice 

export became a substantial part of Lao People’s Democratic Republic total export; in 2013 this 

share was of 0.28 per cent after reaching its peak for the period in 2009 when it formed the 1.30 per 

cent of the total export. The reason is that the initial level of rice export was very low and this 

resulted in a big percentage increase. There is very few information available on the land concessions 

for rice as they account only for a residual part of the agriculture subsector, about 1.5 per cent. 

Nonetheless, it has to be considered that the few amount of land granted (about 200 ha) is unable to 

produce large harvests. Moreover, considering that the almost unique destination is China and that 

the major product exported is paddy rice which is unusual, it is likely that Land concessions are 

driving the export of rice from Lao People’s Democratic Republic, even though the quantity is 

exiguous.  

Figure 28 - Lao People’s Democratic republic total and rice export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 29 - Lao people’s democratic republic rice export and unit value growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

The table 29 shows that Laotian export in 2012–2013 is concentrated into rough rice and milled rice. 

This feature makes Lao People’s Democratic Republic rice export different from the ones of the 

other countries. Different type of rice contributed differently to the Laotian rice export surge. As 

figure 30 shows, rough rice and milled rice have contributed the most with the latest composing the 

highest share. 

Table 29 - 7 Lao People’s Democratic Republic rice export by categories (aggregated for 2012 – 

2013) 

Product Trade Value 

(in 1000 $) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Net weight 

 (in tons) 

Share in  

total value 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 11,305 49.61  37,854 59.38  298.65 

Brown rice 935 4.10  2,041 3.20  457.84 

Milled rice 10,317 45.28  23,481 36.84  439.36 

Broken rice 230 1.01  370 0.58  621.90 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 30 - Lao people’s democratic republic rice export growth as a share of total growth (Total 

index 2002=100, categories index as share of total in 2002) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

For what concern the composition of export, the case of Lao People’s Democratic Republic is 

different from the other countries; considering the total export through the years, there have been a 

focus on rough rice, beside the milled one. Furthermore, rough rice has been the variety that 

increased the most at the end of the period reaching an increment of approximately 8000 per cent 

and nowadays it compose a big share of the total export of rice from Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic. It has to be said that this has not been the case for all the years of the period. If the 

composition of export in 2004 and in 2013 get compared, it is possible to see that in the beginning 

rough rice did not represent a relevant percentage of the export while in the end it represented even 

the 58 per cent subtracting relevance to other varieties (figure 31). However, generally speaking the 

rice export of Lao People’s Democratic Republic has been quite volatile for all the types of rice. 
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Figure 31 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic rice export composition 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

The export destination also can provide interesting insights (see table 30). In particular, the flagship 

product of Lao People’s Democratic Republic has a unique commercial partner, China, which 

acquires approximately 99 per cent of the export for rough rice. Moreover, Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic became a main commercial partner for China as well. Through the years import from Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic even arrived to be the only import for China and nowadays the 

percentage over the total Chinese import is consistently high, more than 75 per cent. In addition, 

China is an important partner for other products; for example, brown rice. For the other most 

exported product, milled rice, Viet Nam is the main destination although it has to be reminded that 

in absolute terms Lao People’s Democratic Republic export is minimal compared to the ones of the 

other countries. Furthermore, the Laotian exports of rice is limited to only few countries in general; 

the top three destinations in fact usually receive more than 90 per cent of the export of the variety, 

taking out the case of milled rice in which however the top three still represent the 75.82 per cent of 

the exports.  Considering the price paid by the partners, they are considerably lower for the principal 

partner. Yet, the prices might have been influenced by the fact that the main partner is from the 

same region while this is not true for the others. 
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Table 30 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic top three rice export destination by category 

(aggregated for 2002-2003 and 2012 – 2013) 

Rough rice 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value 

 ($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

N.A. N.A. N.A. China 100.00  298.65 

N.A. N.A. N.A. - - - 

N.A. N.A. N.A. - - - 

Total N.A.   Total 100.00    

      

      

Brown rice 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Belgium 55.24  1602.34 China 93.07  434.36 

France 39.16  1556.31 Denmark 2.58  1121.53 

Switzerland 5.60  1170.80 France 1.68  2664.57 

Total 100.00     Total 97.33    

      

      

Milled rice 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

China 43.81  290.82 Vietnam 57.04  302.53 

Thailand 18.89  166.04 France 12.89  1087.18 

Germany 15.06  1242.24 Netherlands 5.89  1095.11 

Total 77.76     Total 75.82    

      

      

Broken rice 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in total 

export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in total 

export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Thailand 100.00  277.80 France 79.04  608.89 

- - - United 10.26  1274.49 
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States 

- - - Spain 5.38  561.86 

Total 100.00     Total 94.68    

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

3.7.2. Rubber 

In recent years, Lao People’s Democratic Republic export of rubber has surged reaching in 2013 a 

value fifty-five times higher than twelve years ago (see figure 32). After a period in which it 

approximately followed the same trends as the total export the export of rubber, the growth of the 

export of rubber has started to accelerate (see figure 33). Especially in recent years the rubber export 

for Lao People’s Democratic Republic constitutes the 2.60 per cent of the total Laotian export. This 

is a considerable result especially considering that in the first years of the millennium the share was 

only of 0.53 per cent. The unit value trends may explain only a little part of the rubber export trend 

which is conversely attributable to an increase in the traded volume.  

Figure 32 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic total and rubber export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 33- Lao People’s Democratic Republic rubber and export unit value growth (index 

2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Table 31 reports some trade data for the rubber export of Lao People’s Democratic Republic in 

2012-2013. The export is equally focused on smoked sheets and technically specified natural rubber. 

This difference will be reflected in the following charts which also provide more details about the 

dynamics of the exported products.  

Table 31 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic rubber export by category (aggregated for 2012 – 

2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Share in 

 total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Unit value 

 ($ per ton) 

Natural 

rubber latex 

5,287 3.60   2,791 5.50   1894.61 

Smoked 

sheets 

68,112 46.37   22,356 44.06   3046.75 

Technically 

specified 

natural 

rubber 

65,700 44.73   22,720 44.78   2891.70 

Other 7,784 5.30   2,872 5.66   2710.61 

Natural  N.A.   N.A.   N.A.   N.A.   N.A.  
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gums 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

The products that have registered the highest growth rate were natural rubber latex and other (see 

figure 35). However, these two kinds of product do not represent a relevant part of Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic export which is instead given by smoked sheets and by technically specified 

natural rubber , as it can be seen in figures 34 and 36 smoked sheets has been an important exported 

product from Lao People’s Democratic Republic since the 2002 however they recently lost a part of 

their share in rubber export in favor to Technically Specified Natural Rubber. 

Figure 34 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic rubber category export growth as a share of total 

growth (Total index 2002=100, categories index as share of Total in 2002) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 35 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic categories export growth (index 2002=100)  
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 36 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic rubber export composition 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

With regards to the main partner of Lao People’s Democratic Republic for rubber trade, it is 

represented by China for all the classes of product. Another relevant destination is Viet Nam, 

especially in Other type of rubber (see table 32). Unit values may change greatly from one partner to 

the other as it is the case of natural rubber latex and smoked sheets. Technically specified rubber 

instead has more homogenous unit values across buyers.  

We have seen in the previous sections that the principal holders of concessions in the forestry 

sectors are China and Viet Nam with 28.4 and 20.5 per cent respectively (see table 21). This 
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connects with the observed trade flows as these two countries are almost the only two destinations 

for the rubber export of Lao People’s Democratic Republic. However, China is a much more 

relevant destination for rubber than Viet Nam and the mere difference between the lands under 

concession is not sufficient for explaining this; it can be explained instead from the timing of the 

concessions and the growth. As mentioned before, Chinese companies from Yunnan were the first 

coming to Lao People’s Democratic Republic for growing rubber under land concession in the mid 

1990s whereas the activity of Vietnamese firm is more recent , also under the light of the different 

stages of development of the two countries. Considering that the rubber trees take approximately 5-

10 years to start to provide their products, the older Chinese companies are in a more advanced 

stage of production compared to the Vietnamese ones. This is also confirmed by the three 

companies surveyed which states that their production is at early phases and that they plan to invest 

much more in the near future and increment their productivity. These diverse advancement levels 

are reflected on current trade flows, making China the main destination. It can also be inferred that 

Chinese companies export from land concessions has been the driver of the recent export surge of 

Laotian rubber while the Vietnamese companies export is going to be the next few years. Today, it is 

difficult to assess what would be the magnitude of the future export of rubber from Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic since many of the plantations have to get to the full scale operation yet. Still, 

the effect realized in the past years may give an idea of how big can be the impact. 

Table 32 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic top three rubber export destination by category 

(aggregated for 2002-2003 and 2012 – 2013) 

Natural rubber latex 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Thailand 100.00  25.16 China 88.43  1804.85 

- - - Vietnam 11.57  3057.39 

- - - - - - 

Total 100.00    Total 100.00   

      

      

Smoked sheets 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

China 99.51  877.59 China 99.91  3048.86 

Thailand 0.49  539.47 Vietnam 0.09  1700.00 

- - - - - - 

Total 100.00    Total 100.00   
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Technically specified natural rubber 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in 

 total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

N.A. N.A. N.A. China 83.18  2941.52 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Vietnam 16.43  2671.40 

N.A. N.A. N.A. India 0.24  2568.09 

Total N.A.   Total 99.85   

      

      

Other 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

N.A. N.A. N.A. China 82.52  2810.69 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Vietnam 16.12  2277.16 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Malaysia 0.70  3587.53 

Total N.A.   Total 99.34   

      

   

 

 

 

   

Natural gums 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Total N.A.   Total N.A.  
Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

3.7.3. Sugarcane 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic first export data for sugarcane started in 2009. During the most 

recent reporting period sugarcane exports reached some 86,000 tonnes with a value of 67,234,000 

USD (table 33). However, this does not reconcile with the observations provided above. In fact, it 

might be that in the earlier years the import of sugarcane from Lao was minimal and not registered 

by the neighbor countries. Once the production started to grow considerably so that it could reach 
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the European countries, data became available. These time frame coincides with the previously 

mentioned dynamics in the provinces of Savannakhet and Attapeu (see section 3.6) and with the fact 

that Mitr Lao Sugar, the largest sugar company in Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic and located in 

the Savannakhet, says to export more than 70 per cent of its production to Europe. 

Table 33 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic sugarcane export (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Sugarcane 67,234 86,836 774.27 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Compared to the other product considered, rice and rubber, sugarcane have not been subjected to a 

huge increase; its export only augmented by 50 per cent during the whole period and it 

underperformed compared to the trend of the totality of Laotian exports (figure 37). In addition, the 

feeble increase of the last few years is mainly due to differences in the unit value unit value of sugar 

cane (figure 38). The share of sugarcane export in the total is also very exiguous, about 1 per cent.  

Figure 37 - Lao people’s Democratic Republic total and sugarcane export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 38 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic sugarcane export and unit value growth 
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Regarding the export destination of sugarcane, in the biennia 2012 – 2013 the United Kingdom 

purchased almost the totality of sugar cane exported (table 34). The only other reported destination 

has been Romania which represents the remaining 9.98 per cent. 

 

Table 34 - Lao People’s Democratic Republic top three sugarcane export destination (aggregated for 

2012 – 2013) 

Sugarcane 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export 

Unit value 

 ($ per ton) 

N.A. N.A. N.A. United 

Kingdom 

90.02  787.71 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Romania 9.98  670.97 

N.A. N.A. N.A. - - - 

Total N.A.   Total 100.00   

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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3.8. Conclusion and recommendations 

Land concession has been highly successful in attracting FDIs into resource-based activities--mining, 

hydropower electricity, industrial forestry, and certain agricultural production. Our study focuses on 

land concessions to rubber and sugarcane. About a third (28 per cent) of approximately 1.1 million 

ha of total land concessions was issued to forestry and 13 per cent to agriculture. Rubber, in 2013, 

accounts for 61 per cent of total land concessions to forestry, and sugarcane accounts for 25 per 

cent of the total land concessions in the agriculture subsector in 2010. Due to land concessions, 

both rubber and sugarcane plantations expanded rapidly, creating commercial plantations and 

expanded the production of agricultural commodities.  

Major investors in rubber in Lao People’s Democratic Republic are Chinese (in the north), 

Vietnamese (in the south) and Thai (in the central region). Rubber latex produced in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic is exported mostly to China, directly and indirectly, through Vietnam or 

Thailand, where processing was done before re-export. Smaller amounts were exported to India, 

Singapore and European markets. The three sample rubber companies surveyed in Champasak and 

Attapeu province in the south, all Vietnamese investments, where land concessions are predominant, 

together holds 40,060 ha of land and employed 10,700 workers. While it is unclear how many jobs 

were directly created by all of the rubber plantations on conceded lands in the country, there were 

approximately 49,000 smallholder rubber farms that mainly employed household members in 2011. 

If the projected harvestable area of 147,450 ha is correct, in 2015, approximately 74,000 – 87,000 

workers would be needed for rubber tapping, and demand for labour will continue to grow beyond 

2015 as rubber trees are maturing. 

Land concessions to sugarcane are concentrated in the southern part of the country. In Savannakhet 

and Attapeu, together accounts for 62 per cent of all land concessions to sugarcane in Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic. Major investors in sugarcane plantations involving land concessions are 

Chinese (in the north) Thai (in the central region) and Vietnamese (in the south). In 2008, as result 

of the Thai investments in Savannakhet, the country's total sugarcane output expanded more than 

doubled. Then, a Vietnamese investment in Attapeu has resulted in the total country's output to 

surpass a million metric tons for the first time in 2011. Most sugar produced by Hoang Anh Attapeu, 

80 per cent, was exported to China via Vietnam, where raw sugar from the company was refined 

before re-export. Mitr Lao Sugar in Savannkhet exported 70 per cent of its refined sugar output to 

European markets and sold the remaining 30 per cent domestically. 

Although land concessions to rubber and sugarcane have led to increases in production and exports 

of these two commodities and to job creation and wages to rural population, the economic and 

social impact on individual rural households have been mixed. Compensations paid to villagers who 

were forced to give up their lands to investors were often very low and "unfair". Many villagers who 
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occupied and used land for subsistence livelihood without at least a temporary land use permit did 

not receive any compensation. While the effect of land concession differs across communities, they 

had one in common. That is, villagers were being changed from a livelihoods based on subsistence 

farming, hunting and gathering NTFPs from natural forests to one based on wage labour. However, 

employment was irregular and, thus, it has not been a complete livelihood substitute. In many cases, 

there was not enough job available to all that were affected by the land concessions to rubber. In 

sugarcane plantations, wages offered to field workers are very low, below the country's legal 

minimum wage. In addition, there were reports that chemicals used in the sugarcane plantation had 

contaminated grasses that cattle and buffaloes were fed with, causing loss of weight and death. For 

many, adjusting to a new way of life and living environment in new locations have been uneasy. 

Recognizing that while there are economic and other benefits that can be brought through land 

concessions, the "using land as capital" campaign to boost economic growth has a merit. However, 

without a proper system in place to facilitate land concession, to determine appropriate amounts of 

compensation and to assist the affected households with relocation and successful adjustment to 

new ways of life, the economic benefits to be generated through land concessions could be highly 

skewed with bias in favour of the few privileges at the expense of the poor and powerless.  

When some households are forced to leave their existing place of livelihood to make way to a 

project that benefit some other private individuals, as opposed to being relocated to make way for a 

public road or park, it begs the question of whether it is just. Why would anyone have to forcefully 

leave their home to make way for another private individual? What is a “fair” amount of 

compensation? 

It is worse if those who are forced to make way to a private investor are exploited, due to their 

powerlessness, and compensated unfairly. Is not land concession program for economic 

development and poverty alleviation? Thus, it makes human sense that all individuals affected by the 

land concession are relocated voluntarily through guarantees of fair compensation and improved 

livelihood after relocation. This necessitate an establishment of a credible and prudent body to 

oversee every land concession to ensure that these guarantees are there and enforced before it is 

issued. In addition, necessary environmental protection laws, work safety regulations, and an 

effective enforcement are required in order protect public health and safety and workers' wellbeing. 
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Appendices to Chapter 3 

Appendix 1. Administrative Map of Lao Peoples’ Democratic Republic 
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Appendix 2. List of individuals participated in interviews 

Champasack Province 

 

 
Name Position Organization 

1 Mr. Amphone Vibudlath Director of Planning Dep. Dep. of Agriculture and Forestry 

2 Mr. Saysana Thilakoun Director of Unit Environment  Sector 

3 Mr. Bounyong  Sounthone 
Vice Director, Investment 
Dep. Dep. of Planning 

4 Mr. Vilaysone Keolasy Director of Sector Import-Export Dep. 

5 Mr. Bounmark Thipphavongsa Secretary of Dep. Administration Office 

6 Mr. Soukun Nunthalath 
Head of Industry and 
Commerce Section Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

7 Mr. Oudomsith Director of Office Dak Lao Ruco 

8 Mr. Ngnyen Phnong Nam Deputy Director Vietnam - Lao Rubber Company 

 
 

Attapeu Province 

  
 

Name and Surname Position Organization 

1 Mr. Bounhom Phommasarn Vice Director of Dep. Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

2 Mr. Ophard Vongmachieng Director of Sector Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

3 Mr. Thavone Vanhnasith Director of Sector Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

4 Mr. Sacksavanh Vilaphon Director of Sector Planning and Investment Dep. 

5 Mr. Ketsana Keovilay Deputy Director, Sector Dep. of Agriculture 

6 Mr. Bounieng Keohomsombath Director of Land Sector Natural Resource Dep. 

7 Mr. Nguyen Thanh Nga HR Manager Hoang Anh Attapeu Sugar Company 

8 Phan Thanh Thu Director 
Hoang Anh Attapeu Development 
Company 

 
 
Savannaket  Provinc 

  
 

Name and Surname Position Organization 

1 Mr. Thamla Laththavong Director  Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

2 Ms. Chanthajone Sayaphet Director of Sector Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

3 Mr. Sivilayphone Sisouvong Director of Sector Resource - Environment 

4 Mr.Sounthala Thewphanith Planning- Cooperation Dep. Dep. of Agriculture 

5 Mr. Phonesamai Chansina Director of Sector Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

6 Ms. Vatthanasin Manikham Technician Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

7 Mr. Sivilay Vilaysack Director of Department Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

8 Mr. Kongkham Xayphanya 
Deputy Director of 
Department Dep. of Industry and Commerce 

9 Mr. Prasong Pinviset 
Human Resource 
Department Mitr Lao Company 

10 Mr. Praphard  Sriphonthong Processing Department Mitr Lao Company 
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Appendix 3.1: Summary of sample companies surveyed: Concession 

 
 

Daklaoruco Viet-Lao Rubber 
Joint Venture 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Dev't 

Co. 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu 

Sugarcane Co. 

Mitr Lao Sugar 
Co. 

Province Champasak Champasak Attapeu Attapeu Savannakhet 

Date company established December 2004 January 2005 2007 November 2011 2008 

Number of employees 2,200 3,500 5,000 429 600 

Entity issued the concession National 
Assembly 

National Assembly National 
Assembly 

National Assembly National 
Assembly 

Purpose the land concession 
requested for 

Rubber, coffee 
and cashew nuts 

Rubber Rubber Sugarcane Sugarcane 

Purpose the land concession 
being used 

Rubber, coffee 
and cashew nuts 

Rubber Rubber, grass for 
cattle feed, and 

palm 

Sugarcane Sugarcane 

Size of land granted 10,000 Ha 10,060 Ha 20,000 Ha 6,000Ha 10,000Ha 

Length of the concession 
period 

50 years 50 years 50 years 50 years 40 years 

If the concession is renewable Not sure Not sure Not sure Not sure 20 years 

Ease of obtaining the land 
concession 

Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate 

 

Appendix 3.2: Summary of sample companies surveyed: Production 

  

Daklaoruco Viet-Lao Rubber 
Joint Venture 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Dev't 

Co. 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu 

Sugarcane Co. 

Mitr Lao Sugar 
Co. 

Average yield 0.9 mt/ha 1.2 mt/ha 1.5 mt/ha 120 mt/ha 75 mt/ha 

Expected average yield in 
coming five years 

1.5 mt/ ha 2.2 mt/ha 2.5 mt/ha 120 mt/ha 95 mt/ha 

Is the production linked to 
other fully or partly owned 
supply chain nodes, i.e. mills, 
granaries, logistic service 
provider etc? 

All rubber latex is 
supplied to 
company's factory  

Supply to its own 
rubber factory 
before export 

Not sure Sugarcane is 
supplied to its 
sugar factory to 
process before 
sold 

All the sugarcane 
is  supplied to its 
sugar factory 

How would you rate the 
productivity of your company 
as compared to local 
competitors today? 

Productive Productive Highly productive Highly productive Productive 

How would you rate the 
productivity of your company 
as compared to local 
competitors in five years? 

Highly productive Productive Highly productive Highly productive Highly productive 

Is your company looking to 
invest in increasing the 
productivity of your company 
in the coming five years? 

Yes, will invest in 
expending the 
factory, will build 
a new factory with 
better equipment 
for better product 

Yes, look to 
increase by 
investing in 
maintenance, 
fertilizer, and 
technical 
investment 

Yes, productivity 
will get higher 
along with the 
growth of business  

Yes, will invest to 
maintain high 
productivity 

Yes, will introduce 
new tech. and 
equipment to 
increase 
productivity, 
quality seedling 
suit for weather 
and geography in 
the area. 

 

Appendix 3.3: Summary of sample companies surveyed: Labor 

  

Daklaoruco Viet-Lao Rubber 
Joint Venture 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Dev't 

Co. 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu 

Sugarcane Co. 

Mitr Lao Sugar 
Co. 

Number of employees 2,200 3,500 5,000 429 600 

Where does your company 
source the majority of its 
labor from? 

Local 95% and 
foreign 5% 

Local worker 80% 
and foreign worker 
20% 

50% local, 40% 
other provinces, 
10% Vietnam  

80% local, 5% 
other provinces, 
15% Vietnam 

90% local staffs 
and 10% foreign 
staffs 

Does your company expect 
any changes in the 
composition of the labor 
force as per the source of the 
employees in the upcoming 
five years? 

Pappy with 
current labor and 
their quality of 
work; plan to 
increase labor to 
3,000 

The company wants 
local communities to 
have job therefore 
the company will 
train local people 
how to harvest 
rubber 

It will stay the 
same, where 
Vietnamese staff 
will be at 
management level 

Will train local 
workers because 
foreign workers are 
relatively expensive; 
has to pay for 
housing fee 

There will be only 
10 foreign staff, 
the rest will be 
local; will train 
local staff to be at 
management team 

How would you rate the 
quality of the employed labor 
as compared to those of local 
competitors today?  

