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Cord recognises that relationships are like seeds.
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to violence such as poverty, denial of rights or
cultural division. We turn those seeds and roots of
peace into a blossoming garden in three key ways.

We provide people with new skills and confidence.
We open the doors to make connections possible
between key groups that were previously distanced
from one another. We ensure that everyone
understands their rights, responsibilities and
resulting power. Like a well-cared for garden, peace
can grow and stand fast, weathering whatever
comes next. This makes it possible for communities
to have futures where its members live free from the
threat of violence, being wrongly arrested or being
mistreated.
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Executive
Summary

This paper is a case study of Cord’s conflict sensitivity programming in relation to
natural resource management in Cambodia. The aim of the paper is to contribute
towards communities of practice in the aid sector generally, but also sub-thematic
areas, such as advocacy, conflict and natural resource management. The analysis
begins with a focus on Cambodia’s historical and contemporary dynamics to ensure
appropriate contextualisation, before looking at the specifics of Cord’s programming.
The subsequent sections look not just at Cord’s work on conflict sensitivity, but also
various tensions that emerge between conflict sensitivity and advocacy in relation to
natural resource issues.

The paper illuminates a diversity of issues that require further discussion and analysis
amongst actors working on natural resources issues in Cambodia and elsewhere.
Cord’s work has achieved significant success in improving communities’ access to
and control over natural resources, particularly the peaceful resolution of conflicts.
Communities and partner NGOs speak positively about Cord’s work and there is
extensive evidence of effective application. This occurs at both the community and
household level, where the latter is part of the positive outcomes for women'’s
empowerment.

Despite positive impacts and substantiated examples of peaceful conflict resolution,
the drivers of conflict over natural resources remain acute in Cambodia. This raises
questions about the role of conflict sensitivity in relation to broader dynamics.

The six main findings are as follows:

@ Positive perceptions, but mixed retention of conflict sensitivity initiatives.
@ Peaceful and equitable resolution of conflicts.

@ Significant advance in gender equity.

@ Systemic drivers of conflict persist.

@ Tension between confiict sensitivity and advocacy.

@ Culture of aid dependency and legitimate needs.
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Historically, some of the most significant systemic improvements in natural resource
management, such as the moratorium on Economic Land Concessions (ELCs)
resulted from persistent and often confrontational advocacy efforts, such as the
Boueng Kak and Areng Valley protest movements. Although civic space for such
advocacy has dramatically shrunk in recent years, pursuing systemic reforms
remains critical.

Cord’s work on conflict sensitivity recognises such dynamics and should be
understood as part of broader programming that includes policy and governance
reform objectives. However, the common (mis) interpretation of conflict sensitivity
as promoting conflict avoidance is an issue that must be addressed within the
sector. Many interviewees viewed conflict sensitivity as preferencing ‘soft” over ‘hard’
advocacy, even though such a clear binary does not exist.

Conflict sensitivity is not about avoiding confrontation, but about taking
informed, intentional actions that seek to minimise harm, but also maximise
positive impacts.

This paper explores many of these themes, grounded upon an extensive literature
review and field visits that included 16 interviews with Cord conflict sensitivity
facilitators, NGO partners and communities. As communities across Cambodia and
globally continue to face challenges related to natural resource management,
including significant violence, it is hoped that this paper can contribute towards
further consideration of how best to serve affected communities.
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Acronyms

CNRP LMAP
Cambodian National Rescue Party Land Management and
Administration Project

DNH
Do No Harm NGO

Non-Government Organisation
ELC
Economic Land Concession NVC

Non-Violent Communication
HRD
Human Rights Defender PLCN

Prey Lang Community Network
LANGO
Law on Associations and NGOs SPIRIT

Strengthening and Protecting
Indigenous Rights to Traditional Land

UN

United Nations




The Contemporary
Cambodian
Context

To understand and analyse Cord’s work on conflict sensitivity, it must first be
embedded within Cambodia’s contemporary context, which is heavily shaped by a
diversity of intersecting factors. Since the arrival of the United Nations’ (UN)
peacekeeping force in 1991 and UN-backed elections in 1993, Cambodia has
undergone immense political, social and economic transformations that have also
triggered significant conflict and tension across the country.

