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Creating Participatory Political Spaces in Cambodia  
COMFREL, Cambodia  
 
 
Decentralisation - the increase or transfer of 
power from national to local political 
structures – can provide opportunities and 
spaces to revitalise democratic structures, 
increase citizens’ participation in politics and 
achieve a more equitable allocation of 
resources to poor and marginalised people. 
However this potential is rarely realised and 
is constantly being undermined and 
challenged by those who benefit from the 
current status quo. This groundbreaking project, supported One World Action 
through its Programme Partnership Agreement with DFID, is attempting to 
implement decentralisation in Cambodia by strengthening the ability of people - 
both citizens, elected officials - to seize the opportunities it offers, to challenge 
existing power relationships and, in doing so, to create new forms of local 
politics.  



 
The Cambodia People’s Party has been in power in Cambodia since the 
overthrow of the Khmer Rouge in 1979. The opposition is weak and divided, 
political space is extremely limited and human rights abuses are widespread.  
The Cambodian government has expressed its commitment to decentralisation 
and to developing local political institutions, with the backing of international 
donors. However, decentralisation is still in its infancy and implementation is 
problematic due to poor co-ordination between ministries and inconsistencies 
between decentralisation and other reforms. A lack of resources and information 
are also major challenges. One World Action has been supporting COMFREL 
since 2006 to develop mechanisms to get ordinary Cambodians involved in local 
decision making and to move decentralisation and democratisation forward.  
 
As a first step COMFREL are persuading civil society and government officials 
of the critical role that strong and participatory local governance can play in 
economic, social and political development. Underlying this project is the belief 
that real change can be brought about through targeting, engaging with, and 
monitoring local government officials, and that in order to do this local officials 
need to be given the skills and opportunities to engage and to meet the needs of 
the constituencies they claim to represent. COMFREL are also strengthening 
emerging decentralisation processes and policies through effective national 
level advocacy for political reform. 
 
The last few years have seen major and unprecedented achievements. These 
include: 
 
- Holding civil society consultations to develop proposals on Cambodia’s new 

organic law. This process was recognised and endorsed by the Ministry of 
Interior which was a first for Cambodia. Usually international NGOs are the 
only agencies to input on policy consultations.  

- Creating mechanisms for engagement between civil society and Commune 
Councils (Commune is the smallest administrative unit) – through co-
ordinating advocacy workshops and training on participatory development, 
planning and budget literacy. 

- Holding Local Public Commune Forums where citizens identify issues, and 
then receive pledges and commitment from Commune Council officials to 
take action. 

- Establishing a network of local watchdogs that monitor the outcomes of 
Commune Forums and monitor the financial management of Commune 
Councils - to ensure accountability of the pledges that are made. 



- Encouraging interaction between Commune officials and councillors of 
different political parties by inviting them to joint events to lessen political 
confrontation and develop common initiatives and platforms. 

 
The organic law consultations were a major achievement for Cambodia where 
policies are usually made behind closed doors – we took something secret into 
the public domain. People are now standing up more in local areas and we have 
been able to achieve real changes at the Commune level, for example roads 
have been repaired, dengue prevention measures have been introduced and 
there is less corruption. 
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More recently COMFREL produced a training manual on local governance, 
citizen participation and gender, and guidelines for how to conduct local forums. 
They have also held Women Can Do It forums to increase citizens knowledge of 
the benefits of equal participation between women and men in politics and to 
jointly develop with Commune councillors to resolve issues facing women and 
children at the local level.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Background Facts 
- Cambodia is one of the poorest countries in Asia with around 80% of the 

population living on less than $2 a day. Cambodia’s population is very young 
and around 50% of its people are under 18 years old. 

- The Commune’s executive and legislative functions were introduced in 2001 
and the Commune is tasked with ensuring the well-being of citizens, including 
service delivery, protection of natural resources, social and economic 
development planning, and public order. The first Commune elections were 
held in February 2002. However, decentralisation is still in its infancy 

- Further information about COMFREL and the project can be found at: 
www.comfrel.org 

- One World Action has been working in Cambodia since 2003 – it also works 
with the Free Trade Union of Workers of the Kingdom of Cambodia, who 
work with textile workers, and the Cambodia Independent Teachers 
Association. 

 
 