Same with other 
competitors 

Quality High quality Quality Quality 
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Daklaoruco Viet-Lao Rubber 
Joint Venture 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Dev't 

Co. 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu 

Sugarcane Co. 

Mitr Lao Sugar 
Co. 

How would you rate the 
quality of the employed labor 
as compared to those of local 
competitors in five years?  

Same with other 
competitors 

Quality High quality Quality High quality 

Is your company looking to 
invest in increasing the quality 
of the labor force in the 
coming five years? 

Yes, will increase 
quality of workers 
by providing 
training 

Yes, will increase by 
training on how to 
effectively harvest 
rubber 

Yes, will provide 
training and 
select the best to 
responsible for a 
bigger tasks 

Yes, will train 
unskilled labor  

Yes, will invest to 
train local people 
to be trainers so 
that they can train 
local people 

 

Appendix 3.4: Summary of sample companies surveyed: Finance 

  

Daklaoruco Viet-Lao Rubber 
Joint Venture 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Dev't Co. 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu 

Sugarcane Co. 

Mitr Lao Sugar 
Co. 

Where does your company 
source the majority of its 
financing from? 

Local bank, 
international bank 
and also from 
company itself 

Foreign financial 
markets, Vietnamese 
Government and 
Vietnamese rubber 
group 

International bank  From parent 
company 

Parent company 

How would you rate the ease 
of access to financing as 
compared to those of local 
competitors? 

Easy Easy Easy Easy Very easy 

How would you rate the ease 
of access to financing as 
compared to those of local 
competitors in the coming 
five years? 

Easy Easy Easy Easy Very easy 

Does your company foresee 
major changes in the access 
to financing in the upcoming 
five years? 

Yes, in the future 
the company will 
gain profit from its 
plantation, 
therefore access to 
capital will be very 
easy for the 
company. 

Yes, the company 
will still need to 
borrow in next five 
years, because the 
company will not 
make profit yet, and 
the price of rubber 
is unstable in the 
world market. 

Yes, it will be easier 
because the 
company will get 
profit from 
plantation. 

Yes, it will have 
more capital 
because the 
company will make 
profit. 

Yes, could be 
changed in a 
positive way, by 
that time the 
company will 
breakeven. 
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Appendix 3.5: Summary of sample companies surveyed: Technology 

  

Daklaoruco Viet-Lao Rubber 
Joint Venture 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Dev't 

Co. 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Sugarcane 

Co. 

Mitr Lao Sugar 
Co. 

Where does your company 
source the majority of its 
technology and methods of 
production from? 

Foreign market 
(Vietnam) 

Foreign market 
(Vietnam) 

Foreign market     
(USA and Japan) 

Local and foreign 
markets 

Foreign country 
(Thailand) 

What are the most important 
forms of protection for the 
technology and method of 
production your company is 
using? 

Capital, quality of 
land and labor 

Geographic location 
that suit rubber 
plantation and 
technique in 
planting 

Capital Skilled staff who 
have experience in 
sugar manufacturing 

Supply of raw 
materials 

How would you rate the 
quality of the technology and 
capital your company is using 
compared to those of local 
competitors today? 

Good quality Good quality High quality High quality Good quality 

How would you rate the 
quality of the technology and 
capital your company is using 
compared to those of local 
competitors in the coming 
five years? 

Good quality Good quality High quality High quality High quality 

Does your company foresee 
major changes in its 
investments to technology 
and capital in the upcoming 
five years? 

Yes, invest in 
technology in order 
to catch up with 
others 

Not sure Yes, will 
introduce new 
tech. to improve 
productivity 

Yes, will maintain 
high quality and will 
invest to keep up 
with technology  

Yes, will expand 
the factory 

 

Appendix 3.6: Summary of sample companies surveyed: Marketing 

  

Daklaoruco Viet-Lao Rubber 
Joint Venture 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Dev't Co. 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu 

Sugarcane Co. 

Mitr Lao 
Sugar Co. 

Where the commodities 
stored until distribution to 
end-user? 

On-site On-site  On-site On-site On-site 

What is the main use for the 
commodities? 

100% export 100% export 50% export and 50% 
sell locally (to 
Chinese and Thai 
traders) 

80% export and 
20% local sales 

100% export 

Please list the five most 
important destination for the 
goods (export destinations, 
local markets, retail, 
wholesalers etc) 

Export to Vietnam, 
Singapore, USA, 
Malaysia, India and 
EU countries 

Export to China and 
Vietnam 

Export direct to 
Vietnam and sell 
locally to Thai and 
Chinese traders 

Export Vietnam 
and China 

Export to EU 
market 

Average price received per 
unit 

USD1,500/T USD1,800/T USD2,000/T 4,500 kip/kg 7,000 kip/Kg 

Expected average price per 
unit in the coming five 
years? 

USD2,500/T Not sure Not sure Not sure Not sure 
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Appendix 3.7: Summary of sample companies surveyed: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

  

Daklaoruco Viet-Lao Rubber 
Joint Venture 

Hoang Anh 
Attapeu Dev't Co. 

Hoang Anh Attapeu 
Sugarcane Co. 

Mitr Lao Sugar 
Co. 

Did the company engage in 
the consultations with the 
local community and 
affected stakeholders before 
or during the concession 
procedure? 

Yes, discuss with 
villagers and 
assisted by local 
government 

Yes, negotiation via 
local authority 

Yes, related 
authority came to 
negotiate with 
villagers and let 
them know in 
advance 

Yes, having consultant 
company to inform 
communities 

Yes, local 
authority help 
with negotiation 

Was there previous use for 
the concession area, e.g. 
Forest, farming etc? 

Farms and houses Farms and houses Farm land and 
residential area 

Forest but it was cut 
and sold by 
government 

Farm and 
residential areas 

If yes, did the company 
remunerate those who could 
not continue the previous 
use? 

Compensate Yes, the company 
compensate with 
cash 

Yes, the company 
compensate with 
cash 

Yes, compensate with 
cash but if company 
and community can't 
reach consensus then 
they can't make deal  

Yes, compensate 
in cash 

Has the company engaged in 
any of the following? 

          

Building infrastructure (road, 
pipe, etc) 

Built new road Built road Road Bridge and road Built 200km of 
new road 

Education and training   Built school Schools School Built schools and 
offer scholarships 

Land development       Yes Built irrigation 

CSR, charity Improve water 
supply, installed 
electricity, health 
care center with 
free medicines 

Installed electricity 
and health care 
center 

Houses Health care center, 
village office, 2,000 
houses (by Hoang 
Anh group) and 
installed electricity 

Health care center 
and checking 
points 

List stakeholders who the 
company expects to have 
been positively influenced by 
the land concession 

Company, 
government and 
villagers 

Government, 
communities and 
company 

Government, 
company and 
communities 

Company, Laos, and 
workers 

Shareholders, 
staffs, 
communities and 
government 

List stakeholders who the 
company expects to have 
been negatively influenced 
by the land concession 

The company 
said, positive 
impact is more 
than negative 
impacts 

Company if it 
affected by bad 
weather or low 
rubber price 

Nil     
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4. Cambodia17 

4.1. Introduction  

Since switching to a market economy in 1993, Cambodia has broadly opened for both foreign 

and domestic investments in agriculture. However, the distribution of the natural wealth is highly 

unequal – as per recent estimations as much a 30 per cent of Cambodia’s land was owned by a 

mere 1 per cent of the population (United Nations Capital Development Fund, 2010). The large 

chunk of the territory is owned by the Government under the status of state land (United States 

Agency for International Development 2011). The vast majority - 78.4 per cent - of the country’s 

population of 14.6 million lives in the rural area farming rainfed plots on subsistence-level is 

common (USAID, 2011). The amount of landless people is high with estimates ranging from 20 

to 40 per cent (USAID, 2011). Cambodia is largely agrarian country endowed with natural 

resources, including water, hydropower potential, forests, ecological biodiversity, valuable 

minerals and arable land of more than 20 per cent of the total land area (USAID, 2011). In fact, 

the country remains largely dependent on agriculture as it employs 70 per cent of labour forces 

and accounts for 37per cent of gross domestic product (Ministry of Economics and Finance, 

cited by Cambodia Investment Board 2013). The vast majority of Cambodian people rely on 

land and natural resources to sustain their agrarian livelihoods.  

Land is deeply linked to the cultural and spiritual life of people in rural area. The development in 

this sector will have a significant impact on rural livelihood and poverty reduction in Cambodia. 

Realizing this potential investment in agriculture on rural employment and poverty reduction, the 

Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) has conceded large tracts of state private land to private 

companies since early 1990s. The granting of the large lands for such agriculture investment 

form is legally called “Economic Land Concessions” (ELCs). The purposes of government 

policy for economic land concessions are to provide free non-use land for agricultural and agro-

industrial plantation and export processing, justifying that ELCs would create jobs and boost 

incomes for people living in the rural area.  

According to an estimate from 2010, there are more than 60 ELCs projects which cover more 

than 958,000 hectares (Deininger and Byerlee, 2011). By some estimates this accounts to more 

than 50 per cent of the arable land in Cambodia (UNCDF, 2010). Regardless of the relatively 

extensive and well formulated legislation on land concessions, various problems of misuse persist. 

Several ELCs operate on indigenous community property displacing local population and an 

even larger amount of ELCs operate on areas of more than 10,000 hectares contrary the legal 

bounds set by the Land Law of 2001 (OHCHRC, 2007). Major concessionaires include members 

of the political elite, Cambodian business tycoons and foreign investors (Neef et al., 2012). 

Further issues include granting ELCs over forested areas and former forest concessions which is 

opposed to the stipulations of the Forestry law and other regulations (OHCHRC, 2007). Due to 

the limited amount of land titles granted by the government, lack of standardized information on 

land prices, unharmonized cadastral procedures and other reasons the land market remains 

underdeveloped, and is concerned mostly with the urban properties and large agricultural plots 

which have been registered (USAID, 2011). 

                                                 
17 This chapter has been prepared by Mr. Ngo Sothath with substantive additions and editing by Mr. Teemu 
Alexander Puutio, alongside inputs from Mr. Panit Buranawijarn. 
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The latest figure shows that 216 ELCs (excluding ELC whose size below 1,000 hectares) on the 

total land area of 1,790,085 hectares have been granted to private companies (Open 

Development Cambodia’s Website, December 2014). Nonetheless, it has been widely reported 

that some ELCs had been detrimental to the livelihoods of rural communities due to the non-

compliance of both concessionaires and authorities in accordance to the provisions and 

agreements stated in ELCs-related laws and concession deals.   

Economic land concessions, large-scale land acquisitions, and deforestation are intertwined and 

have always been a global phenomenon. Driven by growing demands for agricultural 

commodities and land reform policies of host-countries, international investors are seriously 

attracted to land acquisition opportunities in Africa, Latin America, Central Asia and Southeast 

Asia. Several factors drive this growing interest in large-scale land acquisition (Cotula, 2009). 

Traditionally, one factor of land investment is related to food security concerns in investor 

countries, which lead to many government-backed investments. However, a new trend in large-

scale land investments is driven by long-term investment opportunities rather than food security 

concerns. This includes the growing need for biofuels and the increasing rates of return in 

agriculture in the future. Land policy reforms in many host countries have also strongly 

encouraged large-scale investments. These reforms include relaxed taxation and customs regimes, 

favorable land legislation, and other investment costs. 

4.2. Legal framework for economic land concessions 

Whereas the legal framework for the administration of land and land concessions is relatively 

advanced, a wealth of controversies remains causing the security of land tenure, in particular 

amongst underprivileged groups, to remain low (USAID, 2011). After the end of the reign of the 

Khmer Rouge, Cambodia began taking its first steps towards a market-oriented state (Trzcinski 

and Upham, 2012).  After several decades, Cambodia has promulgated a wealth of regulations 

concerning land use and land concessions, the key objectives of which have been integrating 

Cambodia into the world economy and the enabling tenure security the citizens (Trzcinski and 

Upham, 2012).  The key laws and regulations governing the current land management and 

economic land concession in Cambodia comprise of the Land Law 2001, Sub-Degree on ELCs 

2005, and Order No.1 Bo.Bo 2012. These legal documents provide a framework for land 

classification and ownership, detailing the criteria, procedures, mechanisms and institutional 

arrangements for granting and monitoring ELCs. Those legal documents also provide a 

mechanism aimed at reducing the land disputes among the land claiming stakeholders. 

Table 35 below synthesizes the main law and decrees concerning land concessions in Cambodia. 

Table 35: Legal framework for land concessions in Cambodia 

1993 Constitution 

Article 44 limits the right to ownership to only Khmer legal entities and citizens of Khmer 

nationality. As per article 58 the state is defined as the proprietor of land, mineral resources, 

mountains, sea, underwater, continental shelf, coastline, airspace, islands, rivers, canals, streams, 

lakes, forests, natural resources, economic and cultural centres, bases for national defence and other 

facilities determined as state property. 

2001 Land Law 

Article 10, 15, and 17 of the Land Law 2001 distinguishes the state public land, state private land, 
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and private land in Cambodia. State public land is the land held by the state with public use and 

carries the following characteristics: 

- Properties of a natural origin, such as forests, courses of navigable or floatable waterways, natural 

lakes, seashores, etc.  

- Properties that are developed for general use, such as quays of harbors, railways, railway stations 

and airports, etc. 

- Property made available for public use, such as roads, tracks, oxcart ways, pathways, gardens and 

public parks, natural reserves, etc. 

- Property that provides a public service, such as public schools or educational institutions, 

administrative buildings and all public hospitals 

- Properties of archeological, cultural and historical significance, such as the temple at Angkor 

complex 

- Immovable properties being royal properties that are not the private properties of the royal family. 

The reigning King manages royal immovable properties.       

 

State private land, on other hand, is all land that is neither state public land nor legally privately or 

collectively owned or possessed under the Land Law. It can be also described as the excess or idle 

land that is held by the state or a public legal entity. The main difference between state private land 

and state public land is state private land can be transferred to other legal entities, such as land 

concessions, either for a social or an economic purpose. It is noted that there is a clause in the Land 

Law (Article 16) allowing the state public land to be reclassified as the state private land when the 

state public land loses its public interest use. For instance, land previously occupied by the Ministry 

of Commerce (MoC) can be reclassified as the state private land when the MoC moved to its new 

building, and the previous land and building became vacant.  

 

Private land is the land owned by a natural person or private legal entities other than public legal 

entities. Under the Land Law, any person who enjoyed peaceful, uncontested possession of land, but 

not state public land, for at least 5 years prior to the law’s promulgation has the right to request a 

definitive title of ownership. Others who possess the land less than 5 years can obtain the definitive 

ownership title after 5 years. Land Law 2001 permits government to grant both social and economic 

land concessions over the state private land. The duration of granted ELCs is for a maximum 99 

years with the size less than 10,000 hectares. Article 59 prohibits the grant of concessions to the 

same persons or different legal entities controlled by the same persons in several locations, jointly 

exceeding the 10,000 hectare size limit. Economic land concession must be exploited within twelve 

months after the issuance of the concession. Any failure to exploit longer than 12 months, without 

proper justification, shall be grounds for cancellation of the concession.   

 

Though the Land Law 2001 authorizes the right for government to grant economic land concession, 

it does not clearly state out the procedures and criteria for granting and monitoring the economic 

land concessions. To address these issues, the government announced the Sub-Degree on Economic 

Land Concessions signed by the Prime Minister on 27 December 2005. 

2003 Sub-decree on Social Land Concessions (SLC) 

Defines SLCs as a legal mechanism to transfer private state land for social purposes to the poor who 

lack land for residential and/or family farming purposes.  Further stipulates that SLCs may be 

granted for one or more of the following social purposes:  

- Provide land for residential purposes to poor homeless families  

- Provide land to poor families for family farming 
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- Provide land to resettle families who have been displaced resulting from public infrastructure 

development.  

- Provide land to the families suffering from natural disaster.  

- Provide land to repatriated families.  

- Provide land to demobilized soldiers and families of soldiers who were disabled or died in 

the line of duty.  

- Facilitate economic development  

- Facilitate economic land concessions by providing land to workers of large plantations 

(chamkar) for residential purposes or family farming.  

- Develop areas that have not been appropriately developed. 

2005 Sub-decree No. 146 on Economic Land Concessions (ELC) 

Article 2 of the Sub-Degree defines the Economic Land Concession as a mechanism to grant private 

state land through a specific economic land concession contract to a concessionaire to use for 

agricultural and industrial-agricultural exploitation. Under this Sub-Degree, an economic land 

concession can be granted only on a land that meets all of the following five criteria: 

The land has been registered and classified as state private land in accordance with the Sub decree on 

State Land Management and the Sub decree on Procedures for Establishing Cadastral Maps and 

Land Register or the Sub decree on Sporadic Registration. 

Land use plan for the land has been adopted by the Provincial-Municipal State Land Management 

Committee and the land use is consistent with the plan. 

Environmental and social impact assessments have been completed with respect to the land use and 

development plan for economic land concession projects. 

Land that has solutions for resettlement issues, in accordance with the existing legal framework and 

procedures. The Contracting Authority shall ensure that there will not be involuntary resettlement by 

lawful land holders and that access to private land shall be respected. 

Land for which there have been public consultations, with regard to economic land concession 

projects or proposals, with territorial authorities and residents of the locality. 

Proposed ELCs need to be evaluated against these criteria: increasing in agricultural and industrial-

agricultural production by using modern technology; creation of increasing employment; promotion 

of living standards of the people, lasting environmental protection and natural resources 

management; and avoidance or minimizing of adverse social impacts.  

Article 6 sets out two permissive ways for initiating the ELCs projects. The first way is the solicited 

ELCs proposal, where a Contracting Authority proposes a project for solicitation of proposals from 

investors. The second one is done through the unsolicited ELCs proposal, where an investor 

proposes a project proposal to the state for approval. In most cases, the ELCs have been conducted 

in the solicited proposal. The exception of unsolicited proposal occurs when an investor offers the 

proposal with outstanding advantages through the introduction of new technology, linkages between 

social land concessions and economic land concessions, or access to processing or export markets. 

The Contracting Authority granted the right on behalf of government is the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF), which has the duties to enforce concession contracts, monitor 

contract performance, and report to the Council of Ministers every six months. To support MAFF’s 

work on ELCs, the Technical Secretariat comprises of eight representatives from Ministries and 

Government institutions were established. MAFF is allowed to grant economic land concession 

exceeding 1,000 hectares or a total investment value of 10,000,000,000 riels (equivalent to around 

$2,500,000). It is noted that in the Sub-Degree on ELCs, the rental fee of high-quality land per 

hectare for a year is $5-10 while the low-quality one is between $2-4 only. These rates are very cheap 
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compared to higher rates local people renting lands to each other. Ngo and Chan (2010) find that on 

average local people pay for land rental of around $100-250 per hectare per year.  

 

2005 Sub-decree No. 118 on State Land Management 

Limits the scope of ELCs to state private land.  

2006 Regulation No. 42 on State Land Identification, Mapping and Classification 

Establishes mechanism for identification, mapping and classification of state land.  

2008 Protected Area Law and 1996 Protection and Natural Resources Management Law 

Contains specific provisions on the use of natural resources.  

2008 Land Policy Declaration 

Establishes a high-level policy of land use including the administration management, utilization and 

distribution of land in an equitable, transparent, and sustainable manner. 

Order No. 01 Bo.Bo (2012) 

Since the granting of economic land concessions, there are numerous reports of commonly-cited 

concerns on the encroachment on forested and community lands, displacement of local people, and 

environmental destruction. Some ELCs companies did not follow the legal requirements as set out in 

the agreement contracts. In some cases, they use lands conceded from government for profitable 

price speculation with middlemen or other companies. Those problems lead to the dispute or even 

violent confrontation between local people and the companies. 

 

To strengthen the economic land management system and contain the widespread land disputes 

arising from ELCs granting, the RGC in its Cabinet Meeting on 27 April 2012 concluded the four 

order measures to relevant ministries and municipalities/provinces to tackle problems relating to this 

economic land concession. The issued measures are stated in the Order No.01 Bo.Bo signed by the 

Prime Minister on May 07, 2012. The four measures include: 

 

1. Temporary postponement of new economic land concession. 

2. All relevant ministries and authorities must implement policies, conditions, and other government 

statements on economic land concessions in an effective manner so as to ensure that all ELCs 

will not affect the community lands and people’s life. 

3. For the ELCs-received companies which had not complied with procedures and conditions set 

out in the agreement by deforesting and encroaching in the granted land area, operating a 

business different from the agreement contract, or grabbing local community lands must be liable 

to the withdrawal of concession. The withdrawn lands will be placed under the state supervision.  

4. For economic land concessions granted prior to this Order can be proceeded with their 

investments in line with legal procedures and conditions. 

 

The issuance of the order effectively puts an end to the new economic land concessions and leads to 

the cancellation of concessions for some companies which are not compliant with the ELCs 

conditions. The latest figure shows that 216 ELCs (excluding ELC whose size below 1,000 hectares) 

on the total land area of 1,790,085 hectares have been granted to private companies (ODC’s 
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Website, December 2014) 

Sources: USAID (2011). Authors’ own compilations 

 

4.3. Economic land concessions: objectives and impacts 

In accordance with the laws detailed above, ELCs grant all other rights of ownership apart from 

the right to alienate the state private land for a maximum of duration of 99 years (OHCHRC, 

2007). The process for granting ELCs – and SLCs alike – requires the reclassification of the land 

as state private land, registration of that land in the land books and an agreement on the lease 

terms. The ELC fees often vary from zero to $10 per hectare (GTZ, 2009a). ELCs are given a 

grace period of 12 months after which they must be under active utilization under the threat of 

cancellation (UNOHCHR, 2007).  

Under the 2001 Land Law of Cambodia, ELCs are granted to any individual or legal entity to 

develop the land for any economic purposes. However, in December 2005, Article 3 of the Sub-

decree on ELCs specifically advices investors to intensively develop agricultural and agro-

industrial activities in order to diversify rural livelihood opportunities while preserving local 

natural resources and ecological system (RGC, 2005). The implications of this sub decree are 

three-fold. One is that ELCs are granted to raise the living standards of local community by 

creating employment and generating income. Secondly, ELCs’ operations must minimize 

negative impacts on local environment and livelihood. Last but not least, the intensification of 

agricultural and agro-industrial activities, if successfully implemented, will have a substantial 

impact on the agricultural production and exports, which is one main driving force in 

Cambodia’s trade pattern in the near future. The empirical findings on the impacts of ELCs, 

however, indicate mixed impacts on the local environment and likelihood.  

 

Box: Social land concessions 

SLCs were designed with the help of various donor agencies as a tool providing opportunities for land-

poor and landless farmers (Neef et al., 2013). In many respects the programme has failed to reach its 

objectives and SLCs are argued to lack effective implementation and to show insignificant results (Thiel, 

2010). As of 2007, only 12,000 hectares of land had been allocated to private developers (USAID, 2011). 