This section provides a brief overview of some of these dynamics and their
relevance to conflict sensitivity in the current Cambodian context.

) Political Contestation

Despite the international community’s efforts to promote democracy in
Cambodia over the past three decades, the country is now essentially a
one-party state with ever-decreasing civil and political liberties.

The 2013 national elections were arguably the pinnacle of competitive
electoral politics in contemporary Cambodia, where a tightly contested
election and claims of irregularities led to mass protests. Dispossession and
marginalisation related to land were major driving forces of frustration across
the country and the desire for change. An estimated 700,000 people were
affected by land disputes in 2013.2 Ultimately, a ‘power sharing’ arrangement
was reached. This arrangement diffused tension and precipitated a dramatic
closing of political and civic space. This included the subsequent 2017
dissolution and banning of the main opposition party, the Cambodian
National Rescue Party (CNRP), outlawing of prominent civil society activist
organisations, such as Mother Nature, and banning of critical news outlets,
like The Cambodia Daily.

Whereas Cambodia had previously maintained an appearance of democracy
and basic rights, by the late 2010s, it was an outwardly authoritarian state.
Civil society actors continue to face intimidation, including violence,
detention and oppressive constraints on their activities.

1 ADHOC 2014. https://www.adhoccambodia.org/report-land-situation-in-cambodia-in-2013-2
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) Economic Tensions

Following Vietnam's socialist tutelage throughout the 1980s, Cambodia
rapidly shifted to a market-based economy during the 1990s, even including
a commitment to free markets in its constitution.

The ensuing economic model has been labelled ‘violent neoliberalism,’ 23s
relative peace and stability enabled the rapid expansion of extractive
industries across the country. The vast scale of extraction led to burgeoning
inequalities, as elites profiteered, while displaced and dispossessed
communities faced increasing hardship. Although the country has made
significant progress in reducing poverty over the past three decades,
inequality is pronounced.

The proliferation of Economic Land Concessions (ELCs) and rampant
logging of forests have become a flashpoint for conflict between
communities, companies and authorities. Burgeoning civil society
pressure contributed to a government moratorium on ELCs in 2012, but
land grabs, deforestation and related disputes continue to be prevalent
across the country.

3) social Dynamics

The impact of genocide and decades of civil war are far reaching in
Cambodia. Post traumatic stress disorder is widespread across the
country, alongside other issues, such as fear of conflict and avoidance of
confrontation.

In the face of rampant land dispossession and rapidly disappearing forests
and natural resources, these social factors have heavily influenced the
responses of affected people. Despite these historical influences,
grassroots mobilisation against dispossession and extraction gradually
emerged, peaking in the early 2010s. The Prey Lang Community Network
(PLCN), Bouenk Kak and Borei Keila protests and the Areng Valley
anti-dam campaign are just some of the examples of burgeoning solidarity,
albeit issue-based, movements across the country.

Whereas the government actively sought dissent to be channelled through
NGOs, this emerging grassroots activism adopted confrontational tactics,
as they sought to challenge the state’s rapacious development model.

2 Springer, Simon, 2015. Violent Neoliberalism: Development, Discourse and Dispossession in Cambodia.
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Following the 2013 contested election, government crackdowns have
rendered such activism near non-existent, with the high profile arrests of five
staff from the human rights organisation ADHOC and outlawing of Mother
Nature, two of the most prominent examples of increasing control. The
potential for grassroots mobilisation remains highly limited, as evidenced by
prominent environmental activist, Ouch Leng, being arrested and detained in
early 2021 for simply putting up a banner with an environmental message in
Prey Lang National Park.

)) International Aid and Civil Society

Since the arrival of UNTAC, billions of dollars of international aid have flowed
into Cambodia, much of which has focused on strengthening civil society.

