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1. Executive Summary 
The situation of land grabs in Cambodia has gotten significantly worse over the past few years. 
As the primary caretakers of the household, women are facing the brunt of the escalating number 
of land concessions. According to recent reports completed by numerous Cambodian non-
governmental organizations and advocacy groups, it is estimated that a quarter of a million 
Cambodians have already been displaced by forced land evictions, while 150,000 more remain at 
risk of being evicted.  
 
While vast physical and economic losses are the most apparent impacts of evictions, it has 
become increasingly evident that mental health problems are a further detrimental consequence 
experienced by those at risk of losing or who have already lost their land.   
 
Forced land evictions often occur without abiding by the 2001 Cambodian Law on Land. 
Additionally there is a general lack of governmental support, insufficient compensation, and the 
presence of state violence and public arrests at protests. These realities place high levels of stress 
on those impacted. Even when women received financial and in-kind support from local 
organizations, we found that these displaced women suffered from worry, anxiety, loss of 
appetite, difficulties sleeping, and recurring bad memories and dreams about the evictions. 
 
In mid-2012, thirteen women land rights activists from the Boeung Kak community in Phnom 
Penh were violently arrested during a peaceful protest. Local and international media depicted 
the harmful emotional effects these arrests had on the women and in particular, their children, 
who were pictured crying and demonstrating.  During interviews with some of these women, 
Strey Khmer Organization (SKO) found that they still experience disturbing flashbacks and 
recurring dreams about the protests and violent arrests.  
 
This research study focused on the psychosocial impacts of land evictions on women. SKO 
interviewed a total of 40 women in four Cambodian provinces. SKO investigated the prevalence 
of multiple symptoms of anxiety, post-traumatic Stress disorder (PTSD), and depression. At the 
extreme, several women interviewed self-reported struggling with suicidal thoughts. 100% of the 
woman interviewed stated that they experienced constant sadness and increased levels of worry. 
More than 95% of the women reported more difficulty sleeping, difficulties concentrating and 
remembering, and had less energy during the day. None of the women sought counseling or 
therapeutic services.  

2. Introduction 
 
Land holds an incredible importance to both men and women. The loss of land has proven to 
have severely negative impacts on both the health and livelihood of those impacted by forced 
evictions (UNICEF, 1998). These impacts include psychological, emotional, and economic 
repercussions that can vary in severity. This paper will provide context of how people can be 
affected by evictions.  
 
This study is the first of its kind in Cambodia to qualitatively examine the psychosocial 
implications of land evictions on women. The main objective of this report is to gain a holistic 
understanding of the impacts of land evictions on women by examining their economic, 
psychological, and emotional wellbeing as a result of the eviction process.  
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Despite the increase in studies and literature evaluating the effects of evictions on citizens in 
Cambodia, there is a clear gap in research to analyze the psychological and emotional impacts 
that forced evictions can have on victims. Psychological trauma associated with forced evictions 
is recognized within affected populations in Cambodia in various studies and reports (Amnesty 
International, 2008; Amnesty International, 2011; Center on Housing Rights and Evictions, 
2011; Housing Rights Task Force, 2011; Leitner Report on Cambodia, 2012; United Nations, 
2011;). However these studies only introduce the idea of psychological suffering and do not 
begin to explain the types of symptoms experienced. This gap was addressed at the 2010 World 
Health Organization Conference and led to the creation of a national survey of mental health by 
the Royal University of Phnom Penh, but prior to this little information had been collected 
(Royal University of Phnom Penh (RUPP), 2012,).  
 
According to the recently released 2012 Cambodian Mental Health Survey the general rates of 
anxiety, PTSD and depression in Cambodia are well above world averages (RUPP, 2012). With 
these rates already elevated amongst the general population, we anticipated that within land loss 
communities where there is frequent exposure to state violence, economic hardships and 
traumatic events, the prevalence of symptoms of these disorders would be even higher. 
Furthermore, according to studies by Chung, Bemak, Wong, and Gong-Guy, assessment of the 
mental health of Southeast Asian refugees shows that there is a significant gender difference in 
the state of mental health issues between men and women, in which women reported higher 
frequency of mental health problems (as cited in, Hsu, Davies, Hansen, 2004). Considering that 
land evictions are estimated to have affected over a quarter of a million people countrywide, this 
makes women in Cambodia especially vulnerable to mental health problems (Licadho 2007).   
 