Due to the limited impact of the programme, key donor organizations have withdrawn their support and 

discontinued their cooperation in the distribution of SLC land (Neef et al., 2013). It is due noting that the 

amount of SLCs has increased in the recent years, with more than 502,500 hectares distributed since 2013 

(RFA, 2014). However, if that is regarded as SLC is unclear because the titles were just given to the 

community’s lands that were in disputes with ELCs.    

The reasons behind the disappointing success rate of the SLC programme include lack of functional rules 

concerning the compensation and absence of procedures, which would protect the property interests of 

owners and possessors of the land to be taken (UNCDF, 2010). Further issues arise from the fact that 

there are no mechanisms guaranteeing transparency and public participation and that all concession 

contracts are kept inaccessible to the public (UNCDF, 2010). 
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Naturally, increasing land use productivity has become a priority. Therefore the Cambodian 

government has developed a special legal framework which allows the state to grant land to 

concessionaires for economic purposes through ELC contracts.  On a more localized level, these 

policies were aimed to increase the economic performance of unused land by increasing 

agricultural and agro-industrial production through attracting foreign direct investment (FDI). 

The long term objectives included promotion of national economic development and greater 

agricultural exports. It was also expected that concessions of big areas of rural land to businesses 

will lead to poverty reduction through creation of employment opportunities in rural areas.  

Positive impacts of ELCs have been confirmed in Cambodia under a series of case studies 

conducted by Ngo and Chan (2010, 2012) and Saing et al. (2012). ELCs have been found to 

create a significant number of jobs for nearby communities and migrant workers from other 

provinces, who are in need of income generation to escape poverty. In addition, some projects 

under study have provided infrastructure and financial supports to affected communities in 

return of their lost lands to ECLs. In some other cases, the practice of co-existence has also 

greatly benefited local communities. Under this practice, affected communities give up 50 

percent of their land in return for financial, technical, and market supports from ELCs 

concessionaires. This kind of resolution is very effective, and should be implemented with other 

overlapping claims, instead of cash compensation. In fact, the benefits from the ELCs can be 

substantial to local communities if the dispute resolutions are compliant with legal frameworks, 

and encourage investor-farmer cooperation. 

Changes in income patterns have led to changes in spending patterns. Prachvuthy (2011) reports 

that despite on-going complaints by former farmers they are now buying consumer goods such 

as motorbikes, DVDs and mobile phones where they were not previously when living solely as 

subsistence farmers. Some organizations in Cambodia have also cooperated with local 

communities by agreeing to help build infrastructure such as roads, schools and health centres in 

exchange for their cooperation. The government in Cambodia also points to the introduction of 

new ‘cash crops’ such as coffee beans to local farmers’ crop rotations. 

Job creation in rural areas can be regarded as a positive development as it fosters transformation 

of people’s occupation patterns from being mostly self-employed smallholders, living from 

vegetable gardens, fishery, collecting non-timber forest products, and hunting, into a more 

progressive employer-employee relationships. Such social transformation is crucial for 

developing countries which are striving towards intensification of their agricultural production, 

participation in global value chains and international markets. However, land concessions do not 

always lead to expanded employment opportunities for local people. Evidence from Brazil, 

Indonesia and nations in sub-Saharan Africa suggests that the mega-farms and plantations that 

land concession-linked agro-investments are often not labour intensive or sufficiently 

remunerative for affected persons. The former is due to the high level of mechanization and the 

latter from national governments competing for investment opportunities in the only way they 

can: land prices (Li, 2011). On the other hand, in the areas that land concessions are being 

granted the local population have, for the majority, been populated by poor subsistence farmers 

relying on traditional methods which emphasise on a balance in extracting from local sources 

(Rudi et al., 2014). Therefore, the introduction of more extensive mega-farms and monoculture 

plantations does limit the resources available to the local populace and may negatively affect their 

livelihoods (OHCHR, 2007), this must be taken in the context of the formal employment 

opportunities that these new developments bring to the table.  
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Scheidel et al., (2013) have estimated that some 235,000 jobs have been created in Cambodia 

through ELC projects given the 1.1 million hectares of land that have been created, though this 

does fall short of the estimated 400,000 people who have been at the same time affected by land 

concessions (Vrieze and Naren, 2012, cited in Scheidel et al., 2013). It should be kept in mind, 

however, that the estimated 235,000 jobs created are those directly provided for by ELC projects 

and excludes the possible opportunities arising from ancillary developments such as restaurants 

and other services as a result of changing patterns in income. Another important fact feature is 

that those granted ELCs are not fully developed yet. Moreover, the created job was reported 

under 1.1 million hectares of ELCs while the affected people are estimated under more than 2 

million hectares of ELCs plus eviction under urban development project and probably mining 

projects in various parts of the country. A study of Ratanakiri province in Cambodia conducted 

by Bues (2011) shows that ELC projects have led to the creation of jobs in the area even though 

the investors face problems in terms of local population being unwilling and not used to working 

for salaries. 

Another aspect which Scheidel et al. (2013) explore is the mechanism of rural-urban migration as 

those dispossessed of land look towards cities as they are deemed to have more opportunities. 

Whether this ‘forced’ process of rural-urban migration is positive or negative remains to be seen 

and is another potential area for research as there are both negative and positive sides to this 

development. A greater labour pool in urban areas increases the labour supply which may allow 

more for more economic activities, or if the newly arrived fail to find jobs they may contribute 

negative to the social situation in urban areas.  

A series of case studies on the impacts of ELCs on local communities and poverty conducted by 

Ngo and Chan (2010, 2012) and Saing et al. (2012) have drawn more cautions towards ELCs. 

Many cases of the study strongly indicate that ELCs lead to conflicts with indigenous 

communities because around 10 to 15 percent of total concession areas are overlapped. They 

found that the ways of solving the conflicts matter for the affected communities. In particular, 

the conflicts resulting from concessions to HLH Agriculture (Cambodia) Co. Ltd. and SOCFIN-

KCD have displaced affected people from their lands in return for a cash payment. This solution 

leads to many long-term negative impacts including the loss of food production, food security 

concerns, and other forest products. In addition, Ngo and Chan (2010) found that most of the 

companies under their study have been driven by speculation rather than the real production 

value of the concession lands. This has led to a very slow progress of site development, which is 

intended to provide employment and income to reduce poverty. Small farms, in this regard, are 

argued to be more efficient and pro-poor. Therefore, they called for a careful reconsideration on 

the land distribution policy that allows small farms to co-exist with large-scale concessions to 

mitigate its negative impacts. 

Despite their positive impacts, land concessions have also led to many negative impacts on 

affected communities. The Mekong region of Southeast Asia, for instance, is considered a 

spotlight of the nexus among land concessions, social conflicts, and poverty. According to 

Barney (2007), there are strong arguments that land concessions in the Mekong region do not 

contribute to poverty reduction, and in some cases hinder rural development process by 

damaging the tradition, ways of life, and legal claims of rural and indigenous communities. 

Cambodia, in particular, represents an extreme case of the negative impacts of land concessions 

on the livelihood of local communities. Prachvuthy (2011) conducted investigation into the 

impacts of ELCs on the livelihoods of indigenous communities in two Northeast provinces of 
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Cambodia, which account for around 40 percent of total concession areas. With a triangulation 

of research methods of desk reviews, household surveys, and interviews, he found that ELCs 

seriously affected indigenous communities in three ways.  

One is that ELCs has been found to marginalize their traditions and culture, which is one main 

criterion of self-identification, and therefore increases the difficulty in collective land titling 

registration. This complication is aggravated by the facts that many ELCs have overlapping 

claims with indigenous community areas, which are facing a slower registration process than that 

of the ELCs. Secondly, ELCs do not provide as many benefits to affected indigenous 

communities as their traditional livelihoods such as their harvesting lands and non-timber forest 

products. One main reason is that only one-third of needed labor is supplied by indigenous 

people, who are not satisfied with the wages and market conditions in ELCs. Lastly, ELCs are 

found to hinder the development assistance by civil society organizations in indigenous 

communities. Participation in various livelihood and resource management projects, which are 

close to or in concession areas, has been declining due to intimidation and despair. 

Several reasons explain why there are negative impacts of ELCs on local communities in 

Cambodia (Ngo & Chan, 2010). One reason is that local communities usually loss their lands in 

the overlapping claims with concessionaires. Another is that environmental impact assessments 

(EIA) are not effective and do not reflect the seriousness of the impacts of ELCs. Furthermore, 

consultations with affected communities have often been neglected and incompliant with the 

Sub-decree on ELCs that requires constant and close consultations with local communities to 

avoid and resolve any conflicts. Without clear guidelines and procedures in dispute resolution 

and assistance from local authorities, provided affected people have often been presented with 

unfair and non-transparent options by concessionaires (Saing et al., 2012).  

The impacts of land concession on local development in neighboring Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic are also of serious concerns (Hanssen, 2007). With common economic objectives, land 

concessions in Laos are granted to investors to efficiently utilize underutilized land, create jobs, 

increase living standards of local communities, and generate income to the government. 

However, in his investigation, Hanssen found that land concessions have failed to reach the 

intended objectives. Hundreds of thousands of hectares taken from local communities and 

granted to concessionaires were substantial underutilized. This would effectively lead to a huge 

loss of access to an important productive asset for many affected people, most of who are under 

the poverty line and the direct threat of food shortages. Land concessions also rob local 

communities of their income from non-timber forest products, which are around US$300 per 

year per family. Unfortunately, most affected communities have no negotiation power, and have 

not been compensated fairly.  

One main challenge in the interpretation of the impacts of ELCs is that many existing empirical 

findings rely on qualitative methods. These kinds of methods are necessary for this complicated 

investigation; however, they yield both positive and negative impacts, which are usually 

indecisive to policy makers and relevant stakeholders as whether or not to encourage ELCs. The 

literature of the impacts of ELCs on agricultural production, economic growth, and poverty 

reduction is at best inconclusive. However, there is a large gap in the literature, either theoretical 

or empirical, on the relationship between ELCs and the export performance of host countries. 

Most existing works on the impacts of ELCs focus on government revenues, employment, and 

poverty reduction on the positive side while, on the negative side, land conflicts, environmental 
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degradation, and human rights of indigenous minority are often on the top agendas. This missing 

literature gap demands a deep investigation from both policy makers and researchers because it 

has been widely accepted that exports are one determinant of economic and productivity 

growths. One of the main objectives of land concessions is to attract investment in agricultural 

and agro-industrial sectors. Large-scale agricultural investment, particularly from abroad, can lead 

to technology transfer and good agricultural practices that contribute to the agricultural export 

performance of host countries. If such a macro impact exists in the medium to long term, land 

concessions will significantly change the trade pattern of host countries toward agriculture, and 

ultimately help alleviate poverty. The moratorium on land concessions  

4.4. Current situation of economic land concessions  

Economic Land Concession in Cambodia is not a recent phenomenon. The practice of granting 

such concession dated back to 1996, well before the formal issuance of the sub-decree on 

Economic Land Concessions in December 2005 (Sub-decree #146). New ELCs were abruptly 

suspended in May 2012 by the Cambodian government through Order No. 01 after realizing 

their grieving impacts on local livelihoods.  

By law, MAFF is the only government institution designated with the authority to grant the 

ELCs to private companies. However, in practice Ministry of Environment (MOE) and Ministry 

of Economy and Finance (MEF) are also found to have granted ELCs. This has made the data 

on the granted ELCs is fragmented and access to all data from those institutions is difficult. 

However, Open Development Cambodia (ODC) has collected and consolidated these data and 

made them available through www.opendevelopmentcambodia.net. Given that difficult in having 

direct access to those ELC data from the institutions involved, the following presentation is 

heavily reliant on data from this open source.  

Table 36: Trend of Granted ELCs 

Year # ELCs Land Size (ha) 
Share in total 

(%) 

2012 32 522,823 29  

2011 60 429,434 24  

2010 28 170,655 10  

2009 27 188,107 11  

2008 13 85,503 5  

2007 3 19,660 1  

2006 14 112,433 6  

2005 8 73,960 4  

2004 2 6,100 0  

2001 3 20,161 1  

2000 4 26,870 2  

1999 5 26,071 1  

1998 2 20,000 1  

http://www.opendevelopmentcambodia.net/
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1995 1 11,000 1  

Unknown 14 77,308 4  

Total 216 1,790,085 100  

Source: Open Development Cambodia (4 December 2014) 

Between 1996 and 2012, the government in total has granted about 1.79 million hectares in form 

of ELCs to 216 private companies for agro-industrial development purpose. Overall, the trend 

of granting ELCs has increased over time, but the concentration is very high during 2011 and 

2012, just before the issuance of a moratorium on granting ELCs (see table 36 above). Of the 

total, MAFF is responsible for about 62 per cent, which is 1.1 million hectares. MOE has 

granted around 0.5 a million hectares, which is 27 per cent of the total. The rest was granted by 

MEF, which is 11 per cent of the total. The total size of granted ELCs is very significant, as it is 

equivalent to 10 per cent of Cambodia’s total territory or 45 per cent of the country’s total 

agricultural lands.  

Of note, the political deadlock after the third election ended further ELCs in 2002 and 2003. 

Actually, the last Government mandate approved more than half of all the ELCs in the recent 

history of Cambodia in terms of both the number of companies and the land size. However, new 

ELCs were abruptly suspended in May 2012 by the Cambodian government through Order No. 

01 after realizing their grieving impacts on local livelihoods.  

Table 37: Geographic Distribution of Granted ELCs   

No. Province # ELCs 
Land Size (ha) 

Share in total 

(%) 

1 Kampong Chhnang 1 315,028 18 

2 Kratie 38 272,875 15 

3 Mondul Kiri 28 206,663 12 

4 Ratanak Kiri 27 190,791 11 

5 Preah Vihear 23 180,765 10 

6 Oddar Meanchey 17 110,219 6 

7 Kampong Speu 15 109,413 6 

8 Kampong Thom 21 107,897 6 

9 Stung Treng 12 100,621 6 

10 Kampot 5 45,306 3 

11 Siem Reap 7 39,835 2 

12 Koh Kong 5 38,189 2 

13 Battambang 4 21,852 1 



 100 

14 Kampong Cham 5 18,850 1 

15 Preah Sihanouk 3 15,232 1 

16 Banteay Meanchey 2 9,000 1 

17 Pursat 2 6,349 0 

18 Svay Rieng 1 1,200 0 

  Total 216 1,790,085 100 

Source: Open Development Cambodia (4 December 2014) 

In terms of geographical distribution, the granted ELCs locate in the forested areas that have 

been depredated (see figure 39). Those granted ELCs lies across 18 out of the country’s 24 

provinces. The concentration of the ELCs is highly found in major five provinces (Kampng 

Chhnang, Kratie, Mondulkiri, Ratanakiri, and Preah Vihear). The total ELCs granted in these 

five provinces is about 1.17 million ha , which is almost of two thirds of the total (see table 37 

above). One ELC case in Kampong Chhnang is exceptionally an outlier. Its total area is 315,028 

ha, which is 31.5 times higher than the maximum size permitted by the law.  

Figure 39 - Land concessions in Cambodia 

 
Source:  LICADHO 2012 in Neef et al., 2012.  
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Figure 40 - Geographic Location of Granted ELCs in Cambodia (2012) 

 

Source: www.opendevelopmentcambodia.net, retrieved August 31, 2014 

From 1996 to 2012, ELCs were granted throughout Cambodia, except areas around the capital 

city, Phnom Penh. One of the criteria of granting ELCs is to convert unused land into 

agricultural plantations to improve local likelihood and boost agricultural production and exports 

at national level. Figure 40 shows the geographic location of granted ELCs in Cambodia by 2012. 

The red dots were indicated by partial data from the government with some missing information 

such as companies’ names, GPS coordinates, and purposes of concessions. It is not a 

coincidence that most ELCs are located in mountainous areas in the Northern, Northeastern, 

and Southwestern parts of Cambodia since those areas had been considered wasted land with 

loose forest coverage before the concession approvals. 

Among all the companies receiving ELCs, the majority is domestic and run by Cambodian 

nationals. Table 38 shows the classification of companies by nationalities from 1995 to 2012. 

Cambodian companies were granted with 684,303 ha. The rest was given for foreign investors. 

Of note, those foreign investors are mostly from the region. Only two ELCs were granted to 

companies from the USA and just one ELC to investor from France. Both the USA and France 

totally got 22,088 hectares, a tiny share of the total. China and Vietnam are the major recipients 

of Cambodian lands. Both have received almost an equal share of ELCs. China is granted with 

21 ELCs on 163,867 hectares while Vietnam received 24 ELCs on 158,303 hectares. Of note, a 

significant number and size of ELCs does not show the country of investors. That includes 96 

ELCs on 634,057 ha, which is 35 per cent of the total. Therefore, that significant amount must 

affect the distribution mentioned above as well as in table 40.  

Table 38: ELCs Classified by Nationalities (1995-2012) 

No. Investor country # ELCs Land Size (ha) Share in total 
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(%) 

1 Cambodia 54 684,303 38 

2 Unknown 96 634,057 35 

3 China 21 163,867 9 

4 Vietnam 24 158,303 9 

5 Malaysia 5 37,789 2 

6 Thailand 5 35,736 2 

7 Singapore 3 26,322 1 

8 Korea 4 22,720 1 

9 USA 2 19,383 1 

10 Taiwan 1 4,900 0 

11 France 1 2,705 0 

  Total 216 1,790,085 100 

Source: Open Development Cambodia (4 December 2014) 

The granted ELCs are meant for various production purposes including production of food 

crops, agro-industrial crops, tree plantation, animal husbandry, eco-tourism, and agro-tourism. 

However, investors are most interested in the production of rubber. The ELCs granted for that 

purpose represents nearly half (46 per cent) of the total granted areas. The share of land 

dedicated to sugarcane production is quite significant. 11 ELCs were granted for that purpose on 

72,491 hectares (about 4 per cent of the total granted area) ( see table 39).  

Table 39: Purpose of Production (Land Use) on Granted ELCs 

No. Crops # ELCs Land Size (ha) 

Share in 

total (%) 

1 Rubber 122 824,231 46 

2 Sugarcane 11 72,491 4 

3 Cassava 8 41,967 2 

4 Oil palms 4 40,279 2 

5 Cashew 3 16,853 1 

6 Rice 4 12,188 1 

7 Corn 1 9,800 1 

8 Animal husbandry 6 48,982 3 

9 Ecotourism 2 16,556 1 

10 Agro-tourism 1 4,280 0 

11 Other agro-industrial crops 23 151,333 8 

12 Other 12 82,975 5 

     

 

Tree plantation 19 468,150 26 

13 Tree 1 315,028 18 
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14 Acacia 8 60,970 3 

15 Tectona 4 39,379 2 

16 Pine tree 2 16,968 1 

17 Merksili 1 10,000 1 

18 Maysak 1 9,820 1 

19 Pistacia 1 8,985 1 

20 Trincomali 1 7,000 0 

  Total 216 1,790,085 100 

Source: Open Development Cambodia (4 December 2014) 

Table 41 also shows that investors are paying high attention to tree plantation on their ELCs. In 

total, 19 ELCs on 468,150 hectares (26 per cent of total) were meant for that production 

purpose which covers several varieties of tree crops including acacia, tectona, and pine tree. 

Exceptionally, the size of ELCs dedicated for tree plantation is very distorted by a hugely 

oversized ELC in Kampong Chhnang. The size of that particular ELC represents 18 per cent of 

the total granted ELCs, or 67 per cent of ELCs for tree plantation.  

In response to its excessive granting to ELCs to the company, the government issued a 

moratorium on granting new ELCs mid 2012. Although it was seen as a political move before 

the national election, the moratorium remains in effect till now. Moreover, the government 

recently established an inter-ministerial committee to review the existing ELCs. The committee 

has so far concluded a cancellation of 11 ELCs and it is now under mission to review more 

ELCs nationwide.  

4.5. Economic Land Concession for Rubber Production  

4.5.1. Overview of the Rubber Industry  

Rubber is the main industrial crop in Cambodia. As of 2013, the rubber plantation extends on a 

total area of 329,000 ha. The plantation owned by smallholders and private companies through 

ELCs share almost equal size, around 42 per cent (136,000 ha) each of the total plantation area. 

The rest 17 per cent (56,000 ha) are former State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) as shown by figure 

41.  

Figure 41 - Rubber plantation, 2013 (329,000 ha) 

 

Source: MAFF’s Annual Report 2013-14  
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Although rubber is a prominent industrial crop, the whole industry was in the past almost 

entirely dominated by state-owned enterprises who managed both the plantation and processing, 

as well as the export market. Therefore, the participation of domestic private enterprises and 

foreign investors was almost non-existent.  

The rubber plantation area started to expand rapidly since 2005 when the government offered a 

favourable investment policy to the private sector through its sub-decree (#146) on economic 

land concessions. The sub-decree permits long-term lease of state land in large scale to the 

private companies for agro-industrial development.  

4.5.2. Economic Impacts of rubber production on land concessions 

 

In the past, the rubber industry was only limited to the contribution of the State Owned 

Enterprises (SOEs), who managed around 50,000 ha as of 2005. Through the implementation of 

the sub-decree on economic land concessions by providing free leasehold of lands in large scale 

for long-term agro-industrial development, the areas of rubber plantation has rapidly expanded 

since 2005. As indicated in figure 42, the rubber plantation has increased from 54,000 ha in 2004 

to 329,000 ha in 2013; a surge of 6 folds in 10 years’ time, or about 20 per cent per annum. 

Further, as illustrated in figure 42, a rapid development of the rubber plantation is mainly 

explained by both private investment through economic land concession development and the 

participation of smallholder farmers.  The development of ELCs has had a very significant 

impact on the rapid expansion of the rubber plantation area in Cambodia. The rubber plantation 

areas is responsible for about 41 per cent (or 135,000 ha) of the total rubber plantation areas in 

the country. The planted area has increased from just about 23,000 ha in 2009. This suggests that 

the rubber plantation development in ELCs has expanded exponentially at a rate of 42 per cent 

per annum between 2009 and 2013. There is significant scope for further expansion of rubber 

plantations in the ELCs. According to MAFF’s statistics, 96 companies were granted a total of 

539,599 ha for rubber plantation development. However, only 135,000 ha or 25 per cent have 

been developed as of 2013. This means the rest 75 per cent of the concessions will be further 

developed in the coming years. If 25 per cent  discounted for conflicts and non-convertible land, 

the remaining 50 per cent  (or 270,000 ha) will be converted into rubber plantation; and thus the 

total rubber plantation area will increase up to around 600,000 ha in total within the next three to 

five years.   
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Figure 42 - The expansion of rubber plantation (ha) 

 

Source: General Department of Rubber 2013-14  

The contribution of the smallholders to the development of the rubber industry is also very 

significant. The plantation area under household investment was about 137,000 ha in 2013, 

representing 42 per cent of the total rubber plantation areas in the country. The plantation area 

has increased from about 63,000 ha in 2009, which is about 17 per cent surge per annum 

between 2009 and 2013. The increase of the plantation areas in the former SOEs is minimal, 

around five per cent per annum during 2009-2013.  

