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Executive Summary

Tourism was one of the key drivers of

the Cambodian economy before the

COVID-19 pandemic. However, since

early 2020 when the pandemic hit the

country, the absence of foreign visitors

and restricted domestic travel caused

by lockdowns and curfews have severely

affected tourism-related enterprises,

particularly small and informal ones.

The major impacts have included staff

layoffs, reductions in operating hours,

business closures, and increased debts

due to new loans. Staff layoffs

particularly occurred among registered

businesses, disproportionately affecting

women after a huge outbreak starting

in February 2021. While some laid-off

workers could find other jobs, the

February 2021 outbreak has made new

jobs in other sectors scarce and limited

the absorption of laid-off or suspended

workers from the tourism sector. In

addition to staff reductions or

suspensions to minimize costs, surviving

businesses have adapted to the new

situations through digitalization,

offering discounts, diversifying products,

or changing locations.

The government has provided both

short-term and long-term measures to

support and aid the recovery of tourism-

related enterprises and their workers.

This support has included tax and fee

exemptions for businesses, skills

training for employees, social assistance,

re-negotiation of landlord/tenant rental

agreements, cash support for laid-off

employees, restructuring businesses’

debts, and temporary exemption from

utility bills. In addition, infrastructure

projects in the key attraction areas,

including rural eco-tourism sites, have

been implemented. Yet, the bulk of this

support has been provided to registered

businesses, leaving unregistered

businesses isolated in their pandemic

response, despite the critical role of the

informal sector in the tourism industry.

This calls for more and better targeted

assistance for informal enterprises and

workers if the tourism sector is to

recover inclusively and sustainably. 

 

A number of suggestions can be made

to enhance the chances of small

businesses for recovery and resilience.

First, an assessment of the efficacy of

the government support should be

done to improve the next phases of

assistance. Second, the subsidies,

especially tax reductions, and the

support for laid-off workers should be 
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continued. Third, clear guidelines and

technical support should be provided to

small businesses to adapt to the ‘new

normal’, diversify products, and find

new markets. Finally, informal

enterprises should be encouraged to

register so that they will receive more

government support. 
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Now that domestic travels have

increased and many types of business

have been allowed, the prospect of the

tourism industry is promising. Coupled

with the high vaccination rates and the

reduced quarantine days for vaccinated

international tourists, tourism-related

enterprises will see an increase in

foreign visitors. Yet, if the recovery will

be equitable and sustainable remains to

be seen.

IV



1. Introduction

COVID-19 has severely affected the

Cambodian economy. Before the virus

reached Cambodia in February 2020, it

had been estimated that the growth of

gross domestic product (GDP) of the

country was about 6.5% for 2020 (RGC,

2020). Yet, the actual growth in 2020

was -3.1%, chiefly due to the sharp dip

in the key economic sectors—tourism,

garments, and construction. In the early

2020, when there were few infections,

the economic growth was predicted to

bounce back to about 4% in 2021 (MEF,

2021). However, with cases drastically

increasing since February 2021, the

prospect of the current economy has

remained uncertain.

Prior to the pandemic, tourism and

hospitality was a key pillar of the

Cambodian economy and one of the

main drivers of poverty reduction. In

2017, about 13% of Cambodians were

employed in the tourism sector and

30% worked in related industries

(OECD, 2019). Tourism has been one of

the sectors hardest hit by COVID-19. In

2019, tourism was the second-largest

growth propeller, contributing around

18.7% of GDP growth. Yet, since 2020,

the drop in foreign visitors and limited

domestic travels caused by health

measures to contain the virus have had

many socio-economic implications for

tourism-related enterprises, especially

small and informal ones. The Ministry of

Tourism (MOT) estimated that 

1.1 Background &

Problem Statement

approximately 3,000 tourism-related

businesses were temporarily or

permanently closed, leading to the loss

of about 51,000 jobs in the sector in

2020 (Khmer Times, 2020).

Cambodia was successful in containing

COVID-19 for most of 2020. From

February to November 2020, the

country recorded only 323 cases, and no

deaths. But, the virus started to spread

in late February 2021, with total cases

soaring from about 500 on February 20

to about 13,000 by the end of April. This

prompted strict lockdowns that have

exacerbated the impacts on tourism-

related businesses already devastated

by the sharp dip in international

visitors. As of 10 October 2021,

Cambodia recorded 114,810 cases and

2,506 deaths (MOH, 2021). Since August

2021, lockdowns have been lifted and

restrictions eased, leading to an

increase in local travel and tourism.

However, foreign visitors remain largely

absent. Like many other Asian

countries, Cambodia has fallen into the

‘COVID-19 trap,’ a trade-off between the

public health impacts of outbreaks and

the economic effects of lockdowns and

restrictions required to contain the

virus. This raises questions about how

the government has handled the

balance and navigated the pandemic to

revive the economy, particularly the

tourism industry. This report sheds light

on the impact of COVID-19 on small

businesses working in the tourism

sector, government interventions to

mitigate the impacts, and policy

options for recovery of the sector post-

pandemic.
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2. Methodology
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This report is based on secondary data

and information derived from existing

studies, government documents, donor

program reports, news media, and

agency websites, among others.

Material search included both grey

literature and academic research

conducted since the pandemic began

in Cambodia in early 2020. The report

also benefits from a virtual conversation

with a small restaurant owner in

Sihanoukville and the author’s own

observations.

The most comprehensive longitudinal

study on the COVID-19 impacts on small

tourism-related businesses (About 70%

of the surveyed enterprises had no staff

or 1-5 staff) in Cambodia was conducted

by the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS)

and funded by The Asia Foundation

(TAF) in July and November 2020 and

April 2021 (ARC et al., 2020 & 2021). The

study surveyed both registered and

non-registered tourism MSMEs in four

zones: Phnom Penh, Siem Reap, the

coastal zone, and the north-eastern

zone. The key participants included

hotels, resorts, travel agents,

guesthouses, restaurants, souvenir

shops, take-away food businesses (street

vendors), small vendors, and tuk-tuk

drivers, among others. In parallel with

the CPS study, TAF funded Angkor

Research and Consulting (ARC) and

Future Forum (FF) to conduct a

longitudinal survey on the COVID-19

impacts on households in various

provinces, i.e. Phnom Penh, kampot,

Siem Reap, Svay Rieng, and Kampong

Speu. The participating households

were those hard hit by the pandemic,

including farmers, wage workers, and

families with microenterprises. These

households were in some ways related

to tourism activities and businesses.