The results are subject to extensive debate. A prominent strand of analysis
argues that civil society has become NGOised, concentrated in service
delivery and avoidant of advocacy. 3Itis argued that the prevalence of NGOs
gives an illusion of civil society. “The immense humanitarian and
reconstruction needs in Cambodia following decades of civil war certainly
contributed towards this trajectory. However, the lasting impact of social
dislocation and initial lack of endogenous civil society actors have also been
significant factors in shaping civil society, not just international aid.

The government has actively cultivated NGOs as the main form of civil
society, as they are seen as easier to control, as reflected in the 2016
introduction of the Law on Associations and NGOs (LANGO). LANGO
forces civil society actors to register and thus fall within greater control of
the government or be deemed illegal.

3 Henke, Roger, 2011. “NGOs, People’s Movements and Natural Resources in Cambodia” in Hughes, Caroline and Un,
Kheang (eds) Cambodia’s Economic Transformation.

4 Qu, Sivhuoch and Kim, Sedara, 2014. ‘'NGOs and the lllusion of Civil Society in Cambodia’ in Waibel, Gabi, Ehlert, Judith,
and Feur, Hart (eds) Southeast Asia and the Civil Society Gaze: Scoping a Contested Concept in Cambodia and Vietnam.
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The fruits of civil society development beyond NGOs are seemingly more
evident in the period surrounding the 2013 election. Boueng Kak and Borei
Keila residents persisted with protests, despite violent responses from
authorities, and PLCN engaged in creative, grassroots advocacy and
mobilisation. Mother Nature and communities’ confrontational protests
against the proposed Areng Valley dam also triggered major confrontation
with the state, which did result in suspension of the proposed dam.

Civil society activism swelled during this period, representing a dynamism
beyond dominant characterisations of civil society as service-oriented NGOs.
However, the violent and intimidatory response from authorities illustrated the
limits on these burgeoning forms of activism.

Nonetheless, these varying critiques of international aid and civil society are
important for contextualising Cord’s efforts to support conflict
sensitivity in Cambodia, as part of broader civil society and state relations.

)) Present Day:
Natural Resources, Conflict and Violence

As of 2022, natural resources remain the epicentre of conflict and violence in
Cambodia, particularly land disputes and people’s loss of access to natural
resources, such as forests and rivers.

The assassinations of high-profile actors, such as Chut Vutthy (2012) and Kem
Ly (2016), are commonly viewed as warnings to activists. Communities face
acute risks of violence, particularly when in remote areas. In 2018 alone, three
forest patrollers and six indigenous community members were killed.
Cambodia has been labelled by the UN Special Rapporteur for Human Rights
as one of the most dangerous countries in the world for environmental and
human rights activists.

Although the moratorium on ELCs remains, confiict over land remains
widespread, while illegal logging persists across the country. Visible,
large-scale protests are largely silenced due to government controls,
but activists and communities maintain efforts to protect their land and
access to natural resources. It is this challenging and fragile context that
has motivated Cord’s efforts to work on conflict sensitivity, including do
no harm (DNH) and non-violent communication (NVC).
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Cord’s Work in
Cambodia

Cord is an international charity that has been working in Southeast Asia since 1967
and engaged with Cambodia since the 1975 refugee crisis.

Cord utilises a people and relationship-oriented approach to advancing human

rights, particularly the use of non-violent and collaborative methodologies. This
centres on building long-term partnerships with civil society actors, government
authorities and other organisations.

Focusing on capacity strengthening for partners, Cord aims to contribute towards
lasting change through strengthening organisational, programmatic, strategic and
individual skills.

These efforts are focused on contributing to peaceful communities, social
cohesion, economic resilience, respect for human rights, strengthening
democracy and empowering women. For Cambodia, this means a major focus on
securing and expanding fundamental freedoms, such as those outlined in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and related covenants.
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Compared to many development organisations, Cord has a distinct and primary focus
on peacebuilding and working in fragile countries. Cord’s strategy for Cambaodia
focuses on the following two core programmatic areas, with an underlying approach
centred on expanding human rights and fundamental freedoms:

Natural Resource Management: this work focuses particularly on indigenous
people’s land rights, such as securing communal land titles and peaceful resolution of
land disputes. This involves collaboration with environmental activists and human
rights defenders, plus partnerships with aligned organisations.