Cambodia does not have the industry that processes the rubber into variety of final products yet. 

Generally, there are small processing facilities that turn the latex into primary form of rubber as 

inputs for other industries. Given the absence of the local industries, this primary form of rubber 

is usually for the export market. According to the latest report from MAFF, the ELC has not 

had the impact on the production of latex yet as the plantation takes seven years to yield the 

latex. Based on interviews with government officials and some company representatives, the 

development of the ELC was more visible since 2008. Therefore, the tapping of latex may begin 

from 2014-15. As shown in figure 43, the production and export of rubber only started to rise 

more significantly in 2012 although the rubber plantation got expanded since 2005 and more 

rapidly after that. Nonetheless, the increase of production and export are attributed to the 

harvest in smallholders’ farm, not ELCs.  
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Figure 43 - Rubber production and export 

 

Source: MAFF’s Annual Report 2013-14  

As shown in table 40 there is no contribution of latex production from the ELCs yet as of 2013. 

Only about one quarter of the total plantation areas (328,771 ha) yielding latex are rubber 

plantation under smallholders and former SOEs. Other three quarters are immature plantation. 

Of note, two thirds of the latex production come from the plantation belonged to smallholders. 

The other one third comes from plantation under former SOEs.  

Table 40 - Production of latex, 2013 (ha) 

Types of Plantation Tapping Areas Immature 

Areas  

Total Areas 

Former SOEs 25,977 29,931 55,908 

ELCs 0 135,446 135,446 

Smallholders 52,516 84,901 137,417 

Total 78,493 250,278 328,771 

Source: MAFF’s Annual Report 2013-14  

Although rubber plantation in ELCs has not yielded the latex yet as of now, it is expected that a 

significant impact on rubber production and export will follow in the near future. According to 

interviews with ELC companies, their rubber plantation will provide an average annual yield of 

1.7 tonnes per hectare. Currently, the rubber plantation area in ELCs is 135,446 ha, but will 

further increase to approximately 400,000 ha when the remaining part of ELCs fully developed. 

In such case, ELCs will add 680,000 tonnes of rubber production for export.  
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As presented in figure 44, the average yield of latex has been around 1 tonne per ha per annum 

although it has demonstrated some slight increase during 2007-2012. This statistic is mainly 

representing the productivity of rubber farms under former SOEs. This level of productivity is 

quite low if compared to rubber farms in the ELCs. Representatives of the ELCs usually expect 

an average annual latex yield of 1.7 tonnes per ha from their farms. Such discrepancy will 

encourage former SOEs and smallholders to adopt technology that would keep their 

productivity competitive enough with ELCs.  

Figure 44 - Rubber productivity (Kg/ha/year) 

 

Source: MAFF’s Annual Report 2013-14  

4.5.3. Social impacts of rubber production on land concessions 

 

The social impact of the ELC developments enumerated above are both positive and negative. 

The most significant positive impacts are described below: 

 Employment: ELC companies are demanding labour for their farm development; and 

therefore, recruiting local people to work on their farms.  

 Land Value: A local businessman pointed out that the presence of ELCs has had positive 

effect on the notion of the local people, especially the indigenous people, on the value of 

their land. Before the presence of ELCs, local people tend to have control over vast 

lands and benefit less for just their subsistence. When ELCs prevail, they see high value 

for their land, and thus protect it and use it better.  

 Cropping: Local farmers have changed their behavior toward cropping system. They 

have integrated themselves into the mainstream society as well as market economy by 

abandoning their traditional cropping of shifting seasonal crops for subsistence and 

adopted modern cropping, for instance, planting short-term cash crops such as cassava 

and long-term industrial crops such as rubber. Modern crops allow them to work less 

hard on a particular farm that are usually nearer to their home and earn better income for 

their living.  
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 Household investment: ELCs usually bring about conflicts with the local people. As a 

means to protect their land, ELCs have partly induced local farmers to invest on their 

land because leaving their land unused could be more vulnerable to land grab by ELCs.   

 Technology transfer: The ELC companies offer technology transfer to local people 

through: i) observation: people have seen what the companies are doing; ii) employment: 

local people got trained and perform the jobs on the company’s farm.  

 Market access: Smaller size ELC companies could not secure the latex supply from their 

own farms and thus seek to buy latex from smallholders. Such model has encouraged 

more participation of smallholders in rubber plantation and extended the benefit to 

them.   

 Infrastructure development: The companies have contributed to the rehabilitation of the 

roads, building schools, health centers, and commune office.  

The most significant negative impacts are enumerated below: 

 Land Conflicts: Always, the ELCs are accompanied by land conflicts with the local 

people. The conflicts are generally motived by a few main factors including incompliance 

with existing legal frameworks and procedure, especially the Sub-decree on ELCs, 

disrespect of the ELC lease agreement, poor assessment quality, and illegal encroachment 

by the people. On the other hand, the conflict is unavoidable due to the nature of 

scattered settlement and shifting cultivation practice of the indigenous people in far 

remote areas. Those conflicts have often associated with the following results:  

o Distract people’s cultivation on their lands: people could not continue cropping 

on their lands, and thus affect their food security.   

o Violence: sometimes the conflict has led to confrontation and violence between 

the company and the affected people.   

o Alienate local people from their lands: people have lost their lands.  

 Loss of grazing grounds: People have faced difficult time in raising their cattle as their 

grassland was lost into the concession. 

 Access to non-timber forest product: The ELCs are often granted in the forestlands. The 

loss of that forestland has affected the livelihoods of local people, especially restricting their 

access to non-timber forest products.  

 Tradition of indigenous people: People have lost their spirit forests and burial ground 

into the concession. Such loss has affected their belief and tradition.  
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4.6. Economic Land Concession for Rice Production  

4.6.1. Overview of Rice Exports in Cambodia 

Rice exports are one priority policy for Cambodia due to its advantage in both vast arable land 

and abundant rural labour. For many years, Cambodia produced a huge surplus of paddy, which 

usually finds its way through informal exports to neighbouring Vietnam and Thailand because 

Cambodia seriously lacks the milling capacity to convert paddy into milled rice for exports. 

Nevertheless, Cambodian government has set an ambitious goal to export one million tonnes of 

rice by 2015. Observing the current trend, this unrealistic goal seems more like a symbolic slogan 

to encourage farmers and relevant stakeholders to make utmost efforts in rice exports. 

According to figure 45, Cambodia managed to export more than 350,000 tonnes of rice in 2013, 

which is almost double from 2012, but far from the target of one million tonnes. 

Figure 45 - Cambodian Rice Exports 2010-2013 (in tonnes) 

 

Source: SOWS-REF (2014) 

In general the Cambodia’s rice exports are diversified to many countries. However, the export is 

actually concentrated in several major destinations and exporting companies. The European 

market is the most important rice export destination for Cambodia in 2013 (see table 22). France, 

Poland, and the Netherlands together imported more than 140,000 tonnes, almost half of 

exported rice from Cambodia. In Asia, Malaysia is the biggest destination, which imported 

51,823 tonnes. Together with China and Thailand, Asia imported more than 100,000 tonnes, or 

more than one quarter of Cambodian exported rice. In addition, top ten exporting companies 

accounted for more than two thirds of Cambodian rice exports in 2013 (see table 41). This lack 

of diversification in both export destinations and exporting companies is both a challenge and 

opportunity for Cambodia's rice export performance in the coming years. On the negative side, 

reliance on few destinations and exporting companies exposes Cambodia's agricultural exports to 

various shocks resulting from economic crises and trade policies in importing destinations. On 

the positive side, Cambodia still has many more destinations to explore such as Africa and South 

America, which will significantly increase its export quantity and stability. This opportunity is 

further expanded by Cambodia's ELC policy. If ELCs fulfill its roles in increasing agricultural 
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production, particularly paddy harvest, and Cambodia can increase its milling capacity, the export 

target of one million tonnes can be reached in the near future. 

Table 41: Rice Export Destinations in 2013  

 

Source: SOWS-REF (2014) 

Table 42:  Top 10 Cambodian Rice Exporters and Export Quantity in 2013 

No. Cambodian Rice Exporters Export Quantity 

(tonnes)  

Share in total 

(%) 

1 KHMER FOOD CO., LTD. 52,529 14 

2 AMRU RICE (CAMBODIA) CO., LTD 50,921 13 

3 GOLDEN RICE (CAMBODIA) CO., LTD. 35,501 9 

No. Importing 

Countries 

Rice 

Quantity 

(tonnes)  

Share in total (%) 

1 FRANCE 57,232 15 

2 POLAND 55,879 15 

3 MALAYSIA 51,823 14 

4 NETHERLANDS 29,699 8 

5 CHINA 28,302 7 

6 THAILAND 23,550 6 

7 GABON 14,708 4 

8 SPAIN 11,792 3 

9 UNITED 

KINGDOM 

11,373 

3 

10 GERMANY 10,564 3 

11 OTHERS 83,934 22 

 TOTAL 378,856 100 
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4 BAITANG (KAMPUCHEA) PLC. 25,556 7 

5 LORAN Group plc. 22,174 6 

6 INTERNATIONAL RICE TRADING 

(CAMBODIA) CO., LTD. 

21,742 

6 

7 WHITE GOLD IMPORT EXPORT CO,. 

LTD. 

17,761 

5 

8 SSCORP(CAMBODIA) CO., LTD 12,143 3 

9 T.O.T (TRUST OUR TRADE) CO., LTD. 10,871 3 

10 PICH SAMNANG (IMPORT - EXPORT) CO., 

LTD. 

10,000 

3 

11 OTHERS 11 9,259 32 

 TOTAL 378,856 100 

 Source: SOWS-REF (2014) 

4.6.2. Results from the fieldwork 

  

This study has employed fieldwork investigation to analyze the actual social and economic 

impacts of ELCs. The fieldwork has been carried out in Kompong Svay and Stoung Districts of 

Kompong Thom Province to study the ELCs’ impacts on rice production, trade, and 

socioeconomic situation of local residents. The rationale to choose Kompong Thom is due to 

the majority of ELCs granted companies for rice production are situated in this province, where 

land areas are adjacent to the Great Tonle Sap Lake, favouring production of the so-called dry 

season paddy. Key stakeholders who were interviewed include provincial department of 

agriculture, commune chiefs, water reservoir owners, farmers, and rice millers.  

In Kompong Thom, there are two types of ELCs granted companies, i.e. the big companies 

whose total granted land areas exceeding 1,000 hectares and small companies who were leased in 

the form of community and family-owned terms with the granted lands less than 1,000 hectares. 

Nevertheless, big ELCs companies no longer exist in the province after 2013, stemming from 

the severe dispute over the overlapping land claim of about 25,000 hectares between one 

company18 and the other side which includes water reservoir owners, famers, and local residents. 

This led to the revocation of paddy land license by the government just before the national 

election of July 27, 2013.  Most of those small ELC companies got the licenses in 2004/2005 

with the concession period up to 25 years from Kompong Thom Authority. As of October 03, 

2014, the actual paddy land area by the small ELCs companies is 26,788 ha. There are three ways 

                                                 
18  It is informed that the company was Korean-owned with its ownership claim of 25,000 hectares land from the 

government. The dispute started in 2003/2004 with the involvements of over 1,000 farmers and water reservoir 

owners. 
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in which the small ELCs companies (water reservoir owners) produce paddy in those areas, i.e. 

water reservoir owners do a crop-sharing practice with farmers, water reservoir owners do a 

farming for all lands, and water reservoir owners rent the lands to farmers. The third way is now 

becoming a common practice for water reservoir owners, which only requires them to supply 

water for famers’ paddy plantation. In some cases, water reservoir owners practice a mixed way, 

where they themselves do the farming and the rest of lands are for rental to famers.  

In those areas, the average paddy yield per hectare is 5 tonnes with the selling price of around US 

$207 per tonne. Since there is almost no market chain and certain contract farming with rice 

millers and certified trading companies, about 90 per cent of the total paddy are informally sold 

to neighbouring countries especially to Vietnam. Most of water reservoir owners and farmers 

depend on loans from local banks and micro-finances to finance their paddy productions. They 

also lack of technical and counselling supports form the government authority in producing 

paddy on those ELCs areas. 

4.6.3. Economic impacts  

 

Potentially, with the large fertile land of 26,788 hectares in 2014, ELCs companies in Kompong 

Thom alone could produce the estimated paddy output of 133,940 tonnes, representing 6.2 per 

cent of the country’s total dry season paddy output (or 1.4 per cent of the country’s total paddy 

output). This paddy output is equivalent to 85,721.6 tonnes19 of milled rice. This amount is 

approximately around 22 per cent of the Cambodia’s 2013 total rice exports20, triggering the 

export revenue expectation of approximate $ 35-40 million if sold in the form of formal rice 

exporting to foreign markets.  

However, according to the responses from concessionaires and farmers, roughly 90 per cent of 

the paddy output from these ELCs in the province is informally sold to neighbouring countries 

at the average price of $ 207 per tonne. This means with the paddy output of 133,940 tonnes, the 

country could merely end up receiving the revenue of $ 25 million, falling short of the expected 

$ 35 million. A $ 10-15 million difference is the loss in the value added of rice production for 

Cambodia, which could potentially generate job creation and incomes for the economic activity. 

The loss is due to the lack of contract farming with formal traders and the insufficient buying 

capacity of local rice millers to buy paddy from farmers when it comes to harvest season.  

Looking at the economic impacts on individuals, it is confirmed in the fieldwork that both water 

reservoir owners and engaging farmers have their living standard better-off. Water reservoir 

owners could rent their lands to farmer in between $ 150-200 per ha while farmers could make a 

profit of $ 435 per ha if the paddy price stays around $ 207 per tonne. The economic and welfare 

impacts of farmers mainly rest on the paddy price when they come to collect their outputs 

during the harvest season. Farmers express their satisfaction if the paddy price is at minimum 

about US$195 per tonne.  

                                                 
19

 This rough estimate is based on figures provided by the Kompong Thom Authority of the total actual paddy 

land size in the form of ELC. From field survey, paddy yield is estimated at 5 tonnes per hectare on average and 

rice converting ratio of 0.64 is applied based on FAO standard.  
20

 Cambodia’s total rice export is 378,856 tons in 2013. 
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Rice production in the ELCs has had a significant impact on productivity. The reported average 

yield of 5 tonnes per hectare in the concession is more than 50 per cent higher than the country’s 

average yield of 3.16 tonnes per hectare. It is still even nearly 15 per cent higher than the average 

yield of dry season paddy in other areas of the country, which is 4.38 tonnes per ha (MAFF, 

2014).  In addition, the period to receiving output in those ELCs areas is just 3 months, starting 

from November to January. It is fast and more efficient than normal paddy production in other 

parts of the country.  

Nonetheless, it is informed by the owners of water reservoirs that Kompong Thom Authority 

and the State receive no fees and taxes by approving the ELCs and subsequent water reservoir 

operation. This is considered as a loss to government revenue since the water reservoir owners 

can make easy profits by just renting their concession lands to the farmers.      

4.6.4. Social impacts  

Findings suggest that granting ELCs to small companies in the form of water reservoir greatly 

help reduce the land disputes among companies and local residents; and encourage farmers to 

increase paddy production. An example of granting a very large 25,000-ha land from the central 

government to one Korean company in the Kompong Thom triggered a long-time land dispute 

which took 10 years to have finally solved, resulting in an abolition of ELCs land license from 

the company. Small ELCs contribute to building trust and cooperation between water reservoir 

owners and farmers. It is especially helpful to small landholders and landless farmers to gain 

access to more lands for their expanded paddy production. Having job at the farm is also 

regarded as a contributing factor to the migration reduction of unskilled labors to neighboring 

countries. 

During the fieldwork it is found that a good model to be learned from is the case of one 

commune in Kompong Thom which obtains one out of three water reservoirs from the ELCs 

company for its own use. The commune then rents the water reservoir to the private individual 

so it can get revenue to be used for local infrastructure development and social activity 

contribution. The commune could not rent lands directly to farmers as it lacks of staffs and 

management capacity to repair the reservoir and cannot respond quickly for water inflow when 

needed by farmers. However, it is discovered that rental fee to private individual is just 

$ 15/hectare per year, far smaller than that of $ 150-$ 200 by reservoir owners to farmers. The 

rental fee set by the commune should be higher than $ 15.  

Even there exists a positive social impact when the ELCs are granted to small companies; 

concerns remain to be seen about the unclear land mapping between local authority, provincial 

authority, and relevant ministries, where in some cases farmers are intentionally or 

unintentionally accused of planting paddy on the prohibited lands of Zone 321. Another concern 

is the possible negative impact on environment centering on the belief that ecology of fish’s 

natural travel during the dry season and rainy season could be disrupted due to the building of 

water reservoirs. This could result in lesser fishes in Tonle Sap Lake. However, there is no clear 

research which gives a solid result on this claim.      

                                                 
21

 Zone 3 is the land area situated very close to the Great Tonle Sap Lake, where it is mapped by Tonle Sap 

Authority (TSA) as a prohibited land to be used by any companies/individuals. 
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4.7. Trade analysis – Cambodia 

In this section the trade flows from Cambodia from 2002 until today are analyzed focusing on 

the commodities under scope. In 2013 rice is by far the most important among the group for 

Cambodia as it represents a share of 2.64 per cent of the total trade value and its importance has 

increased since the beginning of the series as we will see. Rubber instead has been stable through 

the years and today it makes up the 1.16 per cent of the total traded value. On the other hand, 

sugarcane share is of only the 0.38 per cent as Cambodia only recently joint the business. All 

together these commodities compose the 4.18 per cent of the total trade value of Cambodia 

posing them as relevant for the country. 

4.7.1. Rice 

Cambodia’s total export has been smoothly increasing since 2002; in 2013 it reached a level five 

times higher. Yet, the export of rice has been performing so well, especially from year 2010, that 

it dwarfed that remarkable success of total exports. It has jumped by more than 5000 per cent 

compared to the base year 2002. Because of this recent trend, in 2013 the share of rice export in 

the total export of Cambodia has risen to 2.65 per cent which is the highest value recorded for 

the decade. In addition, figures 47 and 49 show that the driver of this export surge it is not the 

unit value of rice. In fact, the rice unit value growth has been flat over the years compared to the 

one of the rice export.  

Figure 46 - Cambodia total and rice export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 47 - Cambodia rice export and unit value growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

In addition, the different products of rice contributed unevenly to this increase. The main driver 

of this surge in export was the milled rice (see figure 49). Cambodia has increased its focus on it 

during the period and nowadays. As table 43 and figure 50 shows, milled rice represents around 

93 per cent of the whole Cambodian export of rice.  In addition, milled rice does not present the 

same volatility that affects other type of products (see figure 51). 

Figure 48 - Cambodia rice categories export growth as share of total growth (Total index 

2002=100, categories index as share of total in 2002) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from - UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Table 43 - Cambodia rice exports by categories (aggregated for 2012 -2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Unit value 

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 28 0.01   52 0.01   544.34 

Brown rice 1,602 0.38   2,367 0.43   676.57 

Milled rice 393,719 93.49   505,478 90.98   778.90 

Broken rice 25,803 6.13   47,677 8.58   541.20 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 49- Cambodia rice export composition

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 50 - Cambodia rice categories export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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For further insights, it is useful to analyze the export destination of milled rice export. Through 

the years, the main export destinations for Cambodia have been countries from European Union, 

specifically France, Belgium and Germany. Recently, the destinations became more diversified as 

it can be noticed from the reduced relevance of the top three partners; for the brown rice it 

reduced from 100 per cent to 57.08 per cent and for milled rice from 85.15 per cent to 52.02 per 

cent. Yet, the main trading partners did not substantially change. The unit values paid greatly 

vary between different rice category and different destination; it is not identifiable any trend or 

correlation. In some cases the first ranked importer pays a higher unit value while in others it 

pays a smaller unit value (table 44).  

Table 44 - Cambodia top three rice export destination by category (aggregate for 2002-2003 and 2012 – 2013) 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Croatia 53.15  625.00 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Namibia 35.50  399.28 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Brunei 10.64  1108.94 

Total N.A.   Total 99.28   

Brown rice 

Malaysia 100.00  341.75 Malaysia 34.35  788.72 

- - - Belgium 11.44  573.16 

- - - France 11.29  1088.89 

Total 100.00    Total 57.08    

Milled rice 

Belgium 57.53  629.19 France 21.12  978.38 

Malaysia 17.19  326.54 Malaysia 18.32  932.55 

Italy 10.46  595.17 Germany 12.58  620.15 

Total 85.18    Total 52.02   

      

      

Broken rice 

N.A. N.A. N.A. France 43.15  704.44 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Belgium 9.92  439.84 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Ghana 8.94  793.17 

Total N.A.   Total 62.01   

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS  
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4.7.2.  Rubber 

 

The Cambodian rubber exports have increased almost fivefold in the period 2002 - 2013. Except 

in 2002 and 2003, the rubber export has been performing similarly to the total exports. It is 

interesting to notice though the boom and the subsequent bust of the rubber export in 2009 – 

2013 (see figures 52 and 53). This last event actually brought the share of rubber export in the 

total Cambodian export back to the levels of 2002, i.e. 1.13 per cent, after a decade in which it 

has increased its importance. The dynamics of the rubber unit value may help to explain the 

reasons behind this trend. In fact, it is possible to notice a strong correlation between the rubber 

unit value growth and the rubber export growth. However, there is some time lag between them 

so that it implies that other mechanism, such as an increase in the export orientation of 

producers driven by the unit value increase, may play a role. 

Figure 51 - Cambodia total and rubber export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 52 - Cambodia rubber export and unit value growth (index 2002=100) 
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Although the export focus of Cambodia is mainly on technically specified natural rubber all the 

varieties have seen an increase in export (see table 45). In other words, technically specified 

natural rubber export presented the highest increased in absolute values thus it is the main 

contributor to the export growth of Cambodian rubber. Yet, in relative terms the export of 

natural rubber latex and Smoked sheets increased by eleven times and nine times respectively 

(see figures 54 and 55).  

Table 45 - Cambodia export of rubber by categories (aggregate for 2012 -2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Share in total 

value (%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in total 

value (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural 

rubber latex 

1,693 0.45  632 0.50  2676.49 

Smoked 

sheets 

41,852 11.18  14,280 11.37  2930.82 

Technically 

specified 

natural 

rubber 

326,410 87.16  109,009 86.80  2994.36 

Other 4,536 1.21  1,661 1.32  2730.27 

Natural 

gums 

 N.A.   N.A.   N.A.   N.A.   N.A.  