In general, there are very few offerings of mental health services in Cambodia, as knowledge 
about these fields is still limited. As of 2010, mental health services were available in only 9 of 
the 24 provinces and there were only two in-patient psychiatric centers (RUPP, 2012). However, 
as the frequency of land evictions rapidly increases, it is critical that we consider the importance 
of offering services that not only address the physical and economic needs of women impacted 
by these events, but the psychological and emotional support that is required in order to rebuild a 
sustainable life after facing extreme losses. 
 
The data collected in this study was all self-reported and therefore subject to the interviewees’ 
individual perceptions of the land loss experience. Our team of researchers is unable to formally 
diagnose the interviewees based on these interview results. Instead, the purpose of this 
discussion is to highlight symptoms experienced by women affected by land evictions. Further 
interviews by professionals in the field of mental health must be conducted in order to formally 
diagnose the symptoms.  
 
Through acknowledging the preexisting data regarding the implications of evictions, we have 
designed our 6-month research project to help further understand the psychological implications 
of evictions with a focus on the suffering of women. By designing our study to help identify and 
better understand the context and severity of these psychological and emotional consequences 
mentioned in existing research, we hope to provide a current and relevant insight into the issue. 
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Research Objectives 
• Gain a holistic insight into the impacts of land evictions on women by examining the 

economic, psychological and emotional impacts of land evictions on women in four 
provinces in Cambodia (Phnom Penh, Kampong Thom, Battambang, and Kampong 
Speu).  

• Explore services available to affected women from government, NGOs, and within 
communities. 

• Use the research findings to develop recommendations for NGOs, international aid 
agencies, international aid organisations, policy makers, and future research.  

 
 

3. Background on Land Evictions in Cambodia 
 
Understanding the importance of land helps to clarify why the loss of it can have such 
tremendous impacts on the lives of forced evictees. Limited resources to cope with loss and 
relocation often leave people to fend for themselves.  
 
Since 1990, the number of forced evictions has been rapidly increasing. As of 2009, over 10% of 
the population has fallen victim to evictions (COHRE, 2009). Within the country land disputes 
can be initiated on three levels, “(1) small disputes between neighbors (2) government and 
special forces arrangements to take control of valuable land and (3) government deals with large 
companies for development” (Licadho, 2009, p. 7). For the purpose of this paper we will focus 
on the loss of land and dwellings due to government deals with development companies. 
 
The exact number of displaced families in Cambodia is not known (Supreme National Economic 
Council, 2007). However existing data shows forced evictions have impacted over a quarter of a 
million Cambodians nationwide and as of 2009, leave over 150,000 more people at risk for being 
evicted. (Amnesty International, 2008; Licadho 2007). In Phnom Penh alone, over 10% of the 
population has been forcibly evicted over the past ten years (Woods, 2013). 
 
Many cases do not reach the courts due to the inability of poor families to pay the legal fees, as 
well as their limited knowledge of individual rights combined with fear of retribution from 
speaking out (Supreme National Economic Council, 2007). Without possessing official land 
titles, many families are at risk of being evicted from their land. This is often due to lack of 
financial resources to apply and obtain a land title and limited knowledge of legal requirement 
and processes regarding the process (Supreme National Economic Council, 2007, p. 10) 
 
Most evictions occur without following the procedures accompanying the land law. Families 
often receive no compensation and lack access to assistance programs and are left without the 
means to advocate for themselves. In the rare case that a company offers compensation, the 
payment is rarely received in full. Resettlement locations are often located far away, on unusable 
land and not located near schools and hospitals (Licadho, 2005). This makes it incredibly 
difficult for families to have any sense of normalcy in their lives as they are forced away from 
their homes. 
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4. Research Definitions 
 