Women’s Empowerment: this work addresses the structural marginalisation of
women, such as in politics and decision-making from the micro to macro levels, plus
issues such as gender-based violence. Cord works with both civil society actors and
the Ministry of Women'’s Affairs.

Cord’s work on conflict sensitivity in Cambodia is part of a broader European Union
and Swiss Development and Cooperation-funded programme “Strengthening and
Protecting Indigenous Rights to Traditional Land’ (SPIRIT). The objective of the SPIRIT
programme is to strengthen collaboration and joint action between indigenous
human rights defenders (HRDs), the state and the private sector, specifically in
relation to land rights.

This includes the following outcome areas:

@ Enabling indigenous HRDs to utilise digital technology in a safe, more
effective way to support their work.

@ Enabling indigenous HRDs to be resilient to short-term financial pressures
and plan for more sustainable impact.

@ Enabling indigenous HRDs to successfully defend and secure land rights
through effective application of legal and formal mechanisms.

@ Ensuring that indigenous HRDs are included in policy and legislative decision
making processes.

The focus of this case study is on Cord’s conflict sensitivity work, including DNH and
NVC, which is part of the SPIRIT programme. Although the analytical focus is on
conflict sensitivity, it's important to understand that this is only one part of a broader
programmatic footprint, where the sum is bigger than the individual parts.

For example, conflict sensitivity is synthesised with advocacy and policy efforts, with
primary focuses on women and indigenous people’s rights.
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This case study is not intended as a review or evaluation, even if there are
some similarities in approach and analysis.

The intention of this case study is to examine Cord’s work on conflict sensitivity,
provide analytical insights and ultimately stimulate discussion.

This is to contribute to communities of practice across both the development
and peacebuilding sectors, where there is significant discussion and debates
about the application of confiict sensitivity, alongside how international aid
engages with civil society.
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The Problem:
Conflict Over
Natural Resorces

—e. S, : BN e 00, B

ry.

Following the transition towards relative peace and stability during the 1990s, conflict
over natural resources, centred on insecure land tenure, has been one of the most
controversial issues in Cambodia.

Emerging from genocide and civil war, people lacked land titles, both in urban and
rural areas, creating conditions for significant confiict. Increasing peace and stability
led to an influx of foreign investment and rampant extraction of natural resources,
particularly timber, plus widespread land grabs.

In 2002, the World Bank launched the Land Management and Administration Project
(LMAP) to roll out land titles across the country, with the intention of increasing land
tenure security.

The project was plagued with delays and was concentrated in less sensitive areas,
where land disputes were not as common. Areas rich in natural resources faced the
most intense land disputes and benefitted least from LMAP, such as Mondulkiri and
Ratanikiri.
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Indigenous people and ethnic minorities were at further disadvantage, due to
language and literacy barriers, plus a historical lack of engagement with the state.

The 2001 Land Law was technically progressive, such as allowing communal land
titling, but application of the law has been problematic, exacerbated by the lack of an
independent judiciary. As resource extraction escalated and land prices grew rapidly,
the scale of land conflict continually expanded. It was estimated that 700,000 people
were affected by land disputes across Cambodia in 2012.°

ELCs were the primary driver of disputes. However, other sources of conflict included
widespread illegal deforestation and the expansion of hydropower displacing people
and damaging river systems.

The impacts of rampant natural resource extraction and opposition has been
widespread across Cambodia. Large-scale deforestation has severely degraded
the environment, while denying communities access to non-timber forest
products. Communities, often indigenous, living in remote areas have faced the
most intense hardship, as they are unable to access resin and other sustainable
resources for their livelihoods.