Among the sample were household

enterprises and wage workers working

in another province and abroad who

had returned to their villages due to a

job loss and fear of the pandemic. The

surveys were complemented by

interviews with selected employers,

workers, and government officials,

among other key stakeholders.



3. Impact of Covid-19 on
the Tourism Sector 

3.1 Economic  Impacts
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COVID-19 has adversely affected

tourism-related businesses, jobs and

incomes. Nationally, the impacts have

been felt in the decrease in the share of

tourism to the economy and in the drop

of employment in the sector. The

contribution of travel and tourism to

GDP declined from 25.9% (US$ 6,970.6

million) in 2019 to 9.0% (US$ 2,366.3

million) in 2020 (World Travel & Tourism

Council, 2021). The share of travel and

tourism to employment decreased from

24.7% (2,296,000 jobs) in 2019 to 18%

(1,656,000 jobs) in 2020. These negative

impacts stemmed mainly from the

reduction in international tourists and

their spending due to border

restrictions. The number of international

visitors declined from 6,610,592 in 2019

to 1,306,143 in 2020, a decrease by

80.2% due to Covid-19. During January-

March 2021, 70,901 international tourists

visited Cambodia, a decline by 93.9%

compared to 2020 in the same period

(Khmer Times, 2021). The international

visitor spending dropped from 32.1% of

total exports (US$ 5,374.1 million) in

2019 to 8.6% of total exports (US$ 1,195.6

million) in 2020 (World Travel & Tourism

Council, 2021). Yet, the domestic visitor

spending slightly dipped from US$

1,576.4 million in 2019 to US$ 1,007

million in 2020. The domestic visitor

spending accounted for only 23% of the

total visitor spending in 2019 but

increased to 46% in 2020. Visitors from 

China (33%), Viet Nam (16%), South

Korea (8%), Thailand (7%), and Laos (7%)

comprised the bulk of inbound arrivals

in 2020. For outbound departures,

visitors went to Thailand (57%), Viet

Nam (27%), Malaysia (6%), China (2%),

and Laos (2%). The number of

international visitors declined from

6,610,592 in 2019 to 1,306,143 in 2020, a

decrease by 80.2% due to Covid-19.

During January-March 2021, only 70,901

international tourists visited Cambodia,

a decline by 93.9% compared to 2020 in

the same period.

COVID-19 has also affected the domestic

tourism sub-sector. Yet, during the

easing of lockdowns, domestic travel

and tourism relatively increased. For

instance, during the 3-day Pchum Ben

festival holidays in September 2020,

over 1.1 million tourists were recorded to

have traveled around the kingdom

(Khmer Times, 2020). Of this figure,

Cambodians made up 99% and foreign

nationals residing in the country

comprised less than 1%. However, the

number of domestic tourists was only

7.23 million people in 2020, down by

36.1% compared to 11.3 million in 2019.

During January-March 2021, domestic

tourists accounted for only 125,547

people, down by 61.4% compared to

2020 in the same period (Khmer Times,

2021). 
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At enterprise level, closures, reduced

operations, dropped revenues, and staff

lay-offs have been the key features of

the impacts. Based on the CPS survey

conducted in April 2021, 47% of

tourism-related enterprises had ceased

their operations since the start of the

pandemic (ARC et al., 2021). Only 22% of

businesses reported that their

operations remained unchanged from

before the arrival of COVID-19. These

results were much worse than those of

the survey conducted in November

2020, which found that 56% of

businesses said they were operating as

normal and 13% of businesses had

closed their doors due to COVID-19.

When asked for the reasons for not

working as usual, 82% of the enterprises

surveyed in April 2021 said it was due to

a lack of customers and another 10%

cited safety concerns (ARC et al., 2021).

Compared to 2020, the negative

impacts of the pandemic on registered

enterprises have been more severe than

those of non-registered businesses.

However, the impacts were equally

severe for both registered and non-

registered businesses in 2021. Business

closures were most prevalent in Siem

Reap province. Yet, in April 2021,

businesses in the other three zones also

had a high percentage of closures.

Regardless of the businesses’ status,

type and zone, the main reason for

closures was the sharp decline in

customers.

Sales and revenues have also

considerably dropped. More than 90%

of both registered and non-registered

businesses experienced a substantial

reduction (over 50%) in their sales and

revenue. 

 

However, registered businesses, which

tend to have a higher volume of sales

and revenue, experienced a more severe

impact before 2021. Registered

businesses in Siem Reap province

encountered the most adverse impact.

In April 2021, however, the revenues of

registered and non-registered

businesses similarly dropped.

Specifically, street food vendors, small

vendors, and Tuk-Tuk drivers reported

that their revenues had completely

stopped. 

By type of business, travel agents were

the most severely affected, followed by

tourist transporters. Further, over half of

businesses said they were at “high risk”

of not surviving the pandemic,

particularly long-term. The perceived

risk of failure was higher for registered

businesses than was the case for non-

registered businesses in November

2020. Yet, in April 2021, the perception

of risk was similarly shared among both

types of business. Businesses in Siem

Reap and north-eastern zones reported

higher levels of vulnerability and

potential failure in November 2020. But

in April 2021, Phnom Penh had the

highest percentage of respondents that

considered their business at high risk of

closing. This was due to the curfew and

lockdown that engulfed Phnom Penh

and adjacent Kandal Province because

of the steep rise in infections after

February 2021. 



3.2 Social  Impacts
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Surveys with various types of workers

working directly and indirectly in the

tourism sector reveal that the economic

impacts of COVID-19 have led to various

social impacts on workers and their

households (ARC et al., 2021). After loss

of employment, some laid-off workers

have gone to work in agriculture in their

home provinces. The surveys found that

the number of households engaged in

farming activities increased drastically

(over 300%) during April-October 2020.

This unusual increase occurred in areas

where agriculture was not common,

and the activities were not seasonal.

This suggests that job losses, the failure

of non-farm household enterprises, and

the need to ensure household food

security as a consequence of the

pandemic contributed to this rise in

agricultural activities.