Forced Eviction is defined as displacement, either temporarily or permanently from one’s 
occupied dwelling or land without proper compensation, access to legal advice or protection. The 
1993 World Conference on Human Rights identified that forced evictions are categorized as a 
type of displacement and commonly include the following identifying factors “(1) a relation to 
specific decisions, legislation, or policies of States or the failure of States to intervene to halt 
evictions by non-state actors”; (2) “an element of force or coercion”; and (3) “are often planned, 
formulated, and announced prior to being carried out.” (World Conference on Human Rights, 
1993). These evictions can occur with resettlement (assisted) or without provided resettlement 
(unassisted) (The Center on Housing Rights and Evictions, 2009; World Conference on Human 
Rights, 1993). 
 
Land Grabbing is the unjust acquisition of land belonging to people [by authority figures] often 
granted to companies for agricultural and rural development, and often resulting in increased 
revenue for the state (Stop African Land Grab, n.d. para.1) 
 
Economic Land Concessions are defined as a tool to grant state private land for agricultural and 
industrial-agricultural exploitation. The purposes for which they may be granted include 
investment in agriculture, rural employment and diversification of livelihood opportunities, and 
the generation of state revenues (United Nations, Cambodia Office of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, 2007). 
 
Koucharang, or thinking too much, is defined as “a state of rumination over and the 
preoccupation with intrusive thoughts with a basis of anger or grief” (Frye and D’Avanzo, 1994, 
p. 90). 
 
Sassay brassat is the Khmer word for nerve or brain problems. Interviewed women explained 
this word meant they felt ‘almost crazy.’  

5. Sample 
 

Sampling for the current study was done using a mixture of convenience sampling based on 
previous relationships and snowball sampling based on SKO’s extensive network of grassroots 
organizations. Snowball sampling was instrumental for this study in finding appropriate 
respondents, as it is often used to find and recruit “hidden populations,” that is, groups not easily 
accessible to researchers through other sampling strategies (FHI360, 2012). As detailed in Table 
1, the researchers interviewed 10 women in each of the four locations achieving a total of 40 
interviews and 4 focus groups (one focus group per location with the 10 women).  

 
Table 1. Sample of Women by Commune and Province 
 

Commune Province Sample 
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Borei Keila Phnom Penh 5 

Boeung Kak Lake Phnom Penh 5 

Omleang Kampong Speu 10 

Treng Battambang 10 

Sacream Kampong Thom 10 

 

6. Instrument 
 

A five-section, 37 question interview protocol was developed for this study. The five sections 
were: eviction status, demographics, psychological/emotional impact, economic impact, and 
support available. All questions were asked verbally as part of the interview in order to cope with 
the high illiteracy rate. The questions were developed by the team of multi-disciplined 
professionals from Strey Khmer Organization, all with experience of working with women 
victims of trauma, in conjunction with two Ph.D. research professors from the University of 
Kentucky in the USA. 
 
All questions were first written in English and then translated into Khmer. The interview 
protocol was piloted with six women in Phnom Penh. After the pilot, the team created a more 
structured interview protocol to allow the field researchers to better capture the rich data from 
the women. The question set remained roughly the same but the SKO team added more direct 
questions rather than using open ended questions because it was found that the respondents had 
difficulty responding to unstructured, open ended questions. The language of the questions was 
further adjusted to address cultural meanings and contexts. 

7. Results 
  
In this section, we will describe the overall findings of the study with the 40 women. We then 
describe the results of the study by commune to determine if there were location-specific results 
and issues. In each instance, we discuss the major themes. Since the protocol was semi-
structured, not all the communes addressed all the indicators. Women from the communes 
addressed the problems most prominent to their situation; therefore, the indicators listed vary 
between individual communes.  
 