Cambodia’s vast riverine systems are also facing crisis from illegal fishing and
hydropower projects, most notably Lower Sesan Two within Cambodia, but also
upstream dams that wreak havoc on the Mekong and Tonle Sap ecosystems.
Declining fish stocks, Cambodia’s number one source of protein, are undermining
livelihoods, reducing food security and exacerbating conflict.

Opposition to rampant resource extraction has taken a number of forms that have
changed over the years, as civic space has shrunk. At the peak of civil society
activism in the early 2010s, the Boueng Kak and Borei Keila communities epitomised
urban resistance, as they were forcibly displaced to make way for urban development
projects. The communities focused on community mobilisation.
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After failing to achieve success through dialogue, petition writing and other
engagement, they shifted towards protest and more adversarial tactics. Boueng Kak
residents also engaged with the World Bank’s accountability mechanism, which led
to a temporary suspension of World Bank funding to Cambodia.

At the height of protests, both communities faced substantial violence from police
and authorities, and many community members were detained, some on numerous
occasions.

A drawn out process of opposition and violent suppression ultimately led to a
settlement that remained problematic for displaced residents, but represented a
significant improvement from the initial offer.

It also brought greater attention to the need to address land confiicts in Cambodia.
The approaches of both communities were renowned for their passionate protest
that garnered global media attention.

The cases of Boueng Kak and Borei Keila are prescient when analysing conflict
sensitivity, raising questions about the intersections between advocacy,
confrontation, risk appetites and results.

A contrasting, but equally prominent case of resistance is PLCN. Established as a
means to protect the Prey Lang forest, PLCN is grounded in principles of non-violent,
direct action, where they documented illegal logging and conducted forest patrols,
amongst other approaches to forest protection.

They also engaged in national level advocacy, such as a globally recognised protest
in Phnom Penh where they wore Avatar masks to symbolise their role as forest
protectors. Although PLCN did not face the extent of violence directed towards
Boueng Kak and Borei Keila residents, they have also faced extensive suppression
and structural violence. They are still in existence, but struggle to operate freely, as
authorities have heavily constrained their actions, such as requiring permission to
conduct patrols.

Despite PLCN’s continued efforts and the declaration of much of Prey Lang as a
national park, deforestation remains widespread. However, PLCN and others’
advocacy efforts contributed towards the 2012 moratorium on ELCs, which remains a
major achievement.

Violence against environmentalists in rural and remote areas remains commonplace,
even when activists, such as PLCN, adhere to non-violent, direct action approaches.
The assassination of Chut Vutthy in the Koh Kong jungle in 2012 was one of the most
prominent cases.
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More recently, Mother Nature activists are routinely arrested for their activism.
Community members lacking major public profiles face some of the highest risks,
such as the murder of community activists in 2018.

Despite the moratorium on ELCs significantly reducing conflict over land across
Cambodia, disputes and conflict remain prevalent across the country. Interviewees
for this paper indicated that disputes between companies and communities were the
most common cause of conflict. This type of conflict involves companies
encroaching on community land and can quickly escalate into broader confrontation.

lllegal logging is also a common problem, particularly the destruction of resin trees
that communities sustainably tap for income generation. Logging of spirit and
ancestral forests also causes significant conflict. Disputes and conflict can also arise
between communities when they encroach on each other’s land or access to natural
resources, such as protected areas or community forests.

Finally, although not directly related to natural resources and land, community level
conflict is observed when NGOs provide aid to certain people or communities in
ways that are deemed unfair within the community or by nearby communities.

The persistence of various forms of conflict underpins the logic of Cord’s
efforts to strengthen conflict sensitivity skills in Cambodia.




This section has outlined some of the
dynamics related to contemporary
conflict over natural resources.

Boueng Kak, Borei Keila and PLCN are
specifically included because they
illustrate the tensions between the
importance of confrontational activism,
but also the risks of violent suppression.
These examples raise important
questions about how best to advocate
for systemic improvements in land
tenure and equitable access to natural
resources, while also seeking to
minimise violence.

