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I. INTRODUCTION 

Cambodia is a constitutional monarchy, which was reestablished after the first-ever 

national elections sponsored by the UN in 1993. Before then started from 18 March, 1970, the 

country had fallen into a civil war, genocide, and dictatorial communist rule under Vietnam 

occupation.   

  Then, Cambodia’s constitution approved on 21 September, 1993 provides the citizens 

full rights of free speech and freedom of expression. Article 20 of the Law on the Regime of the 

Press approved in 1995 states that:   

  “Any act committed by employers, editors of journalists that violated the Criminal Law, 

shall be subjected to punishment according to Criminal Law. But nevertheless, no person shall be 

arrested or subject to criminal charges as result of expression of opinion”.       

  Even though the country's constitution provides freedom of expression to the media 

outlets and practitioners and the country's Press Law grants journalists a number of rights -- 

including a prohibition on censorship and protection from imprisonment for expressing their opinion 

-- it implicitly restrict free speech by requiring that the media reports must not affect adversely 

public security. Article 12 of the Law on the Regime of the Press states that:   

 “The press shall not publish or reproduce any information that may cause harm to the 

National Security and Political Stability. Employer, editor and journalists shall be penalized to pay 

fine from 5,000,000 Riels [about US$500] to 15,000,000 Riels [about US$1,500], without yet 

taking into account of due punishment according to Criminal Law. The Ministries of Information and 

of Interior shall have rights to confiscate immediately the offending issue of the press. Moreover, 
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the Ministry of Interior may also have rights to suspend the publication for a period which shall not 

exceed thirty (30) days and to forward all dossiers to the court”.  

  The newest case related to reporting and alleged of affecting to the national security has 

happened in March 2013. The Cambodia’s Council of Ministers and Ministry of National Defense 

on March 28 warned to file a complaint against a Cambodian journalist working for the 

Washington-based Radio Free Asia (RFA) in Khmer service. The warning came after the journalist 

had reported on a border issue with Thailand. The report quoted sources as saying that part of 

land in Pailin, the former Khmer Rouge stronghold, in Battambang province in northwestern country 

next to the Thai border has lost to Thailand. The spokespersons of both the Council of Ministers 

and the Ministry of National Defense said in a press conference that journalists had to be careful 

when reporting highly border issue as their reports “can negatively impact national security”. 

  On 30 January, 2013, Reporters Without Borders ranked Cambodia’s Press Freedom in 

the 143
rd
 among 179 nations, down from 117

th
 a year earlier. The Paris-based group said 

Cambodia is a nation where authoritarianism and censorship are on the increase
1
. However, 

Cambodia was ranked in the 3
rd
 among the 10 ASEAN countries after Thailand (135) and 

Indonesia (139) while Malaysia is in (145), the Philippines (147), Singapore (149), Myanmar 

(151), Laos (168) and Vietnam (172). China was ranked even lower (173). The top three 

countries overall were Finland, the Netherlands and Norway while the bottom three were Eritrea, 

North Korea and Turkmenistan. Club of Cambodian Journalists on the same day also expressed 

both concern and encouragement. It said freedom of the press should be fully respected to ensure 

that no journalists are killed, arrested, threatened or sued while they are doing their job to inform 

the public.  

   

 

 

                                                      
1
 http://en.rsf.org/press-freedom-index-2013,1054.html 
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II. OVERVIEW OF LOCAL MEDIA 

A. Freedom  

A.1. Print 

The country does have both pro and anti-government newspapers, including the 

nonpartisan ones. Most of the newspaper and magazine outlets and practitioners have not acted 

professionally but just as the political and commercial tools. Actually, very few national leading 

newspapers owned by Cambodians have enough balance for their news articles but the editorials 

and commentaries are not neutral. They serve political parties respectively and very often report 

differently on the same event, especially on the political issues, confusing the public.  

On the other hand, the political parties also run their own newspapers and the reporters, 

editors, and editor-in-chiefs are the parties’ activists. Therefore, their news stories, mainly the 

political articles, are not balanced enough but taking only quotes from their respective sides. The 

powerful and rich politicians then take opportunity to use by all means to attract poor local 

journalists and their organizations to serve their political wills.  

However, two bilingual (Khmer & English) newspapers – The Cambodia Daily and Phnom 

Penh Post -- run by foreigners look a bit neutral. They provide their readers voices from all sides. 