Results of Total Sample 
 
Table 2 below details the themes that arose from the study around issues of psychological and 
emotional stress. The most prevalent psychological and emotional symptoms were sadness 
(n=40), worrying (n=40), difficulty sleeping (n=39), difficulty concentrating (n=38), lethargy 
(n=38), emotional outbursts (n=36), frequent negative thoughts and memories (n=34), and a 
preoccupation with the safety of the family (n=34). 
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Other behaviors were discussed but were less frequently reported. For example, while the use of 
illegal substances was deemed taboo by many of the respondents, there were open discussions in 
all of the focus groups about the use of self-prescribed medication (n=13). Self-prescribed 
medication was most frequently used to treat headaches (n=5) and nerve problems (n=5). 
However, illicit drug use by women or other members of their families was not mentioned. Some 
women described taking medication to “reduce bad feelings”, cure stomachaches, lessen the 
suffering from a “hot head”, and taking energy pills due to lack of energy. Two women reported 
having experienced abuse from their partners post eviction, and 6 interviewees struggled with 
suicidal thoughts.  
 
Table 2. Results of Psychological and Emotional Symptoms Experienced by the Women across 
each of the Communes 
 

  Phnom 
Penh 

Kampong 
Speu 

Battambang Kampong 
Thom 

Total 

Frequent sadness 10 10 10 10 40 

Frequent worrying 10 10 10 10 40 

Trouble sleeping 10 10 9 10 39 

Difficulties 
concentrating and 
remembering 

10 9 10 9 38 

Less energy 9 9 10 10 38 

Irritable / emotional 
outbursts 

10 10 9 7 36 

Frequent distressing 
thoughts and 
memories 

10 10 10 4 34 

Worry about family 
safety 

9 8 9 8 34 

Recurring or 
distressing dreams 

9 9 6 5 29 

Roughly handled by 
police or security 
forces 

9 5 10 5 29 

Loss of self-worth 8 5 5 9 27 

Bad characteristics 
(e.g., cursing, etc) 

6 4 5 8 23 
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Less able to feel 
emotions 

8 5 9 1 23 

Increased use of 
alcohol by family 
member 

3 3 5 6 17 

Lonely 5 2 8 1 16 

Increased use of 
alcohol 

0 3 3 6 12 

Avoids activities or 
people associated with 
the event 

0 3 3 3 9 

Arrested 6 0 1 0 7 

Suicidal thoughts 4 2 0 0 6 

Abuse from partner 0 1 0 1 2 

Drug abuse 0 0 0 0 0 

Drug abuse in family 0 0 0 0 0 

 
Economic Impacts  
 
From the results we were able to classify five distinct categories of economic impacts that events 
related to land evictions had on women. These losses are reported in Table 3.  
 

1 No loss. The individual has not yet experienced any substantial losses as a result of the 
land eviction. However, the individual had property in an area vulnerable to future land 
evictions.   

2 Immediate material loss. This is a one time material loss that is tied to income 
generation. The individual does not require these materials for survival (e.g., kitchen 
supplies, furniture). 

3 Land loss (residential). This is a one time property loss that is not tied to income 
generation. The individual requires the lost items for survival (e.g., shelter, house, 
residential land).  

4 Land loss (livelihood). This is a loss of land that is tied to the individual’s primary form 
of income generation. This loss affects current and future income generation potential. 
(e.g., farmland, forestland, storefront). 

5 Income loss. This is a loss of income as a result of the events surrounding the land 
evictions. These income losses are most frequently tied to protest activities and include: 
utilizing income for expenses related to protests, and losing potential income due to time 
attending protests in lieu of going to work.  
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Table 3. Categorization of Types of Land Lost for All 40 Women 
 
Type of Land Loss Total Population N=40 
No Loss* n=3 
Immediate material loss n=2 
Land Loss (residential) n=5 
Land Loss (livelihood) n=30 
Income Loss n=31 
*Holds a land certificate but still at risk of forced eviction 
 
 
Table 4 below details the economic impacts discussed by the women in each of the four 
communes. By far, the most occurring theme found is that women had difficulty accessing basic 
services (n=35). When asked which services they had difficulty accessing, the women discussed 
services such as education and employment opportunities. 82.5% of these women participated in 
protests regarding land evictions and 77.5% of the women discussed economic hardships as a 
result of their participation in the protests.  
 