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 53 - Cambodia rubber category export growth as share of total growth (Total index 

2002=100, categories index as share of total in 2002) 
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

 

 

Figure 54 - Cambodia rubber categories export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS, values normalized to 100 at the base 

year 

Considering the shares of each type of rubber in the total rubber export it is evident the 

dominance of technically specified natural rubber. This has slightly increased by through the 

years even arriving at composing more than 95 per cent of the total (see figure 56). 

Figure 55 - Cambodia rubber export composition 
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Looking at the export destinations of the Cambodian rubber it is interesting to see that most of 

the export is directed to countries in Asia; overall, the main commercial partners for Cambodia 

are Viet Nam, Malaysia and China. Specifically, Viet Nam is placing itself as the top importer for 

almost all the products acquiring in some year for some product even the totality of the 

Cambodian export and in the most of the cases more than 75 per cent of it (table 46).  
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Table 46 - Rubber export shares and unit values 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value 

 ($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural rubber latex 

France 50.06  1170.03 Malaysia 85.88  2735.50 

China 30.40  859.87 Korea, 

Rep. 

11.03  2314.93 

United 

Kingdom 

19.54  548.03 France 3.07  2576.79 

Total 100.00    Total 99.98   

Smoked sheets 

Malaysia 59.32  730.14 Vietnam 58.72  2915.37 

China 25.56  671.69 Malaysia 18.04  3237.87 

Spain 15.12  669.99 China 15.72  2825.31 

Total 100.00    Total 92.48    

Technically specified natural rubber 

China 38.67  843.05 Vietnam 38.89  2988.13 

Malaysia 36.91  702.06 Malaysia 37.08  3235.24 

United 

States 

7.44  781.65 China 17.02  2591.69 

Total 83.02    Total 93.00   

Other 

China 49.12  900.32 Malaysia 26.67  3543.11 

Malaysia 21.04  510.12 Korea, 

Rep. 

25.82  3282.48 

Spain 12.82  702.67 China 33.20  1504.27 

Total 82.97    Total 85.69   

Natural gums data  not available  

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

 

4.7.3.  Sugarcane 

There is no record of exports of sugarcane from Cambodia prior to 2010. Since then, the total 

value of exports or sugarcane has increased by almost ten times and its share in the total export 

rose proportionally (figure 57). In the recent reporting period Cambodia exported some 66,000 

tonnes of sugarcane (see table 47). 
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Table 47 - Cambodia export of sugarcane (aggregated for 2012 -2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Sugarcane 51,549 66,164 779.10 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

 Nonetheless, its share is still minimal; in 2013, the highest record, it was only 0.38 per cent. In 

addition, figure 58 shows that the increase of unit value of sugarcane has had just a little effect 

on the value of sugarcane exports. This means that the export growth is a result of the increment 

in the volume traded of sugarcane.  

Figure 56 - Cambodia total and sugarcane export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 57 - Cambodia sugarcane export and unit value growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Basically, the commercial partners are located in Europe which every year acquires almost all the 

export of Cambodian sugarcane (table 48). 

Table 48- Cambodia top three Sugarcane export destination by category (aggregated for 2002-

2003 and 2012 – 2013) 

Sugarcane  

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Bulgaria 39.62  821.76 

N.A. N.A. N.A. Romania 36.15  722.23 

N.A. N.A. N.A. United 

Kingdom 

24.21  805.26 

Total N.A.   Total 99.99   

 

Source: Calculations based on data from UN COMTRADE 

4.8. Conclusions and recommendations  

Overall, the economic land concession (ELC) for the observed crops, rice, rubber, and sugarcane, 

has had a significant impact on the economy. It has had a positive contribution in many aspects, 

which include increased production, productivity, manufacturing, export, employment, and 

spillover effect for the locals.  

 Production: the contribution of ELCs to the increased paddy production has been very 

significant. In 2003, its paddy production stood at 134,000 tonnes, which was 6.2 per 

cent of the total production of dry-season paddy or 1.4 per cent of the total production 

of both dry season and wet season paddy in 2013. With regard to rubber, large part (46 

per cent) of the granted ELCs is dedicated to rubber plantation. The plantation area has 

exponentially expanded in the past several years and will continue to further increase in 

the future. Currently, the rubber plantation on just 25 per cent of the granted ELCs for 

rubber makes up 41 per cent of the total rubber plantation areas in Cambodia. It hasn’t 

had impact on latex output yet, but is expected to have significant impacts on latex 

production, processing, and export in the coming years.  

 Productivity: the productivity of paddy in the ELC area is nearly 15 per cent higher than 

the average yield of dry-season paddy in other parts of the country, or it is even more 

than 50 per cent higher than the national average yield. However, that higher yield could 

be mostly explained by soil factor. Rubber hasn’t yielded the latex output yet, but the 

expected productivity is 1.7 tonnes per hectare, which is way higher than the current 

average yield of roughly 1 tonne per hectare.  

 Manufacturing: although most of the paddy output from the ELC area was informally 

traded to the neighbouring countries, some proportion is it is retained for milling 

domestically. The production of sugarcane is more obvious in terms of contributing to 
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manufacturing of sugar. There have been manufacturing factories set up to process 

sugarcane from the granted ELCs. Rubber in the ELC area hasn’t yielded the latex yet, 

but investors will install their processing facilities when their latex production becomes 

visible.  

 Export: all three crops in the ELC have had positive to the country’s export 

performance. Most of the paddy from the ELC area is informally exported to Vietnam. 

The remaining is milled for both domestic and export markets. All the sugarcane 

production from the ELC area has contributed to the export of cane sugar that 

Cambodia never had its export record before 2010. The volume of rubber export has 

increased so far although no contribution from rubber production in the ELC yet. 

Cambodia expects a significant earning of foreign exchange in the near future when 

rubber production in the ELC is ready for export.   

 Employment: in general ELCs have generated jobs for the local. Both skilled and 

unskilled labours are needed to work on the farm and processing facilities. In addition 

these direct jobs, ELCs also indirectly fuelled the economy through more job creation in 

export and other supporting industries such grocery shops, transport, construction, 

import, and so forth.  

 Spillover Effect: the presence of investment in the ELCs has had significant impact for 

the local in the form of technology transfer. It was reported that farmers have adapted 

their traditional way of living and adopted new technology in their farming practices. For 

example, farmers including indigenous people have now used their lands more 

productively and for industrial crops, which is more integrated to the global market. 

Many have already enjoyed the benefit and prospered their economic wellbeing. In the 

case of ELCs for paddy production in Kampong Thom, for example, prompted the local 

people to follow the concessionaire’s paddy production on the land that was left idle in 

the past.    

However, the promotion of agricultural development through granting large chunk of land in the 

form of ELCs to private investors has promoted concerns in two major fronts: i) the excessive 

give-away of state land to private investors; and ii) the adverse impact of ELC.  

Excessive Give-away of State Land: so far the amount of ELCs granted to private investors is 

too sizeable for quite too long period of time (99 years or 70 years renewable). ELCs are granted 

on 1.79 million hectares, which is roughly 10 per cent of the country’s territory or 45 per cent of 

Cambodia’s agricultural lands that are currently shared among 3 million smallholder households 

(1.3 ha per household of 4-5 members). All these have created injustice for both current and 

future generation in the following aspects.  

 Firstly, the state favours too much toward private investors including foreigners, making 

the land holding of 1.70 million concentrates with just around 200 people (8,300 ha per 

individual ELC) white more than 20 per cent of the rural householders are landless and 



 126 

other 26 per cent are considered as land-poor, possessing less than 0.5 ha for their 

agricultural production (WB 2006 and CDRI 2008).  

 Secondly, the period of concessions of 99 years or 70 years renewable is too long to for a 

reasonable return on investment and too generous to attract investors, and that will 

surely compromise the need of the current and future generation who will also seek land 

to invest later.  

 Thirdly, the concession is too cheap for the investors; no fee obligation to get leasehold 

of the concession while rental fees for the production does not exceeding $12 per ha per 

year. That rate is far below the market rate where smallholder farmers generally pay $150-

200 or even higher in some locations.  

 Fourthly, the government does not have a justification and evidence to prove if such 

large-scale ELCs are more efficient and instrumental than small farms for the country’s 

socioeconomic development.  

Adverse Impact of ELCs: amidst its overall positive impact on the economy, the ELC has so 

far brought about negative implication on the livelihood and tradition and culture of the local 

people including the indigenous communities. The most prominent impact is the overlapped 

areas of ELCs on the local community lands, which include residential land, agricultural land, 

spirit forest and burial ground of the indigenous peoples. Those overlapped area has been the 

main cause for controversial conflicts between the companies and the affected people. For 

example, Licadho, A local Non-governmental Organization (NGO), in its 2013 report illustrated 

that 400,000 people have been affected by land disputes since 2003 in 12 provinces across 

Cambodia (Cambodia Daily, 10-11 March 2012). However, the number of affected people is 

reported under combined concession areas of nearly 4 million hectares, which include ELCs and 

mining concession. According to NGO Forum on Cambodia (2014), there have been 405 cases 

of land disputes since 1994. The disputes involve 65,867 households (approximately 300,000 

people) nationwide. Nonetheless, ELCs are responsible for 26 per cent of the disputes while all 

disputes involve 145,000 hectares of agricultural and residential lands, which is approximately 8 

per cent of the total ELC area. This proportion is significant, but small enough for the 

government and the company to resolve them peacefully with the affected people without much 

sacrifice if compared to the whole ELC size. The data also indicated that 328 cases have been 

resolved between 2007 and 2013. Of important note, 189 cases were only resolved in 2012 and 

2013, which was taken as a grave response of the government to the election year 2013.  

Recommendation: in response to the already excessive granting of the ELC and its adverse 

impact on the local people, the government ordered a moratorium on granting new ELCs in 

2012, which was a positive step for the government to study and reconsider its land allocation. It 

was also reported that the MOE is trying to renegotiate with the ELC companies to reduce the 

period of the ELC lease agreement. Moreover, the recent and current action by the government 

to cancel some ELCs and to review other existing ELCs is also another important milestone 

toward proper management of the state land. Hopefully, this review process will lead to more 

cancellation of ELCs and renegotiation with the companies, especially with regard to reducing 
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the contract period and dispute resolution for the affected people. However, for the sake of 

better and speedier development of ELCs in order to maximize both economic and social 

development, this study finds the following worth considering for the intervention and policy 

implication.  

(1) the priority should immensely be placed on the allocation of the remaining degredated land, if 

any, and redistribution of the cancelled ELCs. The future allocation should only be throughthe 

following forms:  

(a) small-scale ELCs: the size can be below 1,000 hectares as it used to be. It can be just 

one or two hundred hectares. Those small-scale ELCs are proven to be good in 

Kampong Thom for both social and economic development. The model can allow more 

participation of the emerging Cambodian middle class, which will contribute more to 

economic development through their retained income.   

(b) concessions for smallholder farmers: it is meant for family-scale agricultural 

development and the allocation can be in the form of permanent ownership (social 

concession) or leasing (economic concession). To avoid transaction cost and burden on 

the government in dealing with individual smallholder farmers, the government can sub-

contract the lease with just one agent who will work with all individual households.    

(2) study the soil suitability and types of crops that would contribute most to the value added for 

the economy and export earning in the medium and long term prospect. It is because different 

crops offer different value and limited land must be properly managed for a strategic move in the 

global market over the long run.  

(3) the scale of land disputes sound widespread and controversial, but it is not that much 

relatively to the total size of granted ELCs. The disputed land is roughly 8-10 per cent of the 

ELCs; that is significant but should not be much a cost on the company. However, there 

requires a vigorous role of the government to facilitate the resolution and enforce the terms of 

the ELC lease agreement, particularly related to affected community’s lands.  

(4) as way to enhance the socioeconomic impact of ELCs, different agricultural business models 

can be explored, discussed, encouraged, tested, and replicated. Among other business models, an 

ELC company, for example, can consider renting a part of its ELC to small landholders for 

contract or non-contract farming. Such model could yield a more efficient outcome in terms of: 

i) the company could mobilize more funds from small landholders to invest on the lands 

(investors can be motivated by this move for two main reasons: first, they are often subject to 

limited finance and second their finance also entails opportunity cost if invested on other thing); 

ii) small farms could potentially more efficient as it minimizes the management and supervision 

costs; and iii) small landholder have access to more land producing crops desired by the market. 

The model has actually been successful for paddy-producing ELCs in Kampong Thom province. 

In the case of contract farming, the unit value agreement can be either fixed or pegged as in the 
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case of Dak Lak Rubber Company who agreed to buy latex from the farmers at 80 per cent of 

Bangkok FOB unit value.  

(5) the current policy on economic land concession appears to generous for the investors – no 

fee requirement for obtaining the ELC and cheap rental fees – the government should consider 

revising that policy, including tax policy, in order to generate optimal income for the public 

expenditure.    

 

 

 

 

 

  



 129 

 

5. Thailand22 

5.1. Introduction 

Trade and land are inextricably linked. The development and changes in domestic and 

international trade significantly affect the scale and scope of demand for goods and services, 

which in turn determines the extent and the ways in which land is explored, developed and 

utilized. This is particularly the case with Thailand where international trade and foreign 

investment have always been a key to its economy in modern eras. Historically, international 

trade has contributed to an increase in cultivated areas in Thailand. The Bowring Treaty between 

the Kingdom of Siam and the United Kingdom in 1855 effectively allowed free trade by 

foreigners. Prior to that, foreign trade had been subject to heavy royal control and taxes. The 

treaty led to a large number of new cultivated areas in the Central Plain of Thailand, 

predominantly for rice production (Ingram, 1955). 

Thailand has always been open to foreign investment, notably since the country started to adopt 

the first National Economic Plan in 1961. Since then, the government has implemented various 

approaches to industrial and trade policies, ranging from import substitution to export-oriented. 

Regardless of the policy approaches, the general attitude has always been that the country’s 

economy is open to foreign investors, and various sectors of the economy have become more 

liberalized over the years. Foreign investment in Thailand has continued to contribute 

significantly to the economy. A large number of foreign businesses receive investment 

promotion from the Thai government, particularly through the Board of Investment. Foreign 

direct investment, particularly in the manufacturing sector, had led to the development of many 

industrial estates and stand-alone factories. 

As Thailand is shifting gradually towards a service-based economy, tourism has become the key 

engine of economic growth. The influx of foreign visitors has continued to be the main source 

of income and foreign currency that further propel the development of other industries, such as 

handicraft and other kinds of creative products. A significantly large number of hotels and 

tourism-related facilities have been developed to cater the soaring number of tourists from all 

over the world.  

All these factors have implications for land development and land use in the country, as well as 

the degree and scope of foreign participation in the domestic land market. It has become widely 

alleged and known that more and more foreigners are buying up land and properties in various 

locations in the country, even though nobody really knows the actual extent of the phenomenon. 

Such recognition of the trend is accompanied by the concern, and sometimes fear, that Thai 

people will lose out. 

Historically, the concern about foreign ownership of land is not new in Thailand. During 1855-

1937, foreigners, especially the Japanese, were purchasing land for farming. The intention was 

that Japanese farmers would emigrate to Thailand to cultivate rice (Asawai, 1990). One channel is 

that Japanese investors would give Thai farmers some money to explore and occupy large plots 

                                                 
22 This chapter has been prepared by Mr. Apiwat Ratanawaraha and Mr. Sopon Chomchan, with substantive 
additions and editing by Mr. Teemu Alexander Puutio and Mr. Panit Buranawijarn.  
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of land in newly cultivated areas, and then purchase and occupy them later on. The concern 

among the local people was real, so much so that the government enacted a number of laws and 

regulations that controlled foreign land ownership. 

The concern about foreign ownership of land has increased in recent years, with a number of 

newspaper articles and government reports dedicated to the issue. There are reported cases in 

which foreigners allegedly have occupied agricultural land in several provinces, such as Suphan 

Buri (“Property Focus,” 2009).  Investors from the Middle East have also been reported to be 

interested in leasing or purchasing land in Thailand for farming purposes (“Eastern Promises,” 

2009). Beyond such cases, the actual magnitude of how much land in Thailand is owned and 

occupied by foreign individuals and firms is unknown. And it is rather unlikely to be able to 

quantify, given the fact that a large of cases are done illegally or legally through legal and 

administrative loopholes. 

Nonetheless, it is a widely speculated that the amount of land that is de facto owned by 

foreigners is on the rise and prevalent. The ways in which foreigners can own land in the country, 

either legally or illegally, have also become sophisticated. It is also certain that the purposes of 

ownership and use of land have become more diverse. Not only is land used for agricultural 

production, but also for factories, houses, hotels, and so on. While cases of foreign ownership of 

land can certainly be found throughout the country, some cities and provinces are likely to have 

more cases than others.  

Despite that policymakers and researchers are becoming aware of the issues about foreign 

ownership of land in general, and “land grab” by foreign firms in particular, there is limited 

empirical evidence on this topic. The Office of the Ombudsman and the Department of Special 

Investigation have started their investigation into the matters, but neither organization has yet 

quantified the magnitude of the problem. 

As part of the project entitled “Exploring the Trade Pattern and Developmental Implications of 

Land Concessions: The Case of Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Thailand,” 

this report summarizes key issues regarding foreign ownership of land in Thailand. The report 

first provides the context of land issues in Thailand, focusing primarily on the increasing scarcity 

of agricultural land. It then gives a background on a number of issues that are rising regarding 

foreign ownership of land in the country. This is followed by a review of the previous and 

existing laws and regulations on foreign ownership and use of land. The report then provides a 

summary of the findings from our interview and field surveys, focusing on the current trends of 

foreign ownership of land and the socio-economic impacts in select locations. The last section 

discusses policy implications and future research. 
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5.2. The context: increasing scarcity of land  

Even though Thailand’s continuing economic expansion in recent decades has been mainly 

attributed to the increasing output in the industrial and service sectors, agricultural production is 

still growing and remains the backbone of the economy and society. The strength of the 

country’s agricultural sector relies greatly on the natural endowment. Fertile soil and abundant 

land have allowed farmers to cultivate rice and other productive crops. While agriculture is no 

longer the largest economic sector of Thailand’s economy and trade, more than half of the land 

is still used for agricultural production. There are 168.5 million rais (269,600 square kilometers) 

of land that is suitable for agricultural production, or about 52.5% of 320.7 million rais, the total 

area of the country. Such amount of land is utilized by as many as 24.5 million people who are 

still considered farming population. 

However, the pressure on agricultural land has intensified since the 6th National Social and 

Economic Development Plan in 1987 due to the demand for industrial and residential land. The 

economic boom driven mainly by export-oriented industrialization since the 1980s was 

accompanied by massive rural-urban migration, which further propelled the trend of 

urbanization. Agricultural land was increasingly converted into built-up areas to serve new 

economic activities. The encroachment of urban development into agricultural land has created 

several land problems pertaining land use patterns and land ownership throughout the country. 

The problems are particularly severe in the Central Region, which includes Bangkok, and the 

Eastern Seaboard area where industrial development has been extensive. 

In general, the most critical land use problems are inappropriate land use types in inappropriate 

locations, such as industrial factories in swamp land and farming on very steep hills, and land 

degradation due to overuse. Meanwhile, there are three types of land ownership problems that 

are the most severe. The first group is land occupation without legal rights in state-owned land. 

There are about 500,000 people in this category throughout the country. The second group is 

landless farmers; there are about 1 million of them. The third group is tenant farmers. There are 

many as 24.5 millions of them, accounting for about 45% of all farmers in Thailand and about 

30.6 million rais. Such a large number of landless and tenant farmers underlies the importance of 

agricultural land, as well as the political sensitivity of land issues in Thailand.  

All these problems have contributed to a decrease in agricultural land in fertile areas. Note that 

the total land cultivated for agricultural production in Thailand has not decreased but actually 

increased. But this is due to the extensive and ongoing encroachment into forest areas, 

particularly in the North and the Northeast, for corn, maize, and rubber plantation. According to 

the national land use survey of the Department of Land Development, the built-up area in 

Thailand in 2009 was 15,111,800 rais, which increased from only 1,586,750 rais in 1986. This 

means an average of 588,045 rais of agricultural land has been lost each year in the past 20 years 

or so. The built-up areas increase at the expense of fertile agricultural land that is usually found 

around existing urban areas. 

The loss of agricultural land in fertile areas is greatly due to the sale of land by farmers to those 

who have more financial strength, including wealthy individuals, Thai firms, joint ventures with 

foreign investors, and companies that are listed in the stock market. Farmers usually sell their 

land for mainly 5 reasons, namely: 
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1. Large debt, due to low prices of agricultural commodities, drought, lack of irrigation 

and other necessary infrastructure; 

2. Family emergency, such as medical and educational expenses; 

3. Increase in land value, making it more attractive to sell the land and save the money 

in the bank than using the land for farming; 

4. Aging and no children or relatives to carry on farming; and 

5. Selling land to buy a new plot that is cheaper and the remaining amount is used to 

pay debt and/or invest in other things. 

The increasing scarcity of agricultural land in fertile areas is happening at the same time when 

there is growing concern among academics and policy makers about Thailand’s future food 

security. The Thai government has put several efforts to protect agricultural land since 1980, 

including a cabinet resolution on protection of agricultural land in 1980, a Senate committee on 

similar issues in 1991, a House of Parliament committee in 2000, and most recently a committee 

within the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives. However, none of these efforts led to actual 

implementation of measures to protect farm land due to several concerns. The zoning measure 

that protects farm land could result in discrepancies among landowners in terms of benefits and 

losses, while driving up land value for commercial, industrial, and residential development due to 

limited supply of developable land. It is also believed that the measures did not pass the scrutiny 

and sanction by politicians who had the power to enact the relevant laws, because they 

themselves were large landowners who did not want their land to lose potential value. 

In this context, there has been rising concern in recent years among the general public and the 

government about foreign land ownership. A number of newspaper articles and commentaries 

have raised the issues of land grab, while citing stories that indicate the trend and seriousness of 

the issue for Thailand. It has been reported that in foreigners have been attempting to acquire 

land for rice farming in six provinces in the Central Region, namely Ayutthaya, Chainat, Suphan 

Buri, Uthai Thani, Ang Thong, and Sing Buri (“Foreigners Occupy,” 2009). 

Due to the rising needs and concerns about land issues in Thailand, particularly the large number 

of landless farmers, the fact that foreigners could own land in this country invokes negative 

feelings among many Thai farmers, academics, public officials, and politicians. There have been 

calls for official investigations in the issue, as well as requests to enact new regulations and laws 

to control foreign land ownership. This topic continues to be covered and featured by the media.  
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5.3. Laws and regulations on foreign ownership of land 

Despite the media’s recent interest in foreign land ownership, the fact is that Thailand has had 

laws controlling foreign land ownership for a long time. In 1856 during the reign of King Rama 

IV, foreigners who had lived in Thailand for less than 10 years were not allowed to purchase and 

own land within Phra Nakorn District and its surrounding areas in Bangkok, where the Royal 

Palaces and other key institutional buildings were located. Foreigners were allowed to rent only. 