The inter-provincial travel ban barred

laid-off migrant workers working in

Phnom Penh and other cities from

returning to their home villages to seek

help from their families (ARC et al.,

2021). This ban effectively cut off their

informal social safety net since migrants

often return to their villages to do

subsistence farming when wage labour

in agriculture decreases and their

savings run out. Despite the

government support in terms of wage

subsidies and food aid, many laid-off

workers in Phnom Penh reported facing

shortages of food and other necessities.

Workers and their households

experienced moderate to severe food

insecurity although the magnitude

slightly dropped during April-October

2020. This drop was due to the sharp 

increase in households involved in

agricultural production. The surveys

found that almost 70% of the sample

households were engaged in at least

one farming activity in October 2020.

 

Households took loans as a coping

strategy to deal with the economic

impacts of the pandemic. The share of

households with debt increased from

59% in January to 69% in October 2020.

From June to October 2020, the average

debt increased by 2.26% (or $142) but

decreased by 8.4% ($593) in comparison

to January 2020. Households borrowed

from both informal and formal sources.

From January to June 2020, informal

loans (from friends and family or money

lenders) increased rapidly, but then fell

during June-October 2020. In contrast,

formal loans (from microfinance

institutions and banks) soared during

the third quarter of 2020. From January

to June 2020, new loans from banks

and microfinance institutions dropped

by 22.85% and 37.62%, respectively.

During the same period, new loans from

personal networks and money lenders

rose by 24.73% and 33.68%, respectively.

Yet, by October 2020, new loans from

personal networks declined by 5.81%

and from money lenders by 16.09%,

while new loans from MFIs and banks

rose by 11.48% and 10.22%, respectively.

This trend suggests that affected

households’ informal safety net had

declined as the impacts of the

pandemic intensified, making them

resort more to formal lending sources.

Most households could not make timely

repayments of loans. The percentage of

households that were late in repaying a 
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loan rose from 7% in January to 23% in

October 2020.

Loans were borrowed to pay for daily

necessities rather than to support

household business. In the early periods

of the pandemic, new loans taken out

to repay outstanding debts (21.69%)

sharply increased, followed by new

loans borrowed to pay for daily

expenses and food (39.96%). Yet, by

October 2020, loans for daily expenses

and food declined by 18.29%, and

repayment of outstanding debts

dropped by 4.44%, in comparison to

June 2020. Household loans to pay for

education expenses increased by 3.76%

from June to October 2020. Conversely,

new loans taken out for business

ventures dropped throughout the

periods, while new loans borrowed for

healthcare consistently surged.

In sum, the negative economic impacts

of the COVID-19 pandemic have

depleted household savings and shored

up household debts. Despite

government assistance, the decline in

household savings was huge, and

economic activity was insufficient for

households to restore their savings. This

has caused laid-off workers and their

households to spend up their savings

and take out loans to pay for debts,

food, and other necessities. Since many

workers were low-paid and had little

savings, the third outbreak starting in

February 2021 has caused extreme

concern for them falling into poverty.

Although financial institutions have

been lenient and restructured debts,

the lingering economic hardship and

the weakened informal safety net have

been the key bottlenecks for workers to

save for paying debts.

 

The COVID-19 outbreak has impeded

both international and domestic

mobility. Strict conditions for travelers

from and to Cambodia and fear of the

virus have dramatically reduced

inbound travel to the country.

Conditions and travel bans have varied

by country and specific circumstance

when outbreaks occurred, depending

on categories of low- and high-risk

destinations. In July 2020, the

government started to require

foreigners travelling to Cambodia to

make a US$ 3,000 deposit and a

minimum $50,000 insurance coverage

for quarantine and potential treatment

costs further to a negative COVID-19 test

within 72 hours prior to arrival (Phnom

Penh Post, 2020). Consequently, air

traffic has taken a deep dive. For

instance, in September 2020, the daily

average number of inbound and

outbound flights for Cambodia’s three

international airports combined was

only 17, with the bulk of them landing or

taking off from Phnom Penh

International Airport (Khmer Times,

2020). Siem Reap International Airport

had virtually no flights and there were

very few inbound and outbound flights

at Sihanouk International Airport.

Compared to September 2019, these

small numbers of flights represented a

94% dip in arrivals and departures. In

other words, air passenger traffic fell by

77% between January to September

2020. Flights from and to Europe were

almost non-existent. Most operational

flights were from and to China, South

Korea, and Taiwan, while there was

reduced frequency of scheduled flights

from and to Singapore and Viet Nam 

3.3 Mobility Impacts
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(ibid). This substantially-lessened air

mobility has almost halted arrivals of

international tourists and has severely

affected the tourism sector, as will be

shown later.

Travel restrictions and repeated

lockdowns have also impacted both

domestic and international migration.

As mentioned above, lockdowns have

restricted inter-provincial travel,

especially in seriously-infected cities

and provinces like Phnom Penh,

Sihanouk Ville, and Kandal. This

restricted local movement has

exacerbated impacts on the tourism

sector as well as the informal safety net

of migrants working in cities who

needed help from their families living in

provinces (ARC et al., 2021). Internally,

Cambodia is highly mobile. Rural-urban

and urban-urban migrants account for

up to 4.1 million people per year, with

women outnumbering men (e.g.,

comprising 57% of migrants to Phnom  

 

Penh) (Olsen and Vorn, 2020; Diepart

and Ngin, 2020). Further, the pandemic

has spurred massive returns of

international migrants from other

countries to Cambodia at different

times. For example, by April 2020, over

95,000 migrant workers, many of whom

were young adults, had returned to

Cambodia due to job losses overseas

(Olsen and Vorn, 2020). The most recent

border closure was during late July-mid

August 2021 when the Delta variant

started to widely spread in Cambodia.

By late August, about 14,000 returning

migrants entered Cambodia from

Thailand (ADB and MEF, 2021). Of these,

around 2,000 tested positive for the

Delta variant. In 2019, about 2.5 million

Cambodians lived abroad, including

over 1.2 million workers in Thailand

(Olsen and Vorn, 2020). Around 70% of

Cambodian migrants in Thailand are

categorized as irregular migrants, many

crossing the border by land on a daily or

seasonal basis. 