 
Table 4. Economic Impacts of Land Grabs 
 

  
Phnom 
Penh 

Kampong 
Speu 

Battambang Kampong 
Thom Total 

Difficulty accessing basic services 9 9 9 8 35 

Difficulty accessing the following 
services:        

Education 4 7 5 3 19 

Health care 2 1 0 4 7 

Water supply 1 0 0 0 1 

Sanitation (garbage      
disposal/toilets) 5 0 0 0 5 

Employment 9 2 9 10 30 

Legal assistance 0 3 0 3 6 

Other 0 2 0 0 2 

Valuables lost as a result of the 
evictions:      

Clothes 6 0 0 0 6 

Electronic devices 3 0 0 0 3 
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Furniture 7 0 0 0 7 

Kitchen supplies 6 0 0 0 6 

Animals* 2 0 0 0 2 

Photos / Memorabilia 4 4 1 0 4 

Forestland 0 6 0 0 6 

Farmland 0 9 0 10 19 

Involved in protests against land 
evictions 10 10 10 3 33 

Protests affect income 10 10 9 2 31 

*Forced to sell animal(s) due to lack of land/income for maintenance.   
 
Support services 
 
Table 5 below details the type of support sought and used by the 40 women in the study. 87.5% 
(n=35) of the women discussed seeking legal support as a result of the eviction processes. 67.5% 
(n=27) of the women discussed seeking the support of NGOs whereas 52.5% (n=21) reported 
seeking help from informal support groups.  Only one woman discussed seeking the assistance of 
a formal medical doctor as a result of a head injury incurred in a protest. Of the NGOs and 
groups mentioned, none of the women mentioned receiving support from an organization 
providing professional counseling or therapeutic services.  
 
Table 5. Support Utilized by Women Affected by Land Evictions 
 

Types of Support Used by the 
Women 

Phnom 
Penh 

Kampong 
Speu 

Battambang Kampong 
Thom Total 

Legal support 10 9 9 7 35 

Professional support groups 
(NGOs) 10 10 5 9 27 

Informal support groups 10 4 0 7 21 

Self medication (pharmacy) 2 0 4 7 13 

Financial support / crisis funds 3 7 0 0 10 

Religion 1 2 2 3 8 

Prescribed medication* 1 0 0 0 1 

 



12  

*Victim experienced blunt force trauma to her head by the authorities and was treated by a 
doctor and given medicine for treatment.  

8. Discussion 
 
This study was designed as a qualitative baseline survey of the psychosocial impacts of land 
evictions on women in Cambodia. In accordance with our hypothesis, we found that every 
woman interviewed experienced economic, psychological, and emotional impacts to varying 
degrees as a result of events surrounding the land evictions. While the interview questions were 
more focused on descriptions of psychological and emotional symptoms rather than quantitative 
economic impacts, it was apparent that the psychological and emotional health of the women is 
closely tied to their economic circumstances.  
 
Impacts will be divided into three categories: (1) economic impacts (2) emotional and 
psychological impacts and (3) support services. These issues will then be further categorized as 
commune specific (experienced by women in particular regions) or general (experienced by 
women from all provinces). 
 
Economic Impacts 
Commune Specific  

Urban Land Loss: Phnom Penh 
 
A noticeable difference in economic impacts was seen between women affected by land 
evictions in Phnom Penh and those experiencing land evictions in Kampong Speu, Battambang, 
and Kampong Thom provinces. The women from Phnom Penh either lost or were threatened 
with the loss of residential land, in contrast with the women from the other three provinces who 
lost agricultural land. For the majority of the women, facing residential land loss increased their 
monthly expenses. Some women were forced to rent temporary accommodations if they chose to 
stay in Phnom Penh instead of moving to a relocation site 25 to 50 km outside the city (Toul 
Sambo and Phnom Bat, respectively). Additionally, some women faced physical separation from 
family members as a result of the evictions, and incurred increased transport expenses as a result 
of the relocations.  
 
Many faced difficulties finding employment due to the amount of time they spent protesting. 
However, their ability to generate income was not tied to the ownership of their house.  
 