This restriction was later included as part of the Bowring Treaty with the United Kingdom in 

1856. Much later on in 1943, the Land Act B.E. 2486, as well as the second version in 1950, 

stipulated that foreigners could own land according to international treaties for specific activities 

and with maximum limits; for example, not more than 25 rais for agriculture and 50 rais for 

industrial production. The size of foreign ownership allowed for those under international 

treaties was reduced to 10 rais both for agricultural and industrial purposes in 1954 in the Land 

Code B.E. 2497 (1954), Section 86. 

Even though the Land Code allowed foreign land ownership, the Revolutionary Council Order 

number 281 (24 November 1972) restricted the types of businesses that foreigners were allowed 

to engage in. These included a wide range of agricultural production, ranging from farming, 

gardening and forestry, to raising livestock and fishery. More recently the Foreign Business Act 

B.E.2542 (1999) categorized businesses into 3 groups, one of which is not allowed to be 

operated by foreigners. The forbidden businesses include rice and other farming, gardening, 

raising livestock, forestry, and timbering, fishery, herb extracting, and land transactions. At the 

same time, there are also laws that facilitate business operation by foreigners, including the 

Investment Promotion Act B.E. 2520, the Industrial Estate Authority of Thailand Act B.E.2522 

(1979), and the Securities and Exchange Act B.E. 2535 (1992).  

Financial liberalization in Thailand since 1993 created a real estate bubble that finally busted in 

1997. The financial and economic crisis prompted the government to enact a number of national 

acts that deregulated the control of foreign ownership of real estate properties in Thailand. These 

include the Land Code Amendment Act (No.8) B.E. 2542 (1999), the Condominium Act (No. 3) 

B.E.2542 (1999), and the Hire of Immovable Property for Commerce and Industry Act B.E. 

2542 (1999). 

In summary, foreign entities were able to own land in Thailand under the Land Code B.E. 2497 

(1954), as long as there are international treaties between Thailand and the respective 

governments of the foreign entities, subject to the permission of the Minister of Interior. 

Thailand used to have international treaties with 16 countries, namely the United States, the 

United Kingdom, Switzerland, Denmark, Germany, Norway, the Netherlands, France, Pakistan, 

India, Belgium, Sweden, Italy, Japan, Myanmar, and Portugal. However, all of these international 

treaties were terminated as of 27 February 1970. Therefore, there are no longer international 

treaties that allow foreigners to own land in Thailand.  

Nonetheless, from 19 January 2002, the Land Code, Section 96 bis, allows foreigners to own not 

more than 1 rai of land for residential purposes, under the following criteria.  

 Invest more than 40 million baht in Thailand, and the investment remains in the 

country for more than 5 years; 

 Obtain permission from the Minister of Interior; 
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 Invest in one of the following categories: 

 Bonds issued by the Government of Thailand, the Bank of Thailand, state 

enterprises, or those that the Ministry of Finance underwrites the principal or 

interest; 

 Real estate investment fund or mutual funds established with the purpose of 

solving problems in the domestic financial system as permitted by the 

Investment Promotion Act; and 

 Invest in businesses that are listed by the Board of Investment as those to be 

promoted under the Investment Promotion Act; 

 The land to be acquired by foreigners must be located in Bangkok, Pattaya, 

municipalities, or in residential zones as designated by city planning laws, and must 

be located outside military security areas; 

 The land must be used as residence by the foreigner and his/her family in such ways 

that do not violate the good conduct of the community; 

 If the foreign owner violates any of the regulations or conditions, s/he will have to 

sell the land within the timeframe determined by the Director of the authorized 

department; 

 If the foreigner who has acquired the land does not develop the land for residence 

within 2 years after registration, the Director of the authorized department can sell 

the land. 

Foreigners may be able to acquire land through legitimate inheritance, but the inherited land and 

other plots of land that s/he owns cannot exceed the size stipulated by law: that is, not more 

than 1 rai per household for residential and commercial purposes, and not more than 10 rais for 

industrial and agricultural activities.  

As for foreigners who are married to a Thai citizen, either legally or illegally, the Thai spouse can 

purchase land, provided that both of them provide a document confirming in writing with the 

authority that all the money used to purchase the land is a personal asset of the Thai citizen, not 

a marriage property or an asset that they have jointly acquired. 

After the revisions of the laws, there was a growing concern among Thai people about the 

potential threat of foreign ownership of land and businesses through legal loopholes. A Cabinet 

resolution was made on 9 January 2007 to revise the Foreign Business Act, B.E. 2542 (1999), 

such that the definition of “foreigners” to include a juristic person in which foreigners have 50% 

or more of the total voting rights. The revision was intended to prevent the legal loophole that 

would allow a juristic person to avoid being categorized as a foreign entity, even though the 

foreign shareholders have a greater share of preferred stocks and more voting rights than the 

Thai counterparts. 

Such revision was not taken well by the foreign business community in Thailand. At the public 

hearing about the new Foreign Business Act on April 9, 2007, there were opposing voices, which 

argued that the revision could violate the agreements with the World Trade Organization (WTO). 

As a member of the WTO, Thailand is obliged to treat foreign businesses fairly and equally. 
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Currently, there are six national laws that are directly related to foreign ownership of land in 

Thailand: 

1. Land Code: Ownership through legitimate inheritance, with approval from the 

Minister of Interior, and the total ownership size does not exceed the level permitted 

by law (Sections 8 and 9); 

2. Investment Promotion Act, B.E. 2520. Foreign companies that receive investment 

support and authorization from the Board of Investment are allowed to own land in 

a certain amount that is deemed appropriate by the Board, even if such an amount 

may exceed what is allowed under other laws (Section 27); 

3. Industrial Estate Authority of Thailand Act B.E. 2522. Foreign industrial and 

commercial businesses may be allowed to own land in industrial estates or in other 

designed areas in a certain amount that is deemed appropriate by the authority, even 

if such an amount may exceed what is allowed under other laws (Section 44); 

4. Securities and Exchange Act B.E. 2535. Companies are defined to include foreign 

and international agencies or organizations and juristic persons as defined by 

international laws; 

5. Hire of Immovable Property for Commerce and Industry Act, B.E. 2542 

(1999). Foreigners can lease real estate properties for commercial or industrial 

purposes in Thailand more than 30 years but not more than 50 years (Section 4) and 

the leasehold can be used as collateral (Section 6) and is transferrable to legitimate 

heirs and can be subleased to other people in whole or in part to other people unless 

stipulated otherwise in the lease contract (Section 7) The types of commercial or 

industrial activities, however, cannot be those that are restricted by the Foreign 

Business Act B.E. 2542 (1999); and 

6. Condominium Act, B.E. 2542. Foreigners and foreign juristic persons cannot own 

more than 49% of the total floor space of the condominium. (Section 19). 

 

5.4. Key issues on foreign ownership of land  

There are a number of key issues related to foreign ownership of land that deserves detailed 

discussion, as follows. 

5.4.1. The problems of “nominees” 

Despite the regulations defined by the six laws mentioned above, some foreign businesses in 

Thailand are able to own land and real estate properties by using “nominees” through the 

following channels. 

The first channel is to marry a Thai citizen, who will legally own the land. But the right to use the 

land belongs to the foreign spouse. The Department of Lands, which is responsible for 

registering and regulating land transactions, has a measure to prevent the use of nominees by 

foreigners: that is, both of the spouses have to provide a document confirming in writing that all 
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the money used to purchase the land is a personal asset of the Thai citizen, not a marriage 

property or an asset that they have jointly acquired. However, the measure has not been effective 

in preventing foreigners from using Thai spouses as nominees.  

The second channel of using a nominee is to have a Thai citizen purchase the land, and at the 

same time, have the person make a loan, lease, or mortgage contract with the foreigner who 

actually pays for the land. This channel is very difficult for the authority to investigate.  

These two options are often accompanied by a contract that grants either the right of habitation 

or the usufruct right to the foreigner. Both rights are granted under the Civil and Commercial 

Code. The right of habitation gives a person a right to dwell in the house of another person 

gratuitously. On the other hand, the usufruct right allows the grantee to use, possess, manage 

and occupy another person’s real property. The right of habitation differs from the usufruct right, 

in that the person granted a usufruct is allowed to transfer her rights to a third person, whereas 

the right of habitation grants only the use of a property for the residence of the grantee and 

family. A usufruct right exists as long as the holder(s) of the right is alive or up to 30 years. 

However, once the holder of the right passes away, the land and property reverts back to the 

owner. In such as a case, no rent is paid to the property owner. In both cases, the contract is 

different from a lease contract, in which rent is paid and the transaction is legally regarded as a 

hire of property.  

The third channel is to set up a business dealing with real estate properties that are registered as a 

Thai company. Even though more than half of the company’s stocks must belong to Thai 

citizens, the actual management and decision-making power rests with foreigners who own 

preferred stocks, which are senior to common stocks.  There are cases in which a Thai company 

is set up to conduct business transactions at first. Then the shares of the company are gradually 

transferred to foreign entities, making it effectively a foreign company. Therefore, in order to 

determine whether a company is actually Thai or foreign, it is important to consider not only the 

proportion of company share but also who actually controls the decision making and 

management of the business. 

In order to curtail the use of nominees by foreigners to own land in the country, the Office of 

the Ombudsman has drafted a national bill in 2014. Because the existing laws have conditions 

and limitations that make it difficult for foreigners to own and use land in the country. They thus 

have to resort to using Thai nominees and legal loopholes to occupy and use the land. 

A report by Potavanich (2011) for the Office of the Ombudsmen indicates that business 

transactions that use nominees seem to be increasing, which may have serious implications for 

the country’s economy, society, and security. For instance, certain occupations that used to be 

reserved for Thai citizens could be conducted by, or under the control of, foreigners. Not only 

there is a loss in tax revenue, but the nominee problem could be linked to international crimes as 

the income and other financial flows from land transactions cannot be easily identified and 

monitored. The loopholes also allow for corruption among parties involved.  

5.4.2. Rental and long-term lease  

Because the land market is dynamic and the market situation changes constantly, the findings 

from previous studies, such as Sajjanand (2009) and Potavanich (2011), need to be re-evaluated 

for this report. To that end, we conducted a few field surveys in a number of provinces and cities, 



 137 

including Phuket, Pattaya, Rayong, Ayutthaya, Chiang Mai, Kanchanaburi, and Suphanburi. We 

also interviewed a number of key informants, including real estate developers, real estate agents, 

and local and national government officials.  

While many of the findings from previous studies on the use of nominees have been confirmed, 

we find that long-term lease is increasingly a more popular way in which foreign individuals and 

firms can occupy and use land and property, not just through personal relationships in the form 

of nominees. With assistance from local and international law firms, foreigners are able to draw 

up various contractual agreements that make sure their rights are secured. The lease is between a 

Thai individual or a Thai company with foreign individuals or companies. The lease of land 

could either be for residential or business purposes for the duration of 30 years. The usual 

practice is a clause in the contract stipulating the possible renewal of the contract for another 30 

years. A long-term lease of land for business purposes is subject to a relevant law, such as the 

Industrial Estate Authority of Thailand Act. In some cases, foreign investors can renew the 30-

year leases twice, making it possible to occupy the land for 90 years.  

From our field surveys and interviews, we find little evidence for land grabbing by foreigners for 

agricultural uses, other than a few cases that have already been reported in the media. If anything, 

land grabbing by Thai conglomerates is clearly more pronounced and extensive. This is not to 

mention the prevalence of contract farming, which could make land-owning farmers more 

vulnerable to exploitation by agricultural firms. There are reported cases in which the Bahrain-

based Islamic bank Al Salam has signed an agreement with Thai agriculture and food company 

Charoen Pokphand Foods to jointly invest in agricultural businesses (“Thailand says no,” 2009). 

But it seems the land is still owned and utilized by their Thai partners, not the foreign 

counterparts. 

Foreign participation in the land market in Thailand tends to concentrate in the urban land 

market, particularly for residential and commercial uses in large cities and resort towns. While 

there are still cases of foreigners using Thai nominees as the de jure owners to avoid the existing 

legal loopholes, sub-leasing and subletting appear to become an important channel in which 

foreigners can recoup their property investment. From our interviews with property developers 

in Phuket, Hua Hin, Pattaya, and Rayong, we find that it is not unusual for foreigners who sublet 

their condominium units or houses in gated communities to other foreign visitors, sometimes for 

a long period. Their transactions are not at all reported to Thai or foreign authorities, which 

means they do not have to pay taxes for the income from leasing the properties.  

In addition to long-term rental agreements mentioned above, timeshare is increasingly becoming 

another popular form of ownership arrangement for foreigners who desire to live or invest in 

Thailand. The growing interest in timeshare properties indicates the increasing diversification 

and segmentation of the rental property market, especially for condominiums in resort towns. 

The usual arrangement is that multiple individuals or companies hold rights to use the timeshare 

property, with a specific time period allocated for each year. Some properties allow timeshare 

owners to stay the same time every year for the amount of days or weeks that they pay for. Other 

properties use the point system, in which owners buy and use the points wherever and whenever 

they prefer. In terms of property rights, the arrangement could either be partial ownership, 

leasehold, or usufruct right, in which the buyer has no claim to ownership of the property. The 

increasing diversity and complexity of contractual arrangements for rental properties make it 
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difficult for the government with outdated regulations and limited personnel capacity to catch up 

with. 

Even though there are no comprehensive surveys of the timeshare market in Thailand to date, 

several news reports indicate the market is growing. For instance, according to Thailand 

Timeshare News (2014), Anantara Vacation Club, an international timeshare service, enjoyed a 

100 percent growth in vacation club sales in 2013, while club ownership grew by 75 percent to 

over 4,000 club owners in Asia. Owners of timeshare properties could sub-let their units to other 

people and earn income without having to report the transactions to any authorities. They may 

request the property management companies to deal with sub-letters on their behalf, but these 

companies are not required by law to report such transactions to the authorities.  

From our interview with international real estate brokers, it seems that foreign investors who 

occupy land for industrial activities tend to observe the laws and regulations more strictly than 

those who occupy land for other activities. This is largely due to the fact that industrial 

investment has to strictly follow specific regulations and the regular and close monitoring and 

on-site inspection by relevant agencies, such as the Board of Investment and the Industrial 

Estate Authority of Thailand.  

5.4.3. Foreign participation through real estate investment funds 

Another important trend is the increasing number of real estate investment funds, for which 

foreign participation is actively sought and happily welcomed. This is due to the continuous 

increase in the number of new properties and the growing need for funds among local 

developers. Property investment funds have expanded rapidly in the past few years in Thailand. 

According to Fitch Ratings, the number and the value of assets under management of property 

investment funds in Thailand continue to grow in 2014 and 2015 (“Fitch: Thai Property,” 

 2013). The market capitalization of property funds listed on the Stock Exchange of Thailand 

jumped from 96.5 billion baht (USD 2.98 billion baht) at the end of 2011 to 243.0 billion baht 

(USD7.5 billion) at the end of 2013. The number of funds also increased from 33 to 46 during 

the same period. Because of the expectation for greater returns, such funds are regarded by many 

investors as a more attractive option than bank deposits and fixed income investments. It is also 

expected that regulatory changes to establish a real estate investment trust (REIT) structure for 

these funds will lead to further growth of this sector.  

According to the Capital Market Act B.E. 2550 (2007), REITs could be established in the capital 

market to promote real estate investment, which allows investors to use trusts as investment 

vehicles for capital market transactions. REITs share similar characteristics as Property Funds 

for Public Offering (PFPOs), which have been approved and now listed on the Stock Exchange 

of Thailand. Compared to PFPOs, REITs have more tax advantages, but they are less flexible 

when it comes to gearing ratio, fundraising channels and investment choices. Investors in REITs 

could invest in freehold or leasehold properties.  

 

For the time being, foreign participation in the Thai property market through real estate 

investment funds may not possess the same level of ownership and other property rights as the 

traditional ways of buying, owning, and occupying land. This is partly due to the fact that the 

financial market is extremely fluid; foreign investors can participate or pull out of the Thai 
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market relatively easily and quickly, so the level of foreign ownership constantly fluctuates. 

Meanwhile, these equity owners generally do not have direct influence on the strategic directions 

and day-to-day operations of the funds. In other words, they do not have direct power to dictate 

how land and properties are developed and utilized. As such, the effects of this type of property 

ownership are very different from those of direct ownership. In fact, foreign investment still 

accounts for only 16% of the total value of the domestic real estate investment funds in 2013. 

According to the Bank of Thailand, the ratio is still relatively low and does not indicate any 

unusual signs (“Foreign money,” 2013). Nonetheless, as this sector continues to grow, there 

could be important implications for land policy and planning, which deserves close monitoring 

and evaluation. 

As globalization of trade in services increases even further, and the mobility of people increases 

either for work or pleasure, land will continue to be a scarce commodity to be contested among 

stakeholders across the board. This means the international community, particularly those that 

are concerned with international trade and development, will have to pay more attention to the 

increasing complexity of land-related transactions at the global level. 

5.4.4. Visible growth of Chinese participation in the land market 

The issues of foreign land ownership in Thailand have been historically associated with foreign 

businesses and individuals from developed economies, particularly from Europe and Japan. 

While that still remains true, our field surveys and interviews suggest that there are now an 

increasing number of Chinese investors from Mainland China who own and occupy land in 

Thailand for various purposes. The phenomenon is particularly notable in the border areas in the 

north, such as Mae Sai, Chiang Sean and Chiang Kong districts in Chiang Rai province. This 

trend is propelled by a few inter-related factors, including the increasing trade between China 

and Southeast Asia, the looming ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), the completion of a 

few new roads and bridges across the Mekong River, and the “going-out” policy of the Chinese 

government to promote overseas investment. 

The land market in these border towns has been booming in the past few years. A number of 

land development projects are under way to build warehouses and distribution centers, as 

import-export of a large variety of products is currently the main Chinese business.  These 

include consumer products, and fruits and vegetables. We were informed that Chinese import-

export businesses only use Chinese logistics companies; they rarely use Thai companies to ship 

their products. At the same time, there has been a recent spike in the number of Chinese tourists 

and students in Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai. These factors have contributed to the increasing 

interest of Chinese companies and individuals in owing and utilizing land in Thailand. Thailand’s 

border towns have in effect become the gateway for Chinese investment into the ASEAN 

market. 

It has been reported that Chinese investors have been buying up land along the international 

highway Road R3A, which runs from Chiang Khong in Thailand, through Bo Kaew, Luang Nam 

Ta, Bo Then in Laos, Bo Han, Jing Hong in Xishuangbanna and ends in Kunming in China’s 

Yunnan Province (“Chinese capital buying,” 21 June 2013). They also occupy land in areas 

further south, such as Chiang Mai and Lampang Provinces to build warehouses and logistics 

facilities. In more remote areas, Chinese investors have been buying land for rubber plantation.   
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As in the case with other foreign nationals, Chinese businesses and individuals are legally allowed 

to own and use land and property in Thailand only under a limited set of laws and regulations. 

Because of the limitations, they rely mainly on using Thai nominees, especially through fake 

albeit legal marriages with Thai women. The key difference between Chinese investors and other 

foreigners who own land and property in Thailand is that they currently rely less on formal 

contracts and legal services of law firms and more on personal connections, including distant 

relatives and friends. The use of nominees is not only for buying and using land but includes 

business setup and transactions. This shows that land ownership and utilization is just one aspect 

of a larger trend of Chinese participation in the local economy and trade in Thailand. 

5.5. Socio-economic impacts of foreign land ownership 

The increasing inflows of foreign investment and tourists to Thailand are accompanied by 

foreigners’ demand for land and real estate properties. The fact that foreign participation has 

continued to increase in Thailand’s land market signifies the country’s attractiveness and 

openness as an investment destination. Recognizing that Thailand’s economic competitiveness in 

the globalized and inter-connected world today depends greatly on the ability to attract foreign 

investment, trade and tourists, the government has continued to adopt a fairly open and 

welcoming attitude towards foreign individuals and firms. Several policies and laws that allow 

foreign ownership and use of land in the country are some of the supporting evidence for such a 

policy approach. The general benefits of foreign participation in the local and national economy 

are well recognized, including investment and employment. There are also social and cultural 

benefits, including social diversity and openness.  

Nonetheless, there are increasing concerns among the Thai public, government agencies, and 

non-governmental organizations about the negative impacts of foreign land ownership in the 

country, particularly illegal ownership and use. In this section, we outline some of the key 

impacts of foreign ownership of land. 

 

5.5.1 Increase in land value and decease in affordability  

One major concern is that foreign participation in the local land market has driven up land prices, 

which has in turn crowded out local buyers who generally have lower purchasing power than 

foreigners. In the case of Thailand, this is particularly applicable to popular resort cities, such as 

Pattaya, Phuket, and Chiang Mai, as well as industrial areas, such as Chonburi and Rayong. In 

these cities, expensive condominiums and land subdivision projects, many of which are located 

in prime areas, are beyond the affordability of most Thais. Because of the increase in land and 

housing prices, Thai workers usually live in suburban and exurban areas where land is relatively 

less expensive and drive cars or motorcycles to work. In effect, the increase in foreign 

investment has, to some extent, crowded out some local buyers in the domestic land market.  

The effects of foreign ownership of land and properties are by no means uniform across socio-

economic groups. Wealthy upper-class Thais stand to benefit from constant inflows of foreign 

investment in the local property market, as they can also invest and benefit from the increase in 

property value. As long as the property tax systems remain inadequate, the rich will continue to 

buy and speculate on land, as the expected rates of return from land and property investment are 

higher than the interest rates for saving. Luxury condominiums with astronomical prices are no 
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longer rare in the central areas of Bangkok. For instance, a 1500 square-meter unit in the 

Mahanakohn project in Bangkok was bought by an Indian businessman for 480 million baht 

(USD 15 million) (“The top,” 2013), and a beach-front villa in the Vertigo project in Phuket was 

sold for 227 million baht (USD 7 million) (“Property Focus,” 2013). Properties such as these are 

only for the uber-rich buyers and the Thai upper-class, who benefit from the constant increase in 

land value. 

The effects of rising land value, which is partially explained by the constant inflow of foreign 

investment in the property market, could be felt by the middle class in Bangkok and other big 

cities. The prices for townhouses, detached homes, and condominium units in the past few years 

are beyond the average income of the middle class. For instance, a company worker whose 

income is about 15,000-20,000 baht (USD 460-620) cannot obtain a mortgage that is large 

enough to buy a condominium unit near the city center where jobs are concentrated. The price 

per square meter of a condominium unit in the downtown area is about 70,000-100,000 baht 

(USD 2,160-3,060) and the unit prices range from two to three million baht. The middle-income 

workers thus have to buy cheaper properties in the suburbs and endure a long commute 

everyday into the city. 

