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Executive summary
With a young population and fast economic growth, Cambodia has experienced a 
big and rising wave of migration, both within and to outside the country. This report 
provides new data and analysis to generate a better and updated understanding 
on the trends, drivers and impacts that migration has created so far, with a focus 
on rural vulnerability. The findings presented by the report also contribute to the 
future strategy on food security and nutrition in Cambodia. The findings are based 
on a household survey which was conducted in December 2016 with a total of 2,341 
rural households in all 24 provinces (160 villages) in the country.

For the period of 2010-2016, the data shows about 35 percent of the households in 
rural areas report having at least 1 member migrating. Plateau areas, however, have 
the lowest percentage of households with a migrant (17 percent). The duration of 
migration varied: 33 percent of migrant households report that migration is short-
term/seasonal (6 months or shorter), 43 percent report it is long term (6 months 
to 3 years) and 24 percent report it is permanent (longer than 3 years). In terms of 
destination, rural-rural migration accounts for 13 percent, rural-urban 57 percent 
and cross border (mostly Thailand) for 31 percent, of total migration. Phnom Penh 
is the most preferred option for both permanent and long-term migrants, while 
migration to Thailand has been high not only for long-term but also seasonal and 
permanent migration.

Four out of five (79 percent) migrants are aged between 17 to 35 years old. More 
than 50 percent of them are men (mostly, sons of the household heads). However, 
for households that have more than 1 migrant, the chance that the second and 
third migrants are women (mostly the daughters of the household heads) become 
higher. The gender of the migrants did not make any difference to the duration of 
migration. The preferred destination among all migrants, regardless of gender, is 
Phnom Penh. However, the proportion of women migrants going to Phnom Penh is 
higher than the proportion of men, while the proportion of men going to Thailand 
is higher than the proportion of women. Men migrants are about five times more 
likely than women migrants to work as construction workers, while women migrants 
are about four times more likely than men migrants to work as factory workers. 
Only women are reported to have engaged in domestic work. Other types of work, 
however, do not display substantial gender differences.

The type of work differs by destination. 30 percent of those going to Thailand are 
reported to be working as construction workers and 23 percent as agricultural 
workers, while the largest proportion of migrants to Phnom Penh work as factory 
workers and in construction. There is no strong correlation between migrants’ work 
and/or what they did before migrating and what they do at the destination. About 
78 percent of households having one or more migrants reported that their migrated 
members send back remittances. 
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About 6 percent of the migrants are reported to have faced some safety issues. 
Migrant and non-migrant households are similar in terms of family size (on average 
5 people), number of income earners (on average 2), and number and types of 
income generation activities. However, they differ on two important economic 
aspects: (i) migrant households have 1.7 ha of land on average compared to 3.5 
ha for non-migrant households. This difference is more pronounced for the Tonle 
Sap and Plain areas; and (ii) the annual income of migrant households accounts for 
61 percent of their annual expenditure per capita, while it is 87 percent for non-
migrant households. This indicates that a proportion of the expenditure of migrant 
households are likely to be covered by remittances. About 55 percent of both migrant 
and non-migrant households report having debts.

As to what drives migration, the data suggests that poverty (exacerbated by natural 
disasters) might have pushed people to out-migrate, especially when those migrant 
households have insufficient land to engage in farming and high expenditures that 
cannot be covered by their income. The data, however, also suggests that, at least 
over time, poverty might have become less a factor compared to a combination of 
key pull and facilitating factors, such as the prospect of higher income generation 
opportunities, better connectivity, mobility, and youth’s overall aspiration to live a 
life outside of their villages.

The impacts of migration are varied. On one hand, migration has helped young 
people get higher paying jobs in the cities and abroad to support themselves and, in 
most cases, their families back in the provinces. Migrants, through mobile phones 
and other forms of communication, have been able to regularly contact their families 
back home. However, a few key concerns are worth noting. The first, as indicated in 
other studies, is the limited impact that migration has made on skill development of 
the migrants. The second is migration potentially leading to school drop-out and its 
negative impact on children brought along. The third is the safety and vulnerability 
status of the migrants, both those coming to the cities and to other countries.

For the families left behind, the impacts identified have been mixed. About 80 percent 
of migrant households report receiving remittances from those who migrated. The 
remittances have been reportedly used to cover part of the families’ daily needs. 
However, there is no noticeable difference between migrant and non-migrants 
households in terms of food consumption, food sources, and coping strategies. 
Overall, inadequate dietary diversity and hunger are still problems for both groups 
and across regions. The data offers limited insights into the relationship between 
remittances (and, by extension, migration) and household indebtedness. Other 
studies have suggested there is a strong positive correlation (or even two-way 
causation) relationship between migration and loans from micro-finance institutions 
(MFIs).
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