While Phnom Penh Post is having its own commentaries, the Cambodia Daily never has its own 

editorial or option articles. Rather showing its own view on the Cambodian situation, the Cambodia 

Daily just picks up editorials, commentaries, and other opinion articles from the outside world 

such as The Washington Post, New York Times, The Guardian, and The Wall Street Journal,...This 

is due to avoiding any complaint from both the ruling and opposition parties. According the Ministry 

of Information’s report released during its annual congress on 27-28 Feb, 2013, there are: 

- 656 newspapers, magazines, and newsletters in Khmer language in 2012 (only 497 

in 2011) 

- 67 newspapers, magazines, and newsletters in foreign language (both printed in the 

country and imported) in 2012 (only 27 in 2011).  

Since many citizens cannot reach newspapers and magazines, the government doesn’t 

much care with their freedom of expression.   
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A.2. Broadcast 

A.2.1 TV Stations 

The broadcast media in Cambodia have been booming as the number is increasing from 

year to year. However, the quality of their news stories is still unsatisfied. TV stations are very 

powerful to send footage to about 14 million population, some 85% of them living in the rural 

areas. All TV station owners are businesspeople and close to the ruling party. They therefore are 

operating their radio stations carefully. Although the government does not control the TV stations, 

the owners make their serious self-censorship. They never broadcast any negative news on the 

government or never criticize the government’s policy at all. In order to avoid any trouble for 

renewing their licenses from the government’s Ministry of Information, all TV stations just air 

protocol news and other social issues but not in-depth analyzing.   

According to the 2013 report of the Ministry of Information, there are:  

- 1 Phnom Penh-based state-run TV station  

- 7 state-run TV stations at sub-national level 

- 12 private-run TV stations with 60 Relay stations  

- 123 cable TV 

- 9 MMD and MUDS broadcast system TV 

 

A.2.2. Radio Stations 

Radio stations are not different from the TV ones. News quality is hard to be found in 

most of the radio stations. They just run for commercial purpose and provide their audiences 

entertainment, health education, and other general social knowledge. According to the Ministry of 

Information’s report, there are:  

- 1 state-run AM radio station 

- 17 state-run FM radio stations  

- 117 private-run radio stations with 52 relay stations. 
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In order to avoid any problem from the government and the authorities, most of the 

stations never do any in depth news story, except protocol news from the government’s events, 

meetings, and press conferences. Like the TV stations, radio stations’ news editors accept to air 

good news on the government policy.  

However, besides listening to pro-government and commercial radio broadcasting, the 

Cambodian public have their choices to listen to radio FM105 owned by a Cambodian-French man 

and FM102 the radio station of the Women’s Media Center of Cambodia (WMC). Radio FM105 or 

Beehive Radio Station is widely known as the government critic. It very often broadcasts the 

negative impacts of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s government’s policies and acts as the opposition 

party’s ally. It produces call-in programmes that allow the public to express their opinions and 

report negative political or social issues that are occurring under the current Prime Minister Hun 

Sen’s leadership. The station has only a 5 kW frequency and broadcast signals only circulate in 

the country’s capital of Phnom Penh and a few neighboring provinces. The station sells airtime to 

Washington-based Voice of America (VOA) and Radio Free Asia (RFA). Both of VOA and RFA 

sound neutral and most of their reports focus on general news with balance and impartiality. They 

provide two-sided information flow in their news stories and very often there reports sound 

tending in favor with the opposition party and the government critics. FM105 also sells its airtime 

to the Cambodian Center for Human Rights (CCHR), a local non-governmental organization 

supported and funded by the Washington-based International Republican Institute. CCHR regularly 

conducts public forum meetings throughout the country opposing the human rights abuses 

committed by the government officials and representatives. The station rarely produces news 

stories by itself as it has no its reporters. Due to challenging and actively criticizing the 

government’s policy and high-ranking officials, Beehive’s Radio Director, Mr. Mom Sonando has 

been arrested and jailed three times on charges of announcing false information, inciting people to 

discriminate, and inciting people to commit crimes. However, at the third arrest and detention, Mr. 

Sonando was not changed of anything related to media profession but related to the connection 

with long-running land dispute on a 15,000 hectare economic land concession in Kratie province  
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involving a private company. His latest arrest and imprisonment was under watch of both national 

and international organisations and they said that the case really harmed freedom of the press 

and free speech in Cambodia. However, the country’s Court of Appeal dismissed the charges of 

‘insurrection’ and ‘incitement to take up arms against the state’ against him and he was released 

in the morning of 15 March, after spending eight months in prison. 

