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 The Indo-Pacific is a dynamic region comprising of several growing and 

advanced economies. The significance of this region is expected to grow as its 

countries prosper economically, forge multilateral cooperation on emerging 

technological and political issues, and strengthen their military capabilities. 

Cambodia is a part of the Indo-China region in the Indo-Pacific alongside Laos and 

Vietnam. The Indo-China area has been the converging point of power play among 

the great powers since at least the twentieth century. The United States, which has 

been world’s largest economy and military superpower since the end of Cold War, 

has however, had a troubled relationship with countries in the Indo-China region. 

Even as its relationship with Vietnam has substantially improved in the past few 

decades, relations with Cambodia lie in a grey area.1Now that China is challenging 

the perceived American hegemony across international platforms, and flexing its 

economic and military power, Cambodia assumes much greater importance in the 

politics of Indo-China and the Indo-Pacific.  

 Cambodia’s proximity to the highly contested maritime region of the 

South China Sea only further adds to its strategic leverage. It may be noted that 

large powers with a stake in this region will engage with Cambodia in a number of 

ways including military, diplomatic and economic exchange. Indian foreign policy 

has declared its intent to strengthen relations with countries of the East; more 

recently under its “Act East” policy. It shall continue to improve ties with 

Cambodia as a part of that policy, and against a backdrop of rich historical and 
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cultural linkage with the country.2India’s relations with Cambodia are vital in 

preserving its foreign policy interests in the South China Sea region, and the larger 

Indo-Pacific.  

Cambodia in the Twenty-first Century 

 Cambodian politics is essentially dominated by a single party, the 

Cambodian People’s Party (CPP), led by Hun Sen. A major flashpoint in the 

national politics occurred in 2013, when the CPP was accused of electoral fraud by 

the opposition, the Cambodian National Rescue Party (CNRP), and civil society 

alike. The protests ensued until 2014, when the government cracked down on the 

protests, and compelled the CNRP parliamentarians to take their seats as opposed 

to their refusal to do so post elections.3 The Hun Sen-led CPP again came to power 

in 2018, and has controlled Cambodia’s domestic as well as foreign and military 

relations.4 This may be seen to be in line with its fast growing relations with China, 

which has received great support by Hun Sen’s government. China is Cambodia’s 

largest trading partner, and largest source of investment and tourism. Even during 

the COVID-19 wave, Cambodia did not stop incoming Chinese tourists. All of 

Cambodia’s major hydropower dams have been built by Chinese companies, and 

construction of its airports is expected to be taken up by them. The US$ 800-

million Lower Sesan 2 dam, also the country’s largest, has been mired in 

controversy after reports suggested that it would reduce the fish output of the 

Mekong river basin by 9.3 percent, and also block nutrient-rich silt from entering 

the river.5Interestingly, the Cambodian government announced a ten-year 
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suspension of construction activities until 2030 on the Mekong River6, indicating 

that interest groups within the country do have some degree of leverage over 

government’s decisions.  

 China’s presence may be more acutely felt in the port town of 

Sihanoukville where more than 90 percent of businesses are owned by the Chinese. 

The town is also adjacent to the Ream Naval Base, where China has undertaken 

port upgradation work.7At a distance of 50 kilometres from the Ream Naval Base 

is the Dara Sakor economic zone of Koh Kong province, leased to the Chinese for 

99 years, where, the development work includes building an international airport 

and an airstrip long enough to be used for military purposes.8 The pentagon has 

expressed concern regarding such a development in Cambodia because this could 

be exploited by the Chinese in the event of a conflict. The area is strategically 

located in a way that if the Chinese were to use it militarily, they could easily 

project power into the South China Sea, and the neighbouring ASEAN region.  

Cambodia’s Foreign Relations 

 Cambodia is surrounded by large powers which shape its foreign 

relations. China is geographically the closest and Cambodia’s largest neighbour, 

and for many of the Cambodian political and economic elite, Beijing may be of 

much greater significance as it challenges an American global order. Realistically, 

Phnom Penh will always maintain friendly relations with China. Its relations with 

external powers in fact, such as the US, will be influenced by how Beijing 

perceives the engagement.9 

 Although considerably nuanced due to shared history, Cambodia’s 

relations with regional powers like Japan and India will also be significantly 
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affected by Beijing’s relations with these countries.This is despite both these 

countries having taken measures to strengthen their respective relationships with 

Cambodia. Japan’s Prime Minister Fumio Kishida visited Cambodia in March, 

2022 and met his counterpart, Hun Sen, to discuss infrastructure development, 

economic security, and digital space. He offered to help Cambodia conduct general 

elections in 2023, and the two leaders alsotalked about the international situation in 

Ukraine.10Japan’s economic and infrastructure assistance, and its role in helping 

build post-conflict Cambodia, is appreciated in Phnom Penh, and was highlighted 

during PM Kishida’s visit.11 Cambodia’s relations with India have also progressed 

with more Indian investors looking towards Cambodia, and a steadily growing 

mercantile trade.12 Both countries celebrate 70 years of diplomatic relations in 

2022, and the leadership in Phnom Penh has shown willingness to deepen ties with 

India.13 Given India’s troubled relationship with China since the Galwan valley 

incident, its warm ties with Cambodia can be seen as leverage against China’s 

expanding influence in the region. 

 Cambodia conducts its foreign policy in a similar way as Vietnam, by 

hedging among large powers to secure its polity and economy. However, the 

difference lies in the far fewer options for autonomous actions that Cambodia can 

take as compared to Vietnam, especially due to substantial Chinese presence and 

their stranglehold on debt in the country.14 Cambodia’s foreign policy will be 

defined by the bipolarity in the region between the US and China, says 

PouSothirak, former Cambodian Ambassador to Japan, adding that two key 
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principles of “pragmatism and neutrality” should guide Cambodia’s actions with 

regard to superpower rivalry in the Indo-Pacific.15 

Conclusion 

 Due to relatively smaller size of its economy and population in ASEAN, 

and its location amidst what has been the theatre of confrontation for large powers, 

Cambodia’s foreign policy can be expected to be volatile. In such a scenario, it 

may be useful for regional powers to engage with Phnom Penh accordingly, and 

prevent any large power from building unwanted influence in Cambodian security 

perspectives. This may be achieved by means of economic, security and diplomatic 

cooperation, and deeper dialogue on matters of strategic interest. China’s presence 

at the Ream Naval Base can potentially alter the status quo in the South China Sea 

conflict, leading to unwanted outcomes such as military confrontation. Regional 

powers and the US, which has naval supremacy in the Pacific maritime region, 

may view relations with Cambodia as significant to maintaining balance of power 

in the Indo-Pacific.     
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