The severe constraints on civil society
space in the current context raise
further questions around what is
feasible. Multiple analyses in the 2000s
and 2010s suggested that by diffusing
tensions between communities and the
state, NGOs actually undermined the
potential for resolution of structural
problems.6

Is it the same now or is reducing conflict
necessary in a highly constrained
environment?

6 Ou, Sivhuoch and Kim, Sedara, 2013. 20 Years’ Strengthening of Cambodian Civil Society: Time for Reflection.
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An
Overview of
Conflict Sensitivity

This section provides a brief overview of key elements related to conflict sensitivity
that help in understanding its application by Cord in Cambodia. Conflict sensitivity
is far more complex and detailed than outlined below, with the references providing
further information.

The overview is followed by a short analysis of some of the tension between
conflict sensitivity and advocacy.

What is Conflict Sensitivity?

At its core, conflict sensitivity is about understanding that any action or
initiative in a conflict-affected environment interacts with that conflict and
will have certain consequences, negative and/or positive. It is a deliberate
and systematic approach to understanding and minimising negative and
maximising positive impacts.
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Conflict sensitivity involves:

Understanding the context

Understanding the interaction between your engagement and the context and
Acting upon this understanding to minimise negative and maximise positive
impacts.’

Conflict sensitivity does not mean avoiding conflict, yet this is a common
misinterpretation that leads to criticism of conflict sensitivity as demobilising
advocates and promoting passivity. Within the broad focus of understanding the
context and one’s engagement with it, conflict sensitivity is underpinned by other key
concepts, such as understanding:

Causes of conflict

Types of conflict

Negative and positive peace

Gender dynamics and

Approaches to dealing with conflict ¢

The application and meaning of conflict sensitivity has some variation between the
institutional and community levels. For institutions, specifically those involved in the
delivery of aid, it requires a focus on understanding how that aid could impact
conflict dynamics and seeking to minimise the negative and maximise the positive.

7 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment _data/file/765453/SU_Conflict
Sensitivity_Guidance.pdf
8 hitp://cafod.azurewebsites.net/ConflictSensitivity Toolkit. pdf
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For example, understanding how the distribution of livelihoods support to a particular
group of people may impact broader groups of people.

At the community and individual level, the intention of conflict sensitivity is the same,
but because their actions are different to aid providers, the focus is different.

For example, if a community identifies illegal logging as an issue to address, conflict
sensitivity informs their actions to remedy the illegal logging, such as how their
actions may diffuse or exacerbate conflict, while still seeking to solve the issue of

illegal logging.

There is a broad array of tools to contribute towards conflict sensitivity of which Do
No Harm (DNH) and Non-Violent Communication (NVC) are perhaps the most
prominent. The popularity of DNH particularly has made it nearly synonymous with
conflict sensitivity, but it should be understood as a tool for a broader process.

What is Do No Harm?

DNH is commonly (mis) used within the aid sector, often interchangeably
with conflict sensitivity, but is actually a specific tool and framework to
contribute towards a broader approach of conflict sensitivity.

The DNH framework is built upon six central lessons, developed from a

comprehensive research and design process. Focusing on the context,
it seeks to help understanding of the complex relations and interactions
between actors.
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The six key lessons form the basis of the framework and relating analysis.
@ When any intervention enters a context, it becomes part of the context.

@ Every context is characterised by two sets of factors: Dividers and Connectors.
@ Any intervention will interact with Dividers and Connectors.

@ There are predictable patterns in which aid connects with conflict.

@ The details of an intervention matter.

@ There are always options.g

Non-Violent Communication

NVC is an approach to communication that is active and based on the principles of
non-violence, whether verbal or physical. It is based in the belief that people are
compassionate and can reach common ground, where language, voice and body
language are highly influential.

At the individual level, it means seeking to understand the other actor and avoiding
violence, while at broader levels, it can also be connected to non-violent actions,
whether protests, petition writing or speeches.

Whereas DNH offers a broader framework, NVC is a more specific
tool that can contribute toward overall conflict sensitivity.

L

9 https://www.cdocollaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Do-No-Harm-DNH-Trainers-Manual-2016.pdf
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