At the same time, Radio FM 102 of the Women’s Media Center of Cambodia is  

also generally known as being apolitical and neutral, with most of its programmes focusing on 

women’s affairs, gender and raising the awareness of social issues in Cambodia. ABC (Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation) and RFI (Radio French International) buy airtime from FM 102 and 

broadcast their Khmer-language programmes that meet similar international/professional 

standards like VOA and RFA.  This station employs their own reporters to go the field and file their 

own news with accuracy, balance and accountability. It provides general knowledge and information 

on political and social issues, including both local and international laws, to its target audiences. 

The radio station does not openly criticize the government but rather encourages objective 

reporting by frequently inviting government representatives to join call in shows or round table 

discussions as guest speakers, to discuss “hot topics” that are currently circulating in Cambodia. 

With one 10KW radio station based in Phnom Penh and a few relay stations in a few provinces.  

 

A.2.3. News Agencies 

While the country is having its own neutral and non-neutral print and broadcast media, 

there are Foreign News Agencies and Radio – AFP, AP, DPA, Reuters, Xinhua, ABC Australia, BBC, 

and Radio France International – basing in Phnom Penh. According to the report from the Ministry 

of Information, there are 1 state-run news agency (AKP), and 14 foreign news agencies and TV & 

radio.  
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A.2.4. Online, Social Media Network and Citizen Journalists 

There are websites (both Cambodian and foreign languages) growing and also playing a key role 

to outreach information to the public, mainly in urban areas. The government bans only 

pornographic pictures and movies affecting the country’s proper culture. Both national and 

international, including opposition parties have their website and post different information based 

on their ideologies. Young Bloggers and Citizen Journalists post stories and ideas expressing what 

they like and what they don’t. Facebook and YouTube are now quite popular in young Cambodians, 

including polities and political parties. The online and the social media network are very free as the 

users can post everything they want. They can criticize the government, the ruling party, and its 

leaders. Even the country’s constitution bans the citizen from criticising the King and the Queen, 

many bloggers and Facebook users do by posting harsh words and cartoons mocking at the King 

and the Queen while some others are sharing from one to another. They have much freedom 

through online in the era of Social Media Network.     

 

B. Professionalism 

Although many Cambodian journalists have attended short-term courses and workshops 

on the journalism in both the country and abroad, most of them have still little professional 

education. On the other hand, when the trained journalists had ended their courses, they have not 

been able to take their class experiences to work at the current media organizations. The reason 

is that the concepts, psychology, and ideology of the current media owners are tending to their 

respective political parties. Therefore, though the reporters have tried to write articles with balance 

or professionalism, the editors and editor-in-chiefs are not happy with these and they will remove 

all quotes affecting the image of the leaders and political parties that they are loyal to. 

Cambodia -- where it is still dealing with the basic economic and political issues -- the 

media has been found to be limited within the reporting of everyday issues. Due to the chronic 

social insecurity, lack of opportunities, increasing poverty, political instability, and weak judicial 

system in the country, corruption happens inside the Cambodia media. The media is becoming a 

commercialized venture rather than a professional service of providing healthy information and 

publicizing truths without prejudice.  
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While the country’s judiciary is still weak and the persons who bribe the media 

organizations and journalists to hide their corrupt and immoral acts are closed to the powerful 

leaders in the government, many media organizations and journalists -- facing their tough 

businesses -- decide to accept bribes rather than to get troubles.  

While the constitution is providing free press and freedom of expression to the media and 

citizens, public opinions and public opinion polling -- especially on political context -- are still 

limited in this Kingdom. After the nightmare of “killing fields”, dictatorial communist rule, political 

murders, intimidations, and threats for the past thirty years, Cambodians -- majority of them are 

farmers with low education living in rural areas, seem to be completely debilitated through 

illiteracy, ignorance or fear of reprisal, and are disinclined to speak out in public, especially on 

politics. The urban feel more free and secure than the rural to speak out., mainly on the topic 

regarding to the government’s attitude but most of the farmers living in the rural areas believe they 

are simply ordinary people with no ability to voice their concerns and feel they will be appropriately 

validated or taken into consideration by the Cambodia government. Legally speaking, the 

government respects the country’s free press and freedom of expression but in practice, the public 

voice sometimes is ignored or accused of backing from the opposition party that the government’s 

authorities have to take measure to crackdown.          