4. Short-Term Government
Responses and Coping
Strategies
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The government has implemented both

short-term and long-term support

packages to help tourism-related

enterprises cope with the pandemic

and eventually recover. These assistance

packages have included tax and fee

exemptions for businesses, technical

training for employees, social assistance,

re-negotiation of landlord/tenant rental

agreements, cash support for laid-off

employees, restructuring businesses’

bank/MFI debts, and temporary

exemption from utility bills (ARC et al.,

2021). Infrastructure development in the

key attraction areas, including rural eco-

tourism sites, has also been carried out.

Among economic initiatives to help the

struggling tourism sector, the

government has provided job skills

training to unemployed tourism workers

who had lost their jobs. However,

informal economy workers, including

motor-taxi drivers, were not eligible for

this scheme. They could access only

social assistance programs (usually cash

for work and cash transfers) if they held

an ID poor card. It is estimated that

there are about 60,000 Tuk-Tuk drivers

in Cambodia, which form the bulk of

the transport workforce in the tourism

sector (VOD, 2020). Also, laid-off

workers who had worked for non-

registered businesses were not entitled

to wage subsidy provided by the 

government (MEF, 2020). A survey

conducted in August 2020 found that

over 90% of workers in the informal

sector were impacted by COVID-19

(ActionAid Cambodia, 2021). The most

salient impact was a drastic dip in their

income, especially for women.

According to the Minister of Planning,

as of July 2021, more than six million

workers in the informal economy have

lost or would lose their jobs due to

Covid-19 (Hunt, 2021). Specifically, nearly

3,000 businesses in the tourism sector

have suspended activities, leading to a

loss of 45,000 jobs. 

Another support initiative is “Khmer

Tourism for the Future,” an incubation

program run by Impact Hub Phnom

Penh with financial support from Khmer

Enterprise of the Ministry of Economy

and Finance and the Ministry of Tourism

(Impact Hub Phnom Penh, 2021). The

program aims at building resilience and

innovation in the hard-hit tourism

sector by providing start-ups and

businesses with funding, technical

support, and networking to start

environmentally-friendly ventures that

have potential to revive the domestic

tourism market. This program is highly

competitive and targets young

entrepreneurs who are technology savvy

and have fresh concepts of tourism

products.

 .
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Other support measures have

comprised online businesses

registration, finance and interest rate

subsidies, wage cost sharing to affected

workers, creating ID poor household

database for workers for effective

support by the government and

employers up to March 2021 (ADB, 2021)

Besides, the government has

implemented temporary tax breaks

effective from May 2020 for registered

enterprises. Another form of economic

aid has been a provision of a special

fund of US$ 50 million to the

Agricultural and Rural Development

Bank (ARDB) to stimulate low-interest

lending to rural enterprises and a

special financing scheme of US$ 100

million to small and medium-sized

enterprises

 

(SMEs) to support and innovate their

operations and create new products.

In addition, according to the Ministry of

Tourism (MOT), Cambodia has planned

to welcome fully-vaccinated

international tourists with a reduced

number of quarantine days in the last

quarter of 2021 (Khmer Times, 2021). The

kingdom may follow a Thai model that

permit tourists to visit chains of

destinations where the bulk of the local

populace have been fully inoculated.

This approach is to optimize economic

benefits and health measures to contain

potential outbreaks. In early August

2021, MOT started to register fully-

vaccinated workers in the tourism

industry in order to prepare for wider

opening to foreign visitors (MOT, 2021). 

 



5. Tourism Sector’s
Response & Coping
Strategies 
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Enterprises have responded to the

impacts of the pandemic in a number

of ways. First, they laid off staff to

reduce costs. According to the CPS

survey, on average, the MSMEs under

study employed about 10 employees

per business; and about 52% of the

employees were female (ARC et al.,

2021). Around 23% of these employees

(including those who had asked to

leave) were laid-off in April 2021. Non-

registered businesses reduced slightly

fewer employees than registered

businesses. The proportion of laid-off

staff was almost equal for male (52%)

and female (48%) employees. In July

2020, 40% of registered businesses

reported layoffs. The figure decreased to

16% in November 2020 but increased to

33% in April 2021. Some businesses

preferred suspending their employees

to firing them. For example, registered

businesses (such as resorts, hotels,

guesthouses, and souvenir shops)

decreased employees’ work hours.

Some of these employers reported that

many female suspended employees

went to work in a garment factory to

earn an income to survive the

pandemic. Employers stated that they

would rehire laid-off employees to

mitigate costs of training new ones. 

Another response to reduce

expenditures was negotiating with

landlords to lower or delay paying rent.

About half of the businesses surveyed 

owned their premises and the other half

rented them. A high percentage of rent-

paying businesses reported applying

this response. Over 80% of businesses

had cash flow problems, particularly for

smaller and non-registered businesses

(such as Tuk-Tuk drivers and street

vendors). A large percentage of

registered businesses (such as

restaurants, guesthouses, and hotels)

also reported cash flow problems. To

cope with the problems, about 40% of

businesses took out a loan, mainly from

a micro-finance institution (MFI), a bank,

family/friends, or informal lenders. 

conducted in August 2020 found that

Some registered MSMEs also used

government support, particularly tax

and fee exemptions for businesses and

technical training for employees, to

lessen their burden. Nonetheless, not

many businesses were aware of and

received government support, especially

technical training for employees, cash

support for laid-off employees, and

restructuring businesses’ bank/MFI debt.

The most-used government

interventions were tax and fee

exemptions and renegotiation of rental

agreements. The primary reasons for not

using the assistance included limited

information about the programs; lack of

understanding about the eligibility and

how to access the aid; and the

perception that the application

procedures were cumbersome. 
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Few businesses changed their operating

strategy to adapt to the ‘new normal’

situation. In July 2020, only 12% of

MSMEs reported that they had changed

their business model and strategy. This

percentage increased to 23% in

November 2020 but dropped to 8% in

April 2021. Those who adapted were

registered businesses (particularly

resorts, restaurants, and hotels); while

most small vendors, food vendors, and

souvenir shops made no change. The

most common adaptation strategies

were online sales and food delivery

using registered delivery apps. Online

food sales and delivery services had

become prevalent by November 2020,

particularly in Phnom Penh. The

majority of businesses found these new

services useful and would find ways for

better collaborate. 

Finally, enterprises perceived that

relaxed restrictions would increase

domestic travellers/tourists, which

would enable their business to recover.