Such an urban land market practically makes land ownership beyond any reach of lower income 

households in the city. Even though slum-upgrading initiatives, such as the Baan Mankong 

projects, have been successful in securing land tenure and improving living conditions of the 

poor in Bangkok and other cities, there are many more lower-income households who live in 

sub-standard housing units. Many of them have to commute very far to work in the city, because 

they cannot even afford to rent in the city.  

It is often argued that foreign investment benefits the local people through employment 

generation and income distribution. This argument may be true in general, but there are also 

exceptions. In the tourism industry, for instance, many foreign businesses do not provide just 

stand-alone services but offer a wide range of services to their foreign customers and clients. 

From our interviews with tour operators and tourism officials in Pattaya and Phuket, we find 

that a number of businesses were set up by foreigners with Thai nominees, which provide a wide 

range of services. The businesses are diversified and comprehensive enough to accommodate the 

demand of foreign tourists without using similar services operated by local providers. The case in 

point includes some Korean and Russian businesses in Pattaya, which include tour agencies, 

restaurants, hotels, and real estate agents. Not only do these foreign investors have a large 

amount of capital, but they also have management capabilities and extensive networks of clients 

and business connections that give them substantial advantage over local competitors. In such 

cases, we can expect limited economic benefits to local Thai people. This shows that foreign land 

ownership and utilization is just one facet of a larger issue of foreign business investment and 

operations in Thailand. 

5.5.2 Loss in tax revenues 

Another important impact of foreign land ownership and use through illegal means and legal 

loopholes is loss in collection of tax revenues. This is particularly severe in the case of rental 

properties. Our interviews with real estate developers in Phuket and Pattaya confirm the findings 

by Sujjanand (2009) that a large number of properties owned by foreign firms are rented or 
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leased primarily to foreign clients. Even though the leasing individuals and companies are 

supposedly registered in Thailand, not all of their transactions are reported as local. It was 

confirmed by our interviewees that many leasing contracts between the companies and their 

foreign clients are often done in other countries. Because the transactions between the leasers 

and leases are conducted either informally or through contracts that are legally enforced outside 

Thailand, government agencies both at the local and national levels have limited legal authority 

and capacity to keep track of the transactions and collect appropriate income and other taxes. 

The current property tax systems in Thailand are severely inadequate. Property tax revenues 

account for less than 10% of the total revenue collected by the Revenue Department, and the tax 

base is small because there are a variety of property types that are currently tax-exempt. Foreign 

ownership and use through legal loopholes make the matter worse. Local and national 

government agencies are unable to levy taxes that are commensurate to the current value of land 

and properties. This is largely because the current property tax laws, i.e., the Housing and Land 

Tax Act and the Local Development Tax Act, are outdated. Both types of taxes have a number 

of exemptions and loopholes, which make it impossible to raise substantial amount of revenue 

for local governments. The Local Development Tax still uses the average land prices from 

B.E.2521-2524 as the basis for calculating taxes. This is despite the fact that the current land 

value is many times higher than 35 years ago. An increase in the Local Development Tax would 

possibly reduce the scale of individual land ownership, which could help distribute land 

ownership to those who do not own any land. Several political attempts to revamp these taxes 

have been unsuccessful. 

Taxes on rental land and properties are another important issue. Legally, foreign individuals and 

businesses in Thailand are subject to personal or corporate income tax on assessable income 

from Thai sources, regardless of payment location, including income from rental properties. But 

in practice, many financial and legal transactions between foreign lessors and lessees are 

conducted overseas, even though the properties in question are located in Thailand. It is virtually 

impossible for government agencies to monitor the scale and scope of transactions, unless it 

requires extensive and regular reporting by property owners, together with vigilant monitoring by 

state agencies. But this would create unnecessary transaction costs for every party, including 

legitimate property owners. This issue highlights a larger challenge for the Thai government, or 

for that matter any government in the world, to deal with the extraterritorial nature of economic 

transactions in the context of economic and financial globalization. 

 

5.5.3 Social, cultural and environmental issues 

A few articles and survey reports point to the social and cultural impact of foreign ownership 

and use of land. For example, Sajjanand (2009: 10-2) cites negative effects of foreign investment 

and tourists on local cultural and traditional lifestyles, as reflected in the changing way of life of 

the local people. In a city such as Chiang Mai, such changes could affect its attractiveness as a 

destination for cultural tourism. In fact, similar issues occur in every single city in Thailand where 

tourism has become a key industry that supports the local economy. There are also a number of 

gated communities that are exclusively for foreigners who have few social interactions with the 

local people.  
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In less urban settings such as Rayong and Ayutthaya, industrial use of land has replaced farms 

and fields and the loss of agricultural land has been pronounced. From our interviews in these 

locations, many farmers sold their land in expectation of a better life. But the prices that they 

received were much lower than what would have been if they were more informed of the market 

situation and potential. As many of them have become landless, some of them rent other 

people’s land to farm, while others become workers in factories nearby or take on other jobs in 

the city. These occupational and life-style changes are closely associated with the lack of land 

ownership. 

Although we agree that these social and cultural issues are important, they are not directly the 

results of foreign ownership of land per se. Many other factors are at play, and it would be too 

simple to point fingers at foreign land ownership as the cause of those social malaises. Similarly, 

foreign direct investment is sometimes blamed for environmental problems in industrial areas, 

such as air and water pollution and soil degradation. This is particularly the case with Rayong and 

Chonburi, where there are a large number of heavy industries. But one should not jump to 

conclusions that foreign investment by itself, let alone foreign ownership of land, is the cause of 

environmental problems. 

 

5.6. Policy implications and recommendations 

Land grabbing is an important issue by itself, whether it is engaged by foreign or domestic 

entities. In the case of Thailand, it is widely known and occasionally reported that certain Thai 

families and conglomerates have been buying up a massive amount of rural and urban land. It 

has been reported that the largest land owner in Thailand is the Sirivadhanabhakdi family and 

their companies, who own about 630,000 rai (104,000 hectares), followed by the Chearavanont 

family, who owns more than 200,000 rai (32,000 hectares) (“Disclosing famous,” 2014). Because 

the property tax system in the country is practically ineffectual, with many exemptions and 

loopholes, land owners can keep their land unutilized or under-utilized for a long time. In fact, 

land banking has been a common practice for real estate developers, because the opportunity 

costs are low. Even though there is no published record that shows the total amount of land 

legally owned and occupied by foreigners, such amount is presumably little compared to the 

amount of land owned by local conglomerates, particularly with regards to agricultural land. 

But that does not mean foreign ownership of land is a nonissue for Thailand. Even though there 

is currently no evidence on the economy-wide effects of land grabbing in Thailand by both 

domestic and foreign entities, there are reported cases of negative effects on local communities 

and residents as mentioned earlier. In several strategic locations, particularly cities and towns that 

are popular destinations among foreign tourists and long-term residents, foreign ownership and 

utilization of land has become a critical issue that deserves more detailed scrutiny and analysis, as 

well as adjustment of appropriate public policy. While there are supposedly benefits accruing to 

the local economy, in terms of employment and income generation, it is unknown how much of 

such benefits actually trickle down to the masses. In any case, large investments associated with 

land grabbing usually induce structural changes to the local economy and society. But such 

changes often occur with limited adjustment of the governance system and planning processes 

that would lead to more equitable distribution of risks and benefits. 
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A few publications by international development agencies have suggested guidelines and codes 

of conduct for foreign investors when they engage in land acquisition and development in 

developing countries. One notable example is the voluntary guidelines on the governance of land 

tenure published by the FAO (2012). But these guidelines and standards are not legally binding. 

Governments are not obliged to adopt and implement any of the guidelines in the national legal 

systems. Nonetheless, they provide a normative framework for relevant national agencies to 

follow when considering legal and administrative changes. Such guidelines for foreign investors 

should be accompanied by legal, fiscal, and other measures implemented by the host 

governments. In the case of Thailand, there are several policy options that the Thai government 

should specifically develop and implement to promote more efficient and equitable ownership 

and utilization of land, as follows. 

5.6.1 Develop coherent land policies and legal framework 

Thailand’s economic policy in recent decades has adopted an open approach to foreign trade and 

investment, which has contributed significantly to the country’s economic growth and the overall 

improvement in the standard of living. The country’s land policy with regards to foreigners’ 

ownership and utilization has somewhat reflected such an open attitude towards foreigners, as 

indicated by several legal provisions that allow foreign investors to own and use land for business 

purposes. Nevertheless, several regulatory constraints and limitations on foreign land ownership 

still remain, which signify the social and political sensitivity of land issues.  

While the demand for land and properties in Thailand continues to grow among foreign 

individuals and businesses, the regulations and laws have been slow in adjusting to the demand 

pressure. As a result, there continue to be land-related transactions that are conducted through 

illegal channels and legal loopholes. Such informal and underground transactions create 

problems for the government to track and monitor.  

The country’s land policy and legal framework with regards to land ownership and utilization by 

foreigners have to reflect changing conditions in the global and local economy and the country’s 

social and economic policies. As land and trade are inextricably linked, future land policy cannot 

be developed without considering the overall economic and trade policies of the country. This is 

particularly true now that Thailand is faced with another round of policy challenges, as it 

attempts to move beyond the middle-income trap while dealing with widening social inequities. 

Therefore, as with any public policy, land policy with regards to foreign ownership and 

utilization will have to strike a balance between different socio-economic groups, the need to 

enhance the country’s economic competitiveness and the redistribution of resources and 

economic opportunities for a more equitable society. What Thailand needs forthwith is a clear 

and coherent set of policies regarding foreign ownership of land. Such policies will have to be 

developed with consultation and participation of all stakeholder groups.   

Some controversial and sensitive issues need further public deliberation, so that some revision to 

the current land laws could be made to reflect changing market conditions. For example, the 

duration of a lease for foreigners could possibly be extended beyond 30 years, possibly to 60 or 

even 90 years, to accommodate large-scale investment that needs a longer period to recoup the 

investment on the property. This argument has been generally supported by real estate 

developers and foreign investors of large-scale projects. Another option is to consider allowing 
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ownership of the buildings, if not the land, so foreign investors have some sense of security. At 

the same time, safeguards should be put in place to deal with possible negative impacts on local 

communities. There need to be measures to alleviate legitimate concerns that a very long-term 

lease is tantamount to giving outright ownership, which has important policy implications in 

terms of national security and the government’s ability to manage the economy in the long run. 

These issues can only be resolved through a series of public deliberation and political processes. 

5.6.2 Develop and implement national and regional land use plans 

A national land use plan, preferably backed by a statutory national land use act, has to be put in 

place, together with regional and urban land use plans with implementable and enforceable 

control measures. Any land development, whether by a local or foreign entity, will have to follow 

the plan without exceptions. Many socio-economic and environmental problems that are often 

cited when discussing the issue of foreign land ownership are not direct results of foreign land 

ownership per se. Rather, they are the consequences of inadequate land use policy, planning, and 

enforcement in the country.  

In order to develop and implement land use plans as suggested above, a new office should be 

established to be in charge of the process of developing the policy framework and associated 

spatial plans at the national and regional levels. Another important role of such an office is to 

oversee, monitor and evaluate the implementation of the plans through the development and 

implementation of local Comprehensive Plans. Such an office has to be equipped with 

appropriate legal and administrative authorities so as to guarantee that relevant ministries and 

departments will follow the plans. Even though the Department of Public Works and Town and 

Country Planning (DPT) has a division devoted to drafting spatial plans at the national and 

regional levels, it lacks adequate legal and administrative power to implement and enforce the 

plans. The main reason is that the DPT is merely a department under the Ministry of Interior. 

One solution, therefore, is to establish a national committee under the Office of the Prime 

Minister, with the Prime Minister as the Chair of the committee, so that the committee would 

have an overarching executive authority over any department and ministry. 

5.6.3 Reform land and property tax systems 

In terms of legal and fiscal measures, the most important and urgently needed reform is in the 

property tax system. In order to enhance land use efficiency and equity, regardless of the 

nationality of land ownership, Thailand must revamp its land and property taxes. A new property 

tax bill has been delayed for several decades, making it extremely difficult for the government to 

introduce any major changes now. Despite the constant push from tax officials and academics, 

political support has been weak, not only because lawmakers themselves are large land owners 

(Pongpaichit, 2013), but also because the general public have not been made aware of the 

importance of property taxes. A proper tax reform should target personal wealth to create a 

more just system, because the current tax system is unfair to wage earners. While wages are 

heavily taxed, property and financial assets are minimally taxed. As such, the out-of-pocket and 

opportunity costs of property ownership are low, making it possible for rich people to own land 

without having to maximize its value. Adequate property taxes will not only compel land owners 

to utilize their land more efficiently, but will also help generate income for local governments, 

which now have mandates to provide an increasing array of basic services to the public.  
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The new property tax system should also take into account land-use and building controls in 

each area. Such controls include zoning regulations in Comprehensive Plans and building codes. 

Land value of a plot is determined not only by the availability and accessibility of infrastructure 

and other services in the area but also by the degree of regulation. Therefore, the rates of 

property taxes should correspond to the variation in building and land use intensity that is 

allowed by land-use and building regulations. Currently, the land administration system and the 

urban planning system in Thailand are not in line with each other, even though the law that 

permits foreign land ownership contains references to Comprehensive Plans. This is another set 

of legal and administrative issues to be resolved. 

5.6.4 Streamline land administration systems to enhance good governance 

At the moment, various laws and regulations on land ownership and development in Thailand 

are not in sync, creating both confusion among officials and investors and legal loopholes that 

foreign investors could maneuver through. Such legal incongruence is attributed to various 

factors, including institutional and organizational fragmentation and competition among 

government agencies with land-related mandates. Also, political pressure and lobbying from 

interest groups often block more effective and equitable reforms. Some short-term measures 

have been proposed and should be implemented without interruption. For instance, the 

Department of Lands has made an official request to the Lawyers Council of Thailand to 

prohibit domestic law firms from assisting foreign companies in using legal loopholes to set up 

nominees. The Department of Lands and the Department of Business Development, together 

with the Bank of Thailand, have also agreed to set up a joint task force in tracking and 

monitoring the sources of fund that a nominee can use to buy stocks on behalf of foreign 

entities. These initiatives need continuous political support to effect positive changes to the 

situation. 

Another important component of an effective and efficient land administration system is the 

land information system. The Department of Lands is currently upgrading its national land 

registration database, while other departments are also improving their own databases. But more 

efforts need to be extended to improve and streamline the disparate systems and processes 

across various departments and ministries that have information related to land ownership, sale 

and transfer, and land and building use. All the legal, fiscal and technical changes would not 

produce meaningful results, unless bureaucratic transparency and accountability are also 

enhanced. Two national household surveys were conducted by Pongpaichit (2000) and 

Pongpaichit et al. (2014) to investigate and measure the nature and extent of corruption among 

governmental officials. In both surveys, the greatest number of respondents said they were asked 

for bribes at branch offices of the Department of Lands. This indicates the prevalence and 

persistence of corruption problems in the department. 

Promoting good governance in the land administration system is thus essential to making land 

ownership and utilization more effective and equitable. Because foreign land ownership and 

utilization often rely on legal loopholes and illegal methods, government officials could be bribed 

to turn a blind eye to, or sometimes directly participate in, the practices. A lack of complete, 

reliable, and publicly-available databases of land ownership, utilization, and transactions could 

lead to rent-seeking activities that facilitate land grabbing from the rightful owners, including the 
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state. Such a database would be useful in establishing and improving the land-value assessment 

system, which is another important component of an adequate land administration system. 

Meanwhile, the government should develop and disseminate clear procedures for registering land 

ownership and seeking permits for land development and transactions. This would allow 

everyone to have equal access to and benefit from the land administration system. Responsive, 

transparent, and accountable land administration systems are thus important for enhancing 

efficiency and equity in land ownership and use. In the case of Thailand, the land administration 

systems should be improved in accordance with the current efforts to decentralize other 

administrative, fiscal, and political functions to local governments. 

5.6.5 Promote public participation and civil society engagement 

A number of non-governmental organizations and civil society groups in Thailand have already 

actively engaged in land policy and management issues. Several networks of activists and 

community representatives focus on land issues at both national and local levels, such as the 

Land Reform Network of Thailand. These are important groups that would help monitor and 

review the implementation of land-use plans and development projects at the local level. They 

could also observe and check for possible and ongoing land acquisition schemes by foreign and 

domestic investors, so that land ownership and utilization is more efficient and equitable. 

But even with the growing networks of activists, the extent of civic engagement in land issues in 

Thailand is still not enough to counter the power of money from domestic and foreign sources 

to hoard land. More broad-based and inclusive participation by local communities and citizen 

groups are required to enhance and enforce safeguards and monitoring social and environmental 

impacts of land grabbing. In essence, local residents have the rights to access to information and 

public participation. It is the duty of the state to guarantee and protect such rights. 

Active participation of local residents in land use planning and management could help spread 

information about future development projects that could affect land value in their areas. Land 

owners in rural areas often do not know the potential of their own land for other purposes 

beyond farming or other existing uses. Or they may know well but do not have any power to 

negotiate for better prices when they are offered by investors to buy their land. In places where a 

land value assessment system is nonexistent or inadequate, a system that helps land owners 

negotiate with potential buyers could help make the transactions fairer.  

5.6.6 Empirical research 

Last but not least, in terms of future research, much more work needs to be done to quantify the 

magnitude of land grabbing in Thailand, as well as its impact on the economy as a whole and 

surrounding communities. This could only be possible if land ownership and land use 

information is made publicly available, particularly the information on land registration. Once the 

information systems are consolidated and streamlined, we should be able to calculate the total 

area of land plots owned by foreign entities, and how they are used. Even though it is impossible 

to ascertain the exact amount of land under de-facto foreign ownership, particularly the plots 

that are acquired legally through kinship, we can at least monitor those plots for which foreign 

owners are officially registered with the authorities.  
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6. Trade trends and patters in rice and rubber in other 

selected countries 

This section analyzes the exports of trading partners for the market of rice and rubber of 

Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Thailand. In particular, Viet Nam, China and 

Malaysia have been selected since they are common and relevant partners in one or more 

product categories. For instance, China is a main market for the trade of rice forming the 27 per 

cent of the world market; it acquires almost the totality of the export of Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic of rough rice and brown Rice and it is also one of the major destinations 

of milled rice for Thailand. Another example is given by Malaysia which represents the 10 per 

cent of the world market of rubber and Cambodia and Thailand both compete for it. Viet Nam 

has been selected because of the peculiarities of the country in the markets of rubber and rice. 

The previous section has shown that Viet Nam is a major importer of some category of rice 

from Lao People’s Democratic Republic and of some categories of rubber from Cambodia. On 

the other hand, Viet Nam is a major competitor in the world market of rubber and rice as it 

detains larger shares in it.  Hence, it is worthwhile to dedicate particular attention to the trade 

flows to and from Viet Nam in the aforementioned markets. 

The analysis starts from the exports of Viet Nam in a manner similar to the previous section 

then it is extended to cover features of Viet Nam imports providing details on the role of 

Cambodia, Lao’s  People Democratic Republic and Thailand in them. These countries are 

analyzed from the perspective of imports in the markets of rice and rubber and sugarcane for 

some, focusing on the market shares, traded value and prices of the exporting countries and on 

their changes over the years, for each product category and for the aggregated value.  
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6.1. Viet Nam 

6.1.1. Rice 

 

Viet Nam has traditionally been a rice grower and a main competitor of Thailand in rice export.  

Nowadays, Viet Nam export of rice is almost ten times the level of 2002 and the growth rate has 

been much higher than the one of the total export (figure 59). Nonetheless, the importance of 

rice export in the total export of Viet Nam is minimal; through the period 2002-2013 the share in 

total have at most got to 1.61 per cent despite the considerable growth. Looking further to the 

dynamics of rice export, figure 60 shows that the increment in the export of rice is not 

attributable to changes in unit value since the unit value has been stable compared to the value. 

Figure 58 - Viet Nam total and rice export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UNCOMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 59 -Viet Nam rice export and unit value growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Table 49 below shows some features of the rice export composition of Viet Nam. Even just 

looking at the biennia 2012 – 2013, differences in exported value and quantity and rice across 

rice product appear. 

Table 49 - Viet Nam rice export by category (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value 

 (in 1000 $) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Net weight 

 (in tons) 

Share in total 

value (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 5,316 0.12  37,554 0.25  141.57 

Brown rice 34,691 0.77  79,872 0.53  434.33 

Milled rice 3,895,830 86.09  13,447,293 89.80  289.71 

Broken rice 589,285 13.02  1,410,611 9.42  417.75 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Decomposing the trend of rice export into its different product comes clear that the major driver 

of the rice export growth has been the milled rice (see figure 61). Nevertheless, broken rice 

export has been important in the beginning of the period and, for a smaller degree, it still is. 

However, the rice products have experienced different growth rates as figure 62 shows. Usually, 

products whose export is negligible with respect to the others tend to shows higher growth rates; 

this is also the case of the Vietnamese Rough rice. However, broken and milled rice still have 

been able to grow considerably even given their higher initial exported value. 

Figure 60 - Viet Nam rice categories export growth decomposition as share of total growth (total 

index 2002=100, categories index as share of total in 2002) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 61 - Viet Nam rice categories export growth (index 2002=100)

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

 

Figure 63 presents the composition of rice exports from Viet Nam through the years. Since 2002, 

broken rice and milled rice have been dominant in Viet Nam export relegating the other types to 

secondary importance. Milled rice is the major exported product and its relevance has been high 

during the whole period with a share in export always over 80 per cent, beside the triennia 2003 -

2005 in which it shared equal importance with broken rice. 

Figure 62 - Viet Nam rice export composition 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Table 50 - Viet Nam top three rice export destination by category (2002-2003 and 2012–2013) 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 

Czech Republic 67.68  239.52 Indonesia 73.09  580.00 

United 

Kingdom 

8.37  412.91 Samoa 8.62  15.79 

Croatia 6.56  277.71 China 4.53  459.14 

Total 82.60    Total 86.25   

Brown rice 

Kenya 34.74  173.41 Netherlands 29.24  514.44 

Czech Republic 20.62  182.34 Korea, Rep. 22.88  496.13 

Singapore 18.48  269.74 Sudan 8.10  532.73 

Total 73.84    Total 60.23   

Milled rice 

Malaysia 23.81  224.26 China 29.97  438.15 

Russian 

Federation 

16.47  111.48 Malaysia 17.73  652.92 

Singapore 14.73  189.48 Indonesia 16.34  531.27 

Total 55.01    Total 64.04   

Broken rice 

Cuba 65.03  230.69 Ghana 44.56  533.47 

Senegal 19.30  178.03 China 21.82  361.81 

Uganda 5.80  250.54 Cote d'Ivoire 4.73  496.68 

Total 90.13    Total 71.11   

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

 

Table 50 presents the three principal export destinations for Viet Nam for two periods; 2002 – 

2003 and 2012 – 2013. The set of partners of Viet Nam is quite rich and, in fact, it is difficult to 

identify a major one even focusing only on one product. Vietnamese rice is actually exported all 

over the world though differences persist across products. In addition, Viet Nam rice export is 

not destined to one main partner but to a homogenous set although the degree of variety of the 

destinations may vary depending on the type of rice considered. Unit value differences are not 

big within each category of rice. In other words, the unit value paid by the main partners is on 

average similar.  