  According to the Cambodian Development Resource Institute, (1999) Buddhists believe 

that their fate is already defined and sealed by Buddha. Concepts of social status are founded in 

the Buddhist belief that the merit achieved through the deeds of a previous lifetime determines 

the current social status of an individual. In conjunction with this, Cambodian society is also 

organized around a system of patronage, where society follows a person of higher status and in 

return receives some form of protection for their compliance. As a country deeply rooted in 

Buddhist beliefs with its citizens openly adhering to hierarchical social structures, the ability to 

confront or oppose the rule of Government is inherently suppressed.  
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This truth unashamedly reveals itself in the country’s mass media industry, with media 

practitioners and organizations very rarely reporting objectively on the corrupt or controversial 

impacts of the government’s policies or activities. In fact, true freedom of the press, in accordance 

to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: "Everyone having the right to freedom of opinion and 

expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive, 

and impart information and ideas through any media regardless of frontiers" does not exist in 

Cambodia’s media, political or social structures.  

Local media, in particular broadcast media, must practice self-censorship as 

organizations regularly undergo license reviews from the government’s Ministry of Information 

annually. All 12 TV stations and a large majority of the country’s radio stations are directly or 

indirectly getting influence from the government.  

  With regarding to the above mention, how do the Cambodia’s media and journalists serve 

the public?  

Professionally speaking, Cambodian media practitioners must be aware of and recognize 

the powerful affects and influence the media can command over public policies and holding the 

government to account. Objective, unbiased reporting can create ripple effects in the increased 

understanding of and change in public opinion and government practice. By publishing and 

broadcasting the government’s negative and controversial policies and actions, the media acts as 

a catalyst to force governments to reform and positively change in order to achieve good 

governance, transparency, accountability and sustainable development for the citizens and for 

national interest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_Declaration_of_Human_Rights
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Realizing the powerful influence the media can exact on public opinion, the government 

does not ignore all broadcast media operating nationwide. The government uses all means to 

influence the mass media to for its political benefit. That is why most of the Cambodian media 

outlets and practitioners have not acted as independent, professional institutions and individuals 

but rather as political tools. They serve the political parties respectively and very often report 

differently on an issue, especially on politics. For instance, when an opposition party activist is  

killed, the pro-government media say it is a robbery or personal dispute while the pro-opposition 

press says it is the political murder to intimidate and threaten the others. Reporting is 

overwhelmingly bias and frequently displays a one-sided flow of information. Pro-government 

media organizations just print and broadcast good news stories on the government’s policies while 

opposition parties follow the suit. Many Cambodian journalists show very little analyzing or 

objectivity in their reporting and there are frequent cases of journalists asking for bribes for turning 

a blind eye to documenting the corrupt activities of businesses or the government. By doing this, 

journalists in fact undermine the professional development of the Cambodia press due to their 

unethical, unscrupulous and often-bias way of treating news stories.  

 

C. Media Associations 

So far, there are up to 34 journalist associations in the country. Club of Cambodian 

Journalists is the leading media organization and it has been supported by Konrad Adenauer 

Stiftung since 2000. Cambodia Journalists’ Council for Ethics established in 2010 is also active 

to encourage local journalists to perform their career professionally and ethically.  

  Actually, all journalist associations have their full rights to conduct roundtable discussions, 

forums, conferences, and other events related to media with both national and international 

organisations, including foreign embassies and visited foreigners. However, the associations are 

very careful with selecting topics for the events and such topic selecting is clearly seen that they 

never want to much challenge with the government.   
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II.  CONCLUSION 

 Within Cambodia, the mass media and its practitioners, mainly the broadcast, really 

struggle to maintain objectivity and ethically. With the challenge of reporting in tumultuous political 

and social environment, it is a test of personal character and commitment to upholding the rights 

of freedom of expression to report without bias, for the benefit of Cambodian society. By upholding 

the rights of a free press, readers and viewers can understand what is really happening around 

them and encourage citizens to demand transparency and accountability from their government 

and its leaders.  

 While most of Cambodia’s mass media is under both direct and indirect influence of the 

government, several media organizations run by local and foreign owners are trying their best to be 

a catalyst for positively influencing the countries citizens and politicians for the advancement of 

the nation, and actively challenging media corruption and bias in favor of either the government or 

the opposition parties. In doing so, these media organizations are fostering print media opinion 

columns and radio call-in programmes, encouraging readers and listeners to express their 

individual or collective opinions on current political and social issues that are impacting the 

country.  

 Although there are very few neutral newspapers and radio stations, they cannot attract 

large audiences throughout the country. However, they are courageous to go on printing and 

broadcasting because they think that it is very crucial to pave the way for other local print and 

broadcast media to provide their respective audiences, knowledge and understanding about the 

real political issues and public affairs.  
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