This perception was explicitly

articulated by small vendors, tuk-tuk

drivers, guesthouses, and resorts. Yet,

this prospect was more challenging for

hotels, restaurants, travel agents, and

souvenir shops that relied more heavily

on international visitors. 

COVID-19 has presented an opportunity

for the tourism sector and related

industries to accelerate their digitalized

operations and services, a key element

for future resilience. Cambodia is well-

equipped with legal instruments to

protect and promote e-commerce,

which is particularly stipulated in E-

commerce Law 2019 and Consumer

Protection Law 2019. During the 

pandemic, the digital marketplace,

including digital payment and online

trade via social media platforms, was

rapidly rising (Phnom Penh Post, 2020;

B2B Business, 2021). Food and stuff

delivery was an exemplar of success

that was induced by the flourishing

delivery apps devised by local investors.

It was estimated that during the

strictest lockdowns in April-May 2021,

delivery sales were about 60% of the

total sales in the food and consumer

goods industries, which was a huge leap

from around 20% in normal times.

Further, digital transactions among

local banks and between local and

foreign banks, as well as mobile phone-

based transactions, have been

expanding in terms of trade and

coverage. Thus, tourism-related agents

need to embrace more digital

technologies in their operations and

services, especially by strengthening

their digital marketing and social media

presence to attract clients in the ‘new

normal’ era. Notwithstanding,

digitalization may not work for all

businesses, particularly those in the

informal sector (Khmer Times, 2021).

The private sector has made their own

efforts to navigate this pandemic.

During the pandemic, the Cambodia

Tourism Federation (CTF) has provided

its members with information on

government measures and support via

its monthly online meetings attended

by members and representatives from

various ministries (Carruthers, 2021). CTF

also has a Telegram group to keep

members informed of new

developments and government support

and to offer them an avenue to raise

issues and concerns. According to the 
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CTF president, the pandemic has given

an opportunity to the tourism actors to

rethink and revamp the industry as a

mono, yet diversified destination. This

means the private sector is working

with the government to re-brand and

market Cambodia as a single

destination as opposed to being a

target in a multi-destination itinerary of

international visitors pre-pandemic.

Further, the re-branding strategy will

fortify the diversification of products to

include more eco-tourism and cultural

tourism sites as the main attractions.

Another remarkable intervention by the

government has been the greening of

areas surrounding the Angkor Wat

complex, which is the most attractive

site for both domestic and international 

tourists, and the repairing of 38 roads in

Siem Reap town (Chhin, 2021). Also in

Siem Reap province, the German

development agency GIZ has launched

a series of community-driven tourist

products, including agricultural tourism,

as part of its “Siem Reap Beyond the

Temples” campaign. Infrastructure

improvements in rural tourist sites are

another government strategy to attract

local visitors to diverse destinations. For

example, road upgrades are underway 

 to make remote forest-hugged hills in

Mondulkiri province more accessible.

These interventions are meant to

provide new environments to visitors

and lure them to stay longer in the

wake of the pandemic. 



6. Case Study: Siem Reap
Province
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Siem Reap province has been extremely

affected by the pandemic due to its

heavy reliance on international tourists.

Their tourism sector is facing potential

long-term challenges of reskilling

workers upon their return when the

sector is recovering. When Cambodia

closed its doors to foreign visitors to

curb the spread of COVID-19 in April

2020, many businesses, particularly

hotels, started to reduce staff or close

business and lay off staff. The pandemic

has exacerbated tourism businesses

since international arrivals to the

province had already declined pre-

pandemic. In 2019, Siem Reap received

only 2.2 million international tourists to

visit the Angkor Wat temples. 

Before the second outbreak in February

2021, the town could attract some

domestic tourists to keep the sector

afloat to some extent. Many locals and

expats, especially from Phnom Penh,

came to visit Siem Reap on weekends

and public holidays. Yet, the lockdowns,

curfews, and alcohol bans imposed

thereafter have stifled domestic travel

and stalled tourism businesses in the

province. Only 10% of 2019’s hotel

rooms were available by July 2021, with

rates falling to the lowest. Business

bankruptcies have reduced product

diversity and degraded human capital

in the workforce since jobs have

become fewer. Further, the 38 Roads

Upgrading project being carried out in

the town and expected to finish by the

end of 2021 has disrupted businesses by 

 

making access to premises difficult. 

Many suspended or laid-off hospitality

staff have returned to families in the

province or other provinces to do

farming. Some tour guides have started

to work in the food delivery business

and some hotel operations staff have

moved to the construction sector. To

survive, some businesses have reduced

working hours or relocated to the

capital city. Many hospitality businesses

that have not closed have relocated to

Phnom Penh. For instance, the boutique

hotel Wat Damnak closed its Siem Reap

operations in April 2021 and relocated

to Phnom Penh after reducing

operations from five- to two-days a

week did not work to support its

business.

Notwithstanding these difficulties and

the forthcoming challenges, the tourism

sector in Siem Reap stands a good

chance to bounce back better. The road

upgrading, the greening of the Angkor

Wat complex, the high inoculation

rates, the increasing local travel, and the

quarantine-free welcoming of fully-

vaccinated foreign visitors at the end of

2021 render positive prospects for

businesses in the province. 

The pandemic has also offered an

opportunity to the players to rethink

their business models, not only for

short-term recovery but also for long-

term resilience to other shocks.

Particularly, businesses and the 
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government need to tackle not only

post-pandemic challenges but also pre-

pandemic bottlenecks. Prior to COVID-

19, Siem Reap suffered from an

oversaturation in accommodation,

a 15% visitor downturn, and strong

seasonality. During the peak season,

hotels and guesthouses were fully-

booked while during the remainder of

the year businesses struggled. 



7. Case Study: Preah
Sihanouk Province

 COVID-19 AND THE TOURISM SECTOR /  CAMBODIA

 PAGE 15

Sihanoukville is the third prioritized

province for post-pandemic tourism

recovery after Phnom Penh and Siem

Reap province. It has white-sand

beaches, lush islands, and luxury hotels

and casinos, among other attractions. In

2020, Sihanoukville was ranked third in

terms of tourism infrastructure, which

included 73 hotels (with over 5,000

staff), 91 guesthouses (with over 1,000

staff), and 130 restaurants (with about

1,500 staff) (MOT, 2021d). Prior to the

pandemic, the province’s infrastructure

and economy have been massively

developed by Chinese investors and the

Chinese government through its Belt

and Road Initiative (BRI) project (Luo

and Un, 2020; Chheang, 2021). It was

estimated in 2020 that about 80,000

Chinese lived in Sihanoukville, roughly

on par with the Cambodian populace.