The graphs and tables above have shown the importance of Viet Nam in the rice market and the 

quick increase in rice export in Viet Nam. Nevertheless, the analysis of Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic suggests that Viet Nam is also an importer of rice. In particular, Viet Nam is the main 

importer of Lao People’s Democratic Republic milled rice. Under the perspective that Viet Nam 

is also a big exporter of this variety a further investigation would be beneficial. 
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Figure 64 shows the normalized series of Vietnamese milled rice export and import. It is easy to 

see that import and export of milled rice for Vietnam are not related; the export follows an 

upward and stable trend across the years whereas the import is much more volatile and presents 

period of boom and periods of bust. In addition, the graph shows how relevant Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic is in Viet Nam import through the years. It has to be said that the import 

of rice is usually a very small fraction of the export; during the years the ratio of import over 

export has usually been under 1 per cent.  In addition, figure 65 shows that actually the 

Vietnamese import of milled rice is not correlated with the exports or on some other variables 

but on the Laotian export of milled rice; the two series in fact are almost overlapping. 

Figure 63 - Viet Nam milled rice trade (index 2004=100)a 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
a Values normalized to the Viet Nam Milled rice import level in 2004 for Lao People’s Democratic Republic share in import. 

 

Figure 64 - Viet Nam and Lao People’s Democratic Republic milled rice trade (index 2004=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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6.1.2. Rubber 

 

Viet Nam rubber export has increased almost nine-fold from 2002 to 2013, following a trend 

similar to the one of the total export (see figure 66). However, this increase has been mainly 

given by the increment in rubber unit values, especially in the beginning of the period (see figure 

67). Because of these motivations, the share of rubber export in the total export from Viet Nam 

has not changed substantially through the years being stable around the 0.60 per cent of the total. 

Figure 65 - Viet Nam total and rubber export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

 

Figure 66 - Viet Nam rubber export and unit value growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Table 51 shows some characteristics of the Vietnamese export of rubber in the period 2012 – 

2013 providing details for different types of it.  Most of the export for the period is given by 

technically specified natural rubber, both in value and in quantity. 

Table 51 - Viet Nam rubber export by category (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural 

rubber latex 

213,594 5.65  103,197 7.96  2069.76 

Smoked 

sheets 

351,435 9.30  117,107 9.03  3000.97 

Technically 

specified 

natural 

rubber 

2,740,975 72.53  920,429 70.99  2977.93 

Other 473,280 12.52  155,772 12.01  3038.28 

Natural 

gums 

21 0.001  19 0.001  1057.84 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

To further explain, the graph below gives the details on the growth decomposition of 

Vietnamese rubber. The kind of rubber that has contributed the most to the trend is the 

technically specified natural rubber which also composes the vast majority of the export. 

However, figure 68 shows that the different type of rubbers have experienced a similar trend 

through the year likely because of a similar dynamic in unit values growth. Unit values are in fact 

the cause of the growth in the value of rubber export for Viet Nam as well as other countries 

(see figure 69). 

Figure 67 - Viet Nam rubber categories export growth as share of total growth (total index 

2002=100, categories index as share of total in 2002) 
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 68 - Viet Nam rubber categories export growth (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

The export composition confirms the findings from the previous figures (see figure 70). During 

the period 2002-2013 the export composition has been quite stable and no significant switches in 

the shares happened. Technically specified natural rubber is the major export type while the 

others, mainly natural rubber latex and other, made equally up the rest of the export. 

 

Figure 69 - Viet Nam rubber export composition 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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The export destinations show that Viet Nam is not new to the rubber market; its set of 

customers is quite diverse and the top destination acquires at most 50 per cent of the export, 

exception given for the type natural gums whose volume is however residual in the rubber 

export (table 52). In addition, China and Malaysia are nowadays important commercial partner 

for Viet Nam in the same manner as other countries. For what concern the unit values applied, 

they are usually similar across partner as common in rubber export 

Table 52 - Viet Nam top three rubber export destination by category (aggregated for 2002-2003 

and 2012 – 2013) 

2002 - 2003 2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Partner Share in  

total export 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural rubber latex 

Korea, Rep. 40.53  570.86 United 

States 

17.11  1842.45 

Belgium 19.58  578.20 Korea, Rep. 14.45  1938.63 

Hong Kong, 

China 

6.38  777.21 Indonesia 9.00  1969.05 

Total 66.49    Total 40.56   

Smoked sheets 

China 49.44  837.01 India 42.36  2886.05 

Hong Kong, 

China 

8.41  649.68 Malaysia 29.57  3290.93 

Korea, Rep. 7.53  795.73 China 8.76  2812.50 

Total 65.38    Total 80.69   

Technically specified natural rubber 

China 30.53  779.24 China 33.23  2775.95 

Germany 12.41  896.38 Malaysia 32.41  3230.53 

United States 8.18  861.30 India 8.85  2784.19 

Total 51.12    Total 74.48   

Other 

China 32.92  861.81 China 12.80  2883.97 

Hong Kong, 

China 

9.33  694.77 Malaysia 9.43  3068.49 

Italy 9.19  861.63 Korea, Rep. 6.83  2765.19 

Total 51.45    Total 29.06   

Natural gums 

Italy 74.17  867.87 Cambodia 56.11  561.12 

Netherlands 25.83  608.93 United 

Kingdom 

14.47  144.67 

- - - Poland 14.27  142.67 

Total 100.00    Total 84.85   

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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As is evident from the details presented above, Viet Nam is an important exporter of rubber all 

over the world. Yet, we have seen that for some of the countries under our scope it is also an 

important customer. In particular, Viet Nam is the first importer of Cambodian smoked sheets 

and technically specified natural rubber. These two products are relevant for Cambodia since the 

first is the one that has grown the most in recent years while the second composes more than 90 

per cent of the Cambodian export. 

Figure 70 - Viet Nam smoked sheets trade (index 2004=100)b 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS. 

b Values normalized to the Viet Nam Smoked sheets import level in 2004 for Cambodia and Thailand share in import. 

 

Figure 71 shows the trends for smoked sheets trade for Viet Nam highlighting the share of 

import coming from Thailand and from Cambodia. The import and the export of Smoked sheets 

are correlated. Historically, Thailand has been the main sources for import, however in recent 

years Cambodia has increased its share despite the decline in import. Data for 2013 are not 

available however it seems likely that this trend will continue. Furthermore, table 53 gives the 

idea on the relative dimensions of imports of Smoked sheets in its exports. There is a lot of 

variability, however the imports composes always a good part of the exports; in 2008 and 2009 it 

even passed the exports value. 

Table 53 - Import/export ratio for Viet Nam Smoked sheets trade 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

26.49  25.69  53.47  54.63  170.34  111.01  52.01  96.81  44.76  
 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Shifting the focus on technically specified natural rubber it is possible to notice that in this case 

Cambodia has historically composed the vast majority of the Vietnamese import. Compared to 

the previous case, here import and export are less correlated but it is more interesting to notice 

that the Vietnamese import of technically specified natural rubber follows a pattern that is much 

more similar to the one of the export of technically specified natural rubber from Cambodia, 

especially from 2009 until today (see figures 72 and 73).  

Figure 71 - Viet Nam technically specified natural rubber trade (index 2004=100)c 
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

cValues normalized to the Viet Nam smoked sheets import level in 2004 for Cambodia and 

Thailand share in import. 

 

Figure 72 - Viet Nam and Cambodia Technically specified natural rubber trade (index 2002=100) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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6.2. China 

6.2.1. Rice 

In the twelve years of the considered period, China became a one of the most important 

destination market for rice producers. Its imports value has increased thirteen-fold since 2002 

eventually raising China to represent the 27 per cent of the global imports of rice from the 2 per 

cent of ten years before. With this in mind, it is useful to further investigate how Cambodia, Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic and Thailand have tried to exploit the massive growth of the 

imported rice market in China. 

Looking at the big picture, South-East Asia has always been the main sourcing region for rice for 

China and the only one for most of the years. However, there has been a radical shift in the 

sourcing countries through the years. Beginning from 2002, Thailand has been the single most 

important provider of rice to China and this persisted until 2010 when the Thai share in the 

Chinese import started to fall. In 2013, the share has been of 22 per cent, with the lowest level 

reached in 2012 with only the 13 per cent of the Chinese imported rice coming from Thailand 

( see figure 74). It has to be said that actually the total traded value from Thailand has been 

constant through the years; thus, the decline of Thailand share on China is more in relative terms 

than in absolute ones. In other words, Thailand has not lost China as partner but it has not been 

able to fully take advantage of the Chinese market growth as it is shown by figure 75. The main 

beneficiary of the Chinese import surge is Vietnam. Although we have seen before that Laotian 

exports of rice has drastically grown in recent years, especially to China, it still cannot be 

compared to the value of the Thai or Vietnamese one. 

Figure 73 - Shares of main exporters of rice to China 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from - UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 69 below shows that 2009 has been a turning point; from that year, the relative decline of 

Thailand has started and other countries, such as Viet Nam and Lao People’s Democratic 

republic have entered the market. Looking into the unit value dynamics it is also possible to 

notice a discontinuity in that year. Until 2009 the unit values for the Thailand rice were actually 

aligned to the ones paid in general to the world by China. This is not surprising since Thailand 
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made up almost the totality of the import of China. However, after 2009 the unit value for the 

Thai rice has been above the ones for the other countries (see figure 76). In particular, this is not 

given by a shift in the types of rice purchased by China (see figure 76), i.e. more Brown rice and 

less milled rice but most likely by the shift to Viet Nam as main commercial partner and 

subsequently to the cheaper Vietnamese unit values. 

Figure 74 - Main exporters share of growth in rice imports of China (total import index 

2002=100, countries index as share of total import in 2002) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 75 - Rice unit value for main exporters of rice to China ($ per ton) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS, 

values normalized to 100 at the base year 
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Figure 76 - Categories shares in import of rice of China 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Looking at the import composition it is possible to draw further conclusions (see table 54). 

Considering the total import over the period by variety of product it is easy to notice the 

unbalance in composition. More than 85 per cent of the import is composed by milled rice and 

the rest from broken rice.  

Table 54 - China import of rice by category (aggregated for 2012-2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 15,221 0.70  51,091 1.11  297.92 

Brown rice 3,294 0.15  8,017 0.17  410.85 

Milled rice 1,855,609 85.21  3,761,048 81.96  493.37 

Broken rice 303,468 13.94  768,783 16.75  394.73 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

The increase in the trade of China with Lao People’s Democratic Republic is not however given 

by these two types of products but from the other two. In fact, the main export of Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic is from rough rice.  As mentioned before, Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic is the main provider of Rough rice to China and nowadays it accounts for more than 70 

per cent of the Chinese import of it. The other type of product exported by Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic is brown rice. What it also interesting is that Lao People’s Democratic 

Republic has been exporting in these residual niches and thus it has not affected the relation 
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the years. Moreover, this happened for the market of milled rice which is the principal export 

product of Thailand and principal import product of China. Rice from Thailand composed 

almost the totality of the Chinese import back in 2002, yet now this percentage is just of 16.66 

per cent (see table 55). The trend is similar, though slightly better, for broken rice as well. To 

summarize, the by-product analysis primarily confirms what the general aggregation shows. 

Table 55 - China – partners rice relations by category (aggregated for 2002 – 2003 and 2012 – 

2013) 

 2002 - 2003  2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 

Lao PDR N.A. N.A. 74.27  298.65 

Thailand 87.22  512.88 N.A. N.A. 

Vietnam 6.24  132.51 1.58  459.14 

Brown rice 

Lao PDR N.A. N.A. 26.40  434.3578 

Thailand N.A. N.A. 3.51  1504.168 

Vietnam N.A. N.A. 58.88  376.5948 

Milled rice 

Lao PDR 0.03  290.82 N.A. N.A. 

Thailand 99.92  360.18 16.66  959.91 

Vietnam 0.01  315.02 62.93  438.15 

Broken rice 

Lao PDR N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Thailand 99.93  272.33 26.71  529.50 

Vietnam 0.07  193.48 42.38  361.81 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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6.2.2. Rubber 

 

Similarly to rice imports, China became one of the most important markets for rubber in recent 

years. Today its share over the total world import is 27 per cent rose from the 15 per cent of 

2002. The value of the Chinese market is now almost ten times the one of the beginning of the 

period. In this case there have not been substantial changes is the composition of the origin of 

imported rubber. Most of it is sourced from ASEAN countries with Thailand composing the 

biggest share of it. In this case Thailand has been able to keep its competitive position through 

the years taking advantage of the increasing trade volume of the market (see figure 78). Viet Nam 

has also increased its relevance though it still accounts for a small share of the Chinese import 

(see figure 79). In addition, it is interesting to see that in this case the unit values for rubber are 

aligned for all the country following a the same trend (see figure 80). 

Figure 77 - Shares of main exporters of rubber to China 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 78 - Main exporters share of growth in rubber imports of China (total import index 

2002=100, countries index as share of total import in 2002)
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Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 79 - Rubber unit value for main exporters of rubber to China ($ per ton) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

 

Moving the perspective to the different type of rubber it is possible to notice the differences in 

relevance (2012 – 2013). The technically specified natural rubber makes up the biggest value 

share in Chinese import, followed by smoked sheets and natural rubber latex (see table 58). 

Table 56 - China rubber import by category (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value 

 (in 1000 $) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural 

rubber latex 

1,315,362 9.96  653,402 14.05  2013.10 

Smoked 

sheets 

1,646,918 12.47  534,087 11.49  3083.61 

Technically 

specified 

natural 

rubber 

10,118,857 76.63  3,420,437 73.56  2958.35 

Other 124,195 0.94  42,085 0.91  2951.08 

Natural 

gums 

272 0.002  106 0.002  2570.53 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Looking at table 57, Thailand fortified its position for these three main products while 

weakening the one of the residual types. This has been the driver of the increment in value of the 

Thai export to China which increased fivefold. Lao People’s Democratic Republic has also 

experience an increase of its export to China; in the smoked sheets market its share in Chinese 

import increased from almost null to more than 4 per cent.  

Table 57 - China – partners rubber relations by category (aggregated for 2002 – 2003 and 2012 – 

2013) 

 2002 - 2003  2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural rubber latex 

Cambodia 0.05  859.87 0.01  1756.10 

Lao PDR N.A. N.A. 0.36  1804.85 

Thailand 73.42  742.21 92.47  1994.81 

Vietnam 0.90  721.74 1.34  1967.11 

Smoked sheets 

Cambodia 0.05  671.69 0.02  2825.31 

Lao PDR 0.50  877.59 4.13  3048.86 

Thailand 83.33  857.77 81.25  3092.40 

Vietnam 3.07  837.01 1.87  2812.50 

Technically specified natural rubber 

Cambodia 1.31  843.05 0.11  2591.69 

Lao PDR N.A. N.A. 0.54  2941.52 

Thailand 39.32  865.67 46.66  2961.22 

Vietnam 10.86  779.24 9.00  2775.95 

Other 

Cambodia 2.96  900.32 3.21  1504.27 

Lao PDR N.A. N.A. 5.17  2810.69 

Thailand 40.03  842.37 18.17  2844.80 

Vietnam 21.21  861.81 48.76  2883.97 

Natural gums 

Cambodia N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Lao PDR N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Thailand 8.81  850.00 38.41  2124.79 

Vietnam N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS  
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6.3. Malaysia 

6.3.1. Rice 

Although Malaysian import cannot claim the same growth of the Chinese one, it has been and it 

still is a relevant destination for the products and countries under our consideration. In particular, 

figure 82 clearly shows that the decline of Thai rice in Malaysia is not just a matter of shares but 

conversely it has been declining even in values and quantity; so to say, the Thai export did not 

increase not decreased through the years though Malaysia imported more. Thailand instead has 

lost its grip on the country mainly favoring Vietnam. It has to be said that the Malaysian market 

has not experienced level of growth comparable to the Chinese one and that it historically 

represented around 3 per cent of the world market and 6 per cent of the market of Thailand. 

Furthermore, Cambodia has increased its presence in the country import of rice in recent years 

in parallel with the export its boom of rice export.  

Year 2008 represents a turning point in the Malaysia import market for rice; until then Thailand 

and Viet Nam export were growing following a similar trend driven by the overall increase in 

imports. After 2008, the Vietnamese imported rice continued approximately to follow the 

general trend but Thai imported rice started a decline. This brought the Thai import back to the 

levels of the early 2000s. This has led to a quick loss of market share for Thailand, as figure 81 

clearly states.  The unit value dynamics also shows a break point in 2008. Initially, the unit values 

for all the countries were almost homogenous and moved together. However, after 2008 the 

Thai unit value continued to follow the same increasing trend while the one general unit value 

and the Viet Nam unit value started to decline. Thus, this was coincident with the share loss of 

Thailand in the market (see figures 82 and 83) 

Figure 80 - Shares of main exporters of rice to Malaysia 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from - UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Figure 81 - Main exporters share of growth in rice imports of Malaysia (total import index 

2002=100, countries index as share of total import in 2002) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 82 - Rice unit value for main exporters of rice to Malaysia ($ per ton) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Table 58 shows that differences persist in terms of unit value and of market importance between 

categories of rice. Keeping this in mind it is useful to look closer to what is happening in the 

various markets analyzing the behavior of exporting countries. It is interesting to notice how 

Cambodia and Thailand have changed their shares in the Malaysian import. As it comes clear for 

selected product brown rice and milled rice, those countries shares moved in opposite directions; 

Thailand has acquired importance in the import of Brown rice and lost in milled rice while the 

opposite is true for Cambodia. In fact, Thailand has lost in the principal imported product for 

rice while improving its position in a residual one. Contrariwise, Cambodia has competed and 

succeeded in the market of milled rice. This market was initially dominated by Thailand and then 

by Viet Nam (see table 59). 
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Table 58 - Malaysia rice import by category (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value  

(in 1000 $) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in 

total value 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 15,221 0.70  51,091 1.11  297.92 

Brown rice 3,294 0.15  8,017 0.17  410.86 

Milled rice 1,855,609 85.21  3,761,048 81.96  493.38 

Broken rice 303,468 13.94  768,783 16.75  394.74 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Table 59 - Malaysia – partners rice relations by category (aggregated for 2002 – 2003 and 2012 – 

2013) 

 2002 - 2003  2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Rough rice 

Cambodia N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Thailand N.A. N.A. 58.30  863.54 

Vietnam N.A. N.A. 34.94  684.87 

Brown rice 

Cambodia 89.19  341.75 10.69  788.72 

Thailand 10.05  427.99 84.57  901.27 

Vietnam N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Milled rice 

Cambodia 0.28  326.54 6.57  932.55 

Thailand 59.80  311.55 15.31  970.69 

Vietnam 20.36  224.26 62.89  652.92 

Broken rice 

Cambodia N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Thailand 53.87  258.75 0.34  572.30 

Vietnam 6.00  207.32 7.12  453.09 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

6.3.2. Rubber 

The Malaysian rubber market represents nowadays the 10 per cent of the worldwide market for 

rubber and it is primary destination for rubber produced in Cambodia. With dimensions that are 

now 8 times the ones of 2002 the Malaysian market is dominated by Thailand. Thailand has lost 

some market shares over the years but it was still able to take advantage of the Malaysian rubber 

market growth (figure 84). The figures showing the share in the market by exporter and the unit 
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value paid by Malaysia by country confirms this general idea, although in a more blear manner 

(see figure 85 and 87). 

Figure 83 - Shares of main exporters of rubber to Malaysia 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Figure 84 - Main exporters share of growth in rubber imports of Malaysia (total import index 

2002=100, countries index as share of total import in 2002)

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Cambodia Thailand Vietnam Other

-100

100

300

500

700

900

All countries Cambodia Thailand Vietnam



 172 

Figure 85 - Rubber unit value for main exporters of rubber to Malaysia ($ per ton) 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 

Looking at the different product categories, Thailand has lost consistent shares in smoked sheets 

and technically specified natural rubber (see table 60). In these markets, the main competitor has 

been Viet Nam which contrarily increased its shares a lot. However, Thailand maintained the 

position of unique provider of natural rubber latex for Malaysia. natural rubber latex is the main 

market niche in Malaysia accounting for more than 40 per cent of the total import (see table 61). 

Table 60 - Malaysia rubber import by category (aggregated for 2012 – 2013) 

Product Trade Value 

 (in 1000 $) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Net weight  

(in tons) 

Share in  

total value 

(%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural 

rubber latex 

2,174,356 43.68  711,050 42.92  3057.95 

Smoked 

sheets 

334,020 6.71  98,994 5.98  3374.16 

Technically 

specified 

natural 

rubber 

1,773,637 35.63  546,588 32.99  3244.92 

Other 695,602 13.97  299,698 18.09  2321.01 

Natural 

gums 

694 0.014  331 0.020  2093.01 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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Table 61 - Malaysia – partners rice relations by category (aggregated for 2002 – 2003 and 2012 – 

2013) 

 2002 - 2003  2012 - 2013 

Partner Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Share in  

total export (%) 

Unit value  

($ per ton) 

Natural rubber latex 

Cambodia N.A. N.A. 0.07  2735.50 

Thailand 99.91  783.58 99.61  3059.74 

Vietnam 0.90  721.74 0.11  3761.20 

Smoked sheets 

Cambodia 1.58  671.69 2.26  3237.87 

Thailand 40.79  660.61 16.79  3293.64 

Vietnam 3.07  837.01 31.12  3290.93 

Technically specified natural rubber 

Cambodia 14.81  843.05 6.82  3235.24 

Thailand 40.83  755.28 8.18  3093.74 

Vietnam 10.86  779.24 50.08  3230.53 

Other 

Cambodia 2.56  900.32 6.82  3235.24 

Thailand 39.20  359.73 59.78  2163.74 

Vietnam 21.21  861.81 6.42  3068.49 

Natural gums 

Cambodia N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Thailand N.A. N.A. 1.78  676.18 

Vietnam N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

 

Source: ESCAP calculation based on data downloaded from UN COMTRADE via WITS 
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