Rural Land Loss: Kampong Speu, Battambang, Kampong Thom 
 
Women interviewed in these provinces had lost both farmland and forestland. These women all 
self-identified as farmers thus the loss equated to the loss of their livelihoods. With limited skills 
and few job opportunities located in these rural areas, many of the women have become 
farmhands for other landowners, as the women and their families are no longer able to generate 
income from their own property. As a result, many of these women found themselves in debt, 
and unable to afford basic services such as education and health care.  
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As land proprietors, women were once able to harvest crops and earn enough profit to save for 
the entire year. However, low wages from temporary employment as seasonal farmhands makes 
it difficult to save for seasons between harvests. This left some women unable to feed their 
family, and faced with hunger and weight loss due to increasing poverty. 
 
Protest Involvement: Phnom Penh, Kampong Speu, Battambang 
 
The majority of the women from Phnom Penh, Kampong Speu, and Battambang were affected 
economically by their participation in protests. By choosing to protest against the land evictions, 
the women compromised time they could have used towards looking for work and generating an 
income. The women also borrowed money or spent their own savings to pay for transportation to 
and from protest sites. Some received compensation from NGOs to cover extra expenses 
incurred from participating in protest activities. However, for all the women interviewed, 
participation in the protests did not result in recovering land loss or receiving fair compensation.  
 
General 
 
Overall, women from all the provinces experienced worsening standards of living as a result of 
the land evictions. While most of the women were poor prior to the evictions, they were still able 
to generate enough income to cover the basic costs of running a household. After the land loss, 
the women were unable to save money, or cover essential household costs. This was especially 
difficult for women in rural areas, as limited work is available during the periods of time 
between harvests.  
  
Psychological and Emotional Impacts 
 
According to the 2012 Cambodian Mental Health Survey the rates of anxiety, PTSD and 
depression in Cambodia are well above world averages (RUPP, 2012). With these rates already 
elevated amongst the general population, we expected that within land loss communities, where 
there is frequent exposure to state violence, economic hardships, and traumatic events, the 
prevalence of symptoms of these disorders would be even higher. Additionally, in general 
women are more likely to struggle with depression and anxiety than their male counterparts 
(RUPP, 2012). This makes women in the land concession regions especially vulnerable to mental 
health problems.  
 
Commune Specific  

Battambang: Shame and Embarrassment 

 
A factor that continued to arise in the interviews, but was not explicitly identified by the 
protocols was the idea of “shame”, “embarrassment”, and “guilt” as a result of the land evictions. 
These are ideas that continued to surface in conversations with women, especially in Battambang 
province.  
 
In Battambang, the majority of the women were embarrassed by their land loss. The shame they 
experienced as a result of their land loss was so profound that they feared talking to others in 
their community who had not been affected by the same evictions. As a result, many described 
feeling socially isolated from others in their commune. Their isolated shame may be a result of 
legally signing away their land. Women interviewed in Battambang were the only ones to have 
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thumb-printed official documents as they had been misled by authority figures. As a result of 
these actions, they stated that even NGOs had given up hope for their case of reclaiming their 
land.  
 
General 
 
Worry 
 
Notably, the women feared their declining financial ability to support and sustain their families. 
This is a recurring theme, which was also discussed in a report by the Center on Housing Rights 
and Evictions (COHRE). It was found that women have to endure the psychological and 
emotional burden not only of earning a living to contribute to the family income in order to make 
ends meet, but also ensuring the welfare of the whole family while physical violence is inflicted 
on them at the same time (COHRE, 2011). Therefore, they feared for their children’s future as a 
result of not being able to provide for them nor guarantee their security. In rural communities, 
land is typically passed on to the next generation for the basis of their livelihoods. As a result of 
the land loss, the women believed that their children were denied a future.  
 
Anger 
 
Feelings of extreme anger in addition to frequent emotional outbursts were other very common 
responses by the women. Often, the anger was a result of the land loss, however, as many were 
unable to take out their anger on those that took the land, the anger was often redirected towards 
members of their family, especially children. While the women cared about their family, they felt 
emotionally distant from them due to reduced patience and increased frustration as a result of 
their losses.  
 