Chinese tourists were omnipresent,

flooding beaches, casinos, and

restaurants. It was reported that

Chinese tour groups enriched only

Chinese businesses, leaving local ones

to minimally benefit from the tourism

boom. Very few Western and local

tourists came to visit Sihanoukville due

to the presence of Chinese investors

and tourists, the notoriety of crimes,

and the loss of Khmerness in the city

(The Diplomat, 2019).

Sihanoukville has been one of the virus

hotspots after Phnom Penh and Kandal

province. Like Phnom Penh,

Sihanoukville has encountered

numerous lockdowns, curfews, and 

 

travel restrictions due to periodic rises

of infections (Khmer Times, 2021;

Phnom Penh Post, 2021; Inside Asian

Gaming, 2021a). Local markets and

tourism facilities (such as hotels,

guesthouses, casinos, restaurants, tour

operators, and resorts) have been closed

and opened several times since the first

outbreak in March 2020. Although there

has been no official record of social and

economic impacts on the tourism

industry in the province as a result of

COVID-19, the pandemic came as a

compounding crisis after a ban of online

gambling by the government in late

2019 (Reuters, 2020). The ban of online

gambling, due to the resultant

widespread crimes caused by Chinese

gangs, saw a massive outflux of Chinese

investors and tourists out of Cambodia.

This outflux caught locals off-guard

since they got stuck with ongoing

investments (especially building rentals

and housing construction) and lost out

in business. The arrival of COVID-19

exacerbated the struggling rental and

construction sectors as well as the

tourism industry, with empty,

unfinished buildings and an absence of

both local and Chinese visitors.

Although small pockets of local tourists

came to visit the province when travel

restrictions eased (particularly during

holiday periods), local vendors kept

complaining that this was far from

sufficient to restore their business and

livelihoods (Khmer Times, 2021). Fear of

infection, strict health measures, and
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declined income of visitors were cited

as the main reasons for the struggling

tourism in the province.

Notwithstanding, food businesses that

could go online and provide delivery

services were able to survive during

lockdowns, curfews and travel

restrictions. A Khmer woman who runs

a small restaurant with her Chinese

partner mentioned that even during

lockdowns, her business was still

operational by delivering food and

drinks, particularly via the popular

Chinese delivery app E-gate (personal

communication, 11 October 2021).

However, businesses in red zones could

not open during lockdowns. Her clients

chiefly included Cambodian and

Chinese workers of hotels and casinos,

particularly those in the China Town.

According to her, many casinos kept

operating physically when restrictions

were lifted and went online during

restrictions and even during lockdowns.

Many casino operators did not lay off

employees and kept many staff with full

salary. Yet, staff needed to stay at the

casinos and be ready to work online

once required. Many casinos operated

illegally during lockdowns, especially

those in red and yellow zones (Inside

Asian Gaming, 2021b; Reuters, 2021).

Since many restrictions have been lifted

and all red zones in the province have

ended since July 2021, she said more

local and Chinese tourists have come to

visit Sihanoukville and her business has

rapidly improved both online and

offline. She has observed increased

business activity of both local vendors

and Chinese shops. During the author’s

visit during the 3-day Pchum Ben

festival in early October 2021, local 

visitors from other cities and provinces

swarmed beaches and restaurants.

An official recovery plan for tourism in

Sihanoukville is not available. Yet, based

on media reports, the province is joining

other tourist destinations to advertise

itself as a safe attraction by following

strict health measures, encouraging

tourism operators to apply for a safety

certification from MOT, and showing the

high vaccination rates, particularly

among tourism workers (Khmer Times,

2021). In addition, the province has

been showcasing its newly-furnished

infrastructure, especially flashy roads in

the town and along lengthy beaches

and mountains that have been repaired

and built by the government during the

pandemic. Moreover, it is expected that

other infrastructure projects, such as

the soon-to-be-finished Phnom Penh-

Sihanoukville Expressway and the

refurbished Sihanoukville Special

Economic Zone erected under the remit

of BRI, will entice more visitors and

investors to the province post-

pandemic (Xinhua, 2021b). Yet, it is

uncertain if the recovery plan, if any, will

bring more equitable benefits to local

vendors and enterprises.



Case Story: Lili’s Small Restaurant in Sihanoukville 

Lili started her small Chinese restaurant in April 2020 when COVID-19 had

already been present in Cambodia but not yet in Sihanoukville. At that time,

she served mainly online clients who placed orders via delivery apps of various

companies and social media platforms (such as WeChat, Facebook and

Telegram), while also serving in-shop clients. At the start, she ran the

restaurant with her Chinese partner, including doing the delivery when orders

were made via social media platforms. After a month, she hired two male

Khmer staff (one in day-shift and the other in night-shift) when her business

had expanded its clientele. One staff member quit after working for a month,

while the other one is still working with her until now. She recruited another

staff in the third month and another one in the following month. Before the

20 February 2021 outbreak, she had five Khmer staff (four men for delivery and

one woman for working at the restaurant). Her main clients were Chinese

hotel and casino workers and guests and Vietnamese Karaoke hostesses. 

When the first full lockdown hit Sihanoukville in April 2021, Lili stopped in-

shop services and catered to only delivery services. She did not lay off staff

or reduce their working hours and salaries. Instead, she discouraged them

from returning to their home in the city by renting rooms next to the

restaurant for them to stay and helping pay their utility (electricity and

water) fees and room rents. However, two staff went back home due to

parental and spousal reasons. The lockdown lasted for a month, followed

by another month of 8pm-3am curfews. Before the lockdown, her peak

business hours were 7am-noon when people ordered breakfast and lunch

and 10pm-2am when they ordered supper. Yet, during the lockdown, her

business drastically declined since she could deliver only a few orders (via

social media tools) per day to nearby hotels from 7am to 9pm. Delivery

out of her zone was prohibited. Lili estimated that her revenue dropped

by 80% during this period and used her savings to keep the business

afloat. In the first month of the lockdown, she lost about US$ 4,000. In the

following months of less restrictions, she lost about US$ 1,000 per month.

