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Executive summary
With fast economic growth and increasing rural-urban migration, Cambodia has gone 
through a fast-paced urbanization process in the last decade. Global experience 
shows that urbanization, while bringing opportunities, also poses challenges and 
can introduce new forms of vulnerability. Similar observations have been made in 
the case of Cambodia’s growing urban centres, especially in the capital of Phnom 
Penh. However, literature on urbanization in Cambodia is still scant, especially with 
regard to the overall situation and vulnerability status of households in the capital.

This report seeks to provide a better understanding on the overall situation and 
drivers of vulnerability, food security, and migration in Phnom Penh. It is based on 
household survey data collected in December 2016, with a total of 1,200 households 
in Phnom Penh, in both the inner and outer zones. The findings of this report 
contribute to a better understanding of urbanization and urban vulnerability in 
Cambodia and also to the future strategy on food security and nutrition.

Cambodia is still largely a rural country, although it is rapidly urbanizing. According 
to a recent United Nations report, in 2014, about 21 percent of the population were 
living in cities. This is still a small proportion, compared to other countries in the 
region. A large portion of urbanization in Cambodia is concentrated in Phnom Penh, 
followed by Battambang and Siem Reap. As of 2012, Phnom Penh was estimated to 
have a population of 1.85 million and is expected to have reached 2.86 million by 
2035. In-migration has been a significant factor in this growth.

Urbanization in Phnom Penh (and other cities in Cambodia) has been largely 
unplanned and unregulated, despite the existence of various plans and strategies. 
The situation has led to rising concerns over the current capacity of infrastructure 
and public services to meet growing political, social and economic demand. Traffic 
congestion and accidents, drainage system capacity and management, solid waste 
management, insufficiently regulated real estate development and urban poor 
communities are the among the key concerns for the future development of the 
capital.

Within this broader context of urban development, the report, based on the 
household survey data, presents the situation of households in the inner and outer 
zones of Phnom Penh. It shows that households in these areas are similar in terms 
of family size (on average 5 members). Households in both zones have acceptable 
housing conditions if we consider the materials used for their roofs and exterior 
walls. However, a much higher percentage of households in the outer zones still 
report earth/clay/sand as the material of their floor. More data is needed, however, 
on housing conditions for the urban poor and those without a permanent residence, 
such as people living on the street.
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All households in the survey report having access to electricity. A large majority of 
them have a television (92 percent), a mobile phone (94 percent), and a motorcycle 
(82 percent). However, more than twice the proportion of households in the inner 
zone have a refrigerator compared to those in the outer zone (59 percent and 24 
percent, respectively). Households in the inner zone are more than twice as likely 
to have an account at a bank or micro-finance institution compared to those in 
the outer zone (41 percent and 18 percent, respectively). Access to clean water is 
very high for the inner zone (92 percent) but 66 percent in the outer zone. Access 
to toilets are high, but hygiene practices still require improvement, with only 72 
percent of households in the inner zone and 76 percent of households in the outer 
zone having an observed hand-washing facility with soap.

Households in the outer zone earn less compared to households in the inner zone 
(7 million riels and 11 million riels per capita per year, respectively). However, 
households in both zones still earn much more than rural households (4 million 
riels per capita per year). The annual per capita expenditure for households in the 
outer zone (total including food and non-food) is only slightly (roughly 15 percent) 
lower than that of those in the inner zone. The share of food expenditure is roughly 
the same for both groups (around 38 percent of total expenditure). A more detailed 
breakdown of their expenditure demonstrates that both the inner and outer zones 
spend a similar proportion of their total expenditure on each food group, with the 
exception of alcohol for which households in the outer zone spend more. In terms 
of non-food expenditure a higher proportion is spent on health for the outer zone, 
whereas the inner zone spend more on transportation and education. 

A higher percentage of households in the outer zone borrow money than those 
in the inner zone (39 percent and 11 percent, respectively). Yet, this is still lower 
than that of rural households (55 percent). The comparable loan amount between 
households in the inner and outer zones differ depending on whether the mean or 
median amount is used. The mean loan amount of households in the outer zone 
is larger than that of those in the inner zone (27 million riels and 16 million riels, 
respectively) and both are larger than that of rural households (9 million riels). 
However, when the median is used, a reverse picture is presented: the loan amount 
of households in the outer zone is about half that of those in the inner zone (6.8 
million riels and 11.6 million riels, respectively) and about 70 percent higher than 
the median loan amount for rural households (4 million riels).

The food consumed by both groups is similar, although households in the outer 
zone consume prohok (fermented fish paste) slightly more often than those in the 
inner zone. Both groups rely overwhelmingly on market purchases to get their food, 
although a small proportion (17 percent) of households in the outer zone still report 
growing their own rice and vegetables. Given the variability of food safety standards 
in markets, the safety and quality of food could be of concern. About 14 percent (inner 
zone) and 21 percent (outer zone) of urban households have low dietary diversity, 
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