She did not seek any government aid and did not receive any subsidy

from the government. Yet, she got a half reduction in the rents of the

restaurant and staff’s rooms from the landlords.

To attract more customers, she added extra food to the orders and told

them about the change in permitted delivery times so that they would

not miss delivery. Another way was promoting her business to nearby

hotels and casinos by providing free delivery even for 3$-5$ orders. During

normal times, a less-than-10$ order would incur a delivery fee. During the
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restrictions and curfews in June and July 2021, Lili kept offering discounts and

extra food to big orders. Another strategy was enhancing her business into

online casinos, which were still operational in China Town, through her

networks. She also invested in advertising her restaurant on delivery apps and

in boosting her business Facebook page during the period of less restrictions.

However, the business was still struggling. From August 2021, when

restrictions started to ease, the business commenced to improve, and she

could revive the revenue up to about 60%. By October, she estimated the

revenue from her business reached about 80% compared to before the

February 2021 outbreak. During the lockdown and restrictions, her main

clientele remained the same, i.e. Chinese and Vietnamese customers,

especially online casino workers. But, since September 2021, she has gained

more Khmer customers, many of whom have been local visitors. During the

Pchum Ben holiday on 5-7 October, her business attracted more clients and

its revenue substantially increased. She added more options to the menu and

the restaurant still remains online only. 

Her remaining staff stood by for 12 hours per day (for two shifts) during the

lockdown and restrictions. Yet, they were free most of the time. When the

business started to improve in August 2021, Lili called back one of her staff

who had returned home and recruited two more staff. She hired one more

staff in October. After all staff had been vaccinated, she let them stay at their

home outside working hours for those who wanted to. She required all staff to

be inoculated and practiced strict health measures such as mask wearing and

deep cleaning. She said if anyone got infected, she would lose customers due

to a quarantine and subsequent fear by clients after the reopening of the

business. 

In the next one-two years, Lili saw a better prospect for her business as she

believed in her unique, good-quality food and reasonable prices offered by

her restaurant despite the still many restaurants in the city. If another

lockdown came, she would not worry so much since she has had experience

and savings in dealing with it. Yet, she did not believe there would be another

lockdown due to the high vaccination rates, the decline in cases, and the

strict practices of health measures by businesses in the town. She noted more

Chinese customers coming to restaurants and casinos recruiting more staff

and believed her business would soon return to pre-pandemic levels. Her

future plan is to co-invest in opening a branch in China Town and other

branches in the city. Lili’s only wish for government support is continuous tax

reductions for small businesses like hers, particularly during the recovery

period.
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Source: Personal communication via Zoom, 11 October 2021 



Figure 1. Small businesses in some

areas of Sihanoukville suffering from

both COVID-19 and road

construction.
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Figure 2. Many restaurants ceasing

in-shop service and going online

only.

Figure 3. A restaurant selling fruits to

diversify income.

Figure 4. A quiet road in Sihanoukville

during noon time.



8. Long-Term Rehabilitation
Plans and Road to Recovery

8.1 Recovery Plans as Proposed by

National Government Agencies
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In January 2020, MOT launched the

“Roadmap for Recovery of Cambodia

Tourism, During and Post COVID-19

Period (2021–2025)” (MOT, 2021a) as a

blueprint for recovery in the sector in

line with the National Tourism

Development Strategic Plan (2021-2035)

(MOT, 2021b). The focus is on strategies

for restoring the number of tourists

back to the pre-pandemic level, which

is 11 million for domestic tourists by

2023 and 7 million for international

tourists by 2025. Yet, these targets seem

unreachable given the 2021 outbreak

and the still high number of infections

in the second half of 2021. The increase

in vaccinations (as of early October 2021,

84% of the population had been

vaccinated at least one dose, 70% two

doses, and 6% three doses) (MOH, 2021)

and the hosting of the Southeast Asia

Games in 2023 could lift the number of

visitors, but not up to the set targets.

The Roadmap delineates a three-phase

policy response, with specific strategies

and activities in each phase (see Table

1). However, to materialize it, the

feasibility, implementation

coordination, and budget required for

each strategy need to be studied.

Since March 2020, the government has

been implementing Phase 1 of the

Roadmap, which has included the

provision of eight rounds of economic 

support for businesses and workers in

the tourism sector (RGC, 2021). These

measures have covered: (1) exemption

from taxes, license fees, auditing, and

social security contributions for

registered tourism businesses; (2)

facilitation of rent negotiations between

registered tourism businesses and their

landlords; (3) provision of cash support

for tourism workers who have lost their

jobs; and (4) provision of reskilling and

upskilling training for tourism workers

who have lost their jobs. However, cash

support for suspended workers has

been minimal, ranging from US$ 15 to

US$ 40 conditional on the number of

suspended days.

The other key activities of the Roadmap

carried out since February 2020 have

included: (i) promotion of COVID-19

prevention measures for use in tourism

establishments; (ii) online training for

tourism-related businesses and workers;

(iii) promotion of domestic tourism; (iv)

infrastructure development in key

tourism areas; (v) promotion of clean,

green, and safe tourism; (vi) a feasibility

study on new tourism arrangements

such as one-way and closed-loop

chartered planes, travel bubbles, and a

safe travel pass; (vii) implementation of

a specific tourist visa; and (viii)

identification of new domestic tourism

destinations (MOT, 2021a).
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Key StrategiesPhase 

Phase 1 

(2020–2021)

Objective: Crisis Management in the “New Normal”, Tourism

Resilience, and Restart 

Strategy 1: Providing economic support for businesses and

workers

Strategy 2: Promoting internal tourism and preparing for

international tourists 

Strategy 3: Redesigning the governance setup in the tourism sector

 

 

Table 1: Key phases and strategies for tourism sector recovery in Cambodia (2021–

2025)

 

Objective: Post COVID-19 Crisis Rehabilitation and Recovery

Strategy 1: Recovery of businesses and workers in the tourism

sector

Strategy 2: Recovery of the regional tourism market & further

development of domestic tourism

Strategy 3: Implementing new governance in the tourism sector

 

 

Phase 2 

(2022–2023)

 

Objective: Preparation for the New Future of Cambodia’s Tourism

Sector

Strategy 1: Promoting economic growth and decent work in the

tourism sector

Strategy 2: Strengthening internal tourism and expanding

international tourism markets 

Strategy 3: Strengthening tourism sector governance for the future

 

 

Phase 3 

(2024–2025)

Source: MOT (2021a) 
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8.2 Recovery Plans as Proposed by

Donor Agencies

Donor agencies have provided both

technical and financial aid to revive the

tourism sector post-pandemic.

Examples have included advisory

support for the development of the

tourism recovery plan and funding

support for empirical research for policy

formulation. To exemplify, the

Australian Department of Foreign Affairs

and Trade, through The Asia

Foundation, have funded local research

institutes to conduct studies on COVID-

19 impacts on small enterprises and

workers working in the tourism industry

(ARC et al., 2021). In July 2020, the

French Agency for Development

provided a grant of 1.5 million Euro

(about US$ 1.7 million) to implement

the roadmap for the rehabilitation of

tourism in Cambodia during and after

COVID-19 under “the Tourism Capacity

Building Project 2020- 2023” (Khmer

Times, 2020). The grant is used to fund

24 development schemes that aim to

enhance the governance of the tourism

sector, build the technical and

institutional

capacity of the private sector,

strengthen public-private partnerships,

and support the marketing and

promotion of eco-tourism. In July 2021,

the Asian Development Bank proposed

“Cambodia: Community-Based Tourism

COVID-19 Recovery Project,” which aims

to revive and promote cultural and

community-based tourism in rural

communities as a recovery pathway

(ADB, 2021). Specifically, the project is

intended to (i) strengthen local capacity

for community-based tourism

development and promotion; (ii)

support new and existing tourism and

livelihood activities; and (iii) enhance

community-based public facilities and

services. The details of this project are

being developed in consultation with

the Ministry of Tourism and other

concerned entities. In short,

development partners have stressed

community-based cultural and eco-

tourism and small enterprises as key

elements for a sustainable and inclusive

recovery. 



9. Conclusion and Policy
Recommendations
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The COVID-19 pandemic has affected

tourism-related businesses both in the

formal and informal sectors. Although

big and registered enterprises felt the

initial impacts, since the second

outbreak in February 2021 small and

non-registered enterprises have been

equally affected. Businesses operating

in the areas that rely on foreign visitors

have been primarily impacted,

particularly those in Siem Reap

province. The travel ban, curfews, and

lockdowns imposed to contain the virus

have been the key causes of the

impacts. Since April 2021, restrictions

have been relaxed and domestic travel

has increased, providing a better

prospect for local tourism (Mao, 2021).

However, the current still-high number

of cases and the uncertain efficacy of

vaccinations may cause another wave of

outbreak and deteriorate the sector. 

A critical effect of the pandemic has

been staff layoffs, particularly among

registered businesses. Women have

been more affected by layoffs than men.

Since women play important roles in

small enterprise operation and

management, this impact is adverse for

them, especially after February 2021.

Some laid-off female employees could

find different jobs in other provinces,

including garment work in Phnom

Penh. Yet, the pandemic also started to

affect the garment industry after

February 2021 and new jobs in this

sector became few. 

 

The government’s financial and

technical support to alleviate the

adverse impacts of the pandemic has

been positive, however, the coverage

has been limited and targeted only

registered businesses. Only a small

number of registered enterprises have

received such assistance. Further, the

effectiveness of the support has never

been assessed. Also, the efficacy of the

financial support and skill training for

laid-off employees has been limited.

These subsidies have not benefited

those working in the informal sector.

The reskilling and upskilling programs

have not attracted many laid-off

workers because after the job loss they

attended to their immediate needs and

did not prioritize skill development for

the future. 

Given these findings, a number of policy

implications can be made. First, a re-

assessment of small businesses’

performance in the sector should be

made, notably concerning the

government support for them. This re-

assessment is crucial in order to revamp

the recovery roadmap to make it

realistic post-pandemic. Second, the

subsidies for affected enterprises, most

notably tax and fee deferrals, and the

support for laid-off workers should be

continued. Yet, the targeting and

efficiency of the aid schemes should be

refined following the re-assessment and

should include informal businesses and

workers. Apart from subsidies, the 
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government should provide guidelines

and technical support to small

businesses to adapt to the ‘new normal’,

diversify products, and find new

markets, particularly to go digital where

feasible. 

While assistance should be provided to

non-formal businesses and workers,

appropriate incentives should be given

to encourage them to register. The

registration procedures should be easy;  

the obligations after the registration

should be clear and minimal; and the

benefits of being registered should be

attractive. Finally, reskilling and

upskilling programs should be revised,

notably for women, to reflect the

changing market in the ongoing and

post-pandemic context. Skill sets and

training approaches should align with

the revised roadmap and strategic plan

of the tourism sector, particularly the

medium and long-term goals.



10. Outlook
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Since late September 2021, all

lockdowns and red zones in the

provinces have ended and travel

restrictions have been lifted. This has

dramatically accelerated domestic

travel. During the three-day Pchum Ben

festival on 5-7 October 2021, over

664,000 people (including about

660,000 locals and 4,700 foreigners

living in Cambodia) traveled to various

tourist attractions (Xinhua, 2021). The

most popular destinations were the

coastal provinces of Kampot, Kep and

Sihanoukville, and the cultural province

of Siem Reap. The Prime Minister said if

cases and deaths do not rise in two

weeks after the holiday, it is time to

reopen the economy and society on all

fronts and live in a new normal.

Cambodia has stopped rapid testing

since late September 2021 when cases

reached almost 1,000 and has since

reported cases only from PCR tests that

average 200 daily (The Diplomat, 2021). 

Yet, death rates are still high, averaging

20 per day. Thus, whether the

prospective wide opening and the

expected welcoming of vaccinated

tourists late this year will boost the

economy, particularly tourism, at the

expense of public health remains to be

seen.

A critical effect of the pandemic has

been staff layoffs, particularly among

registered businesses. Women have

been more affected by layoffs than men.

Since women play important roles in

small enterprise operation and

management, this impact is adverse for

them, especially after February 2021.

Some laid-off female employees could

find different jobs in other provinces,

including garment work in Phnom

Penh. Yet, the pandemic also started to

affect the garment industry after

February 2021 and new jobs in this

sector became few. 
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