Traumatic Experiences 
 
While all the women valued protest activities, it was evident they also connected stress and 
hardships to the way they were treated after the eviction, not only to the eviction itself. We found 
that a major determinant to a woman’s psychological and emotional health was her exposure to 
protest activities. Women in areas that had participated in protests, Kampong Speu, Battambang, 
and Kampong Thom had a higher self-reported frequency of recurrent distressing thoughts, 
distressing dreams, and worry compared to the women in Kampong Thom, who had not joined 
protest activities.  
 
In Kampong Speu, Battambang, and Kampong Thom, when asked if they had experienced or 
witnessed physical harm or threat of physical harm, responses included: being chased by the 
police, rough pushing, blunt force trauma to the head, witnessing a pregnant protester get kicked 
in the stomach by police, being arrested and witnessing the violent arrest of a minor.  
 
Notably, the women who were involved in protest activities had also received legal and NGO 
support from Cambodian organizations. In these areas women were given money for 
transportation to and from the protests, and in some cases, food and water were supplied during 
the protests. None of the interviewed women had received any counseling or psychological 
support, despite their difficult experiences. The Leitner report identified the implications of non-
existent psychological services and connects human rights violations and violence against 
women to be a cause for psychological problems (Leitner, 2012). 
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Women in Kampong Thom were less likely than the other provinces to report experiencing an 
event that threatened the physical safety of themselves or others.  Unlike the women involved in 
protests, the women from Kampong Thom were frequently haunted with memories of their land, 
their crops and the losses of farmland and forestland. Some women dreamt about their land and 
were saddened by these dreams. However, they did not fear for the safety of themselves nor their 
family so long as they avoided protest activities.   
 
Women in all four provinces described internal conflicts regarding their attendance at protests. 
Some believed it was a waste of time, but feared if they stopped protesting they would lose all 
opportunities to reclaim their land. Despite their concerns with protests, women generally placed 
a high value in attending protests and increasing the visibility of their cause. When they 
continued to protest, it meant they maintained hope. However, when they stopped protesting, 
women struggled with the psychological impacts, which burdened them as a result of violent 
events from the protest in addition to the difficulties they faced as a result of their land loss.  
 
Symptoms of Psychological Disorders 
Symptoms of Generalized Anxiety Disorder, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and Depression 

 
Regardless of demographics, stage in the eviction process, and the type of land lost (residential, 
farm, or forest), there were several mental health symptoms that were commonly reported across 
the provinces. Since the event of the land loss, every woman interviewed stated that they 
experienced constant sadness, increased levels of worry, more difficulty sleeping throughout the 
night, difficulties concentrating and remembering, and having less energy during the day. Some 
women admitted to struggling with suicidal thoughts.  
 
Symptoms of PSTD, Generalized Anxiety Disorder, and Depression became apparent from the 
study. This is congruent with the findings on displaced people in general, where psychological 
issues have been seen to arise as a result of the behaviors, symptoms and mental fatigue 
associated with displacement (Thomas & Thomas, 2004). The symptoms of victims of 
displacement often include, but are not limited to, anxiety, depression, and symptoms of PTSD 
(van Griensven F, Chakkraband M, Thienkrua W, et al., 2006). However, our team of 
researchers was unable to formally diagnose the interviewees based on these interview results. 
Instead, the purpose of this discussion is to highlight symptoms experienced by women affected 
by land evictions. Further interviews by professionals in the fields of mental health must be 
conducted in order to formally diagnose the symptoms.  
 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder and Culturally Sensitive Terms 
 
While the levels of worry and anxiety varied for the women across provinces, the main focus of 
the worry was centered on three factors:  
 

1. The loss of land and the permanence of the loss. The majority of the women worried 
about how they would reclaim their land, especially without possession of an official land 
title.  

2. The current economic situation of the woman and her family. This included a constant 
fear of the inability to provide basic necessities such as food for their children.  
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3. The future of their children and future generations who would not be educated (for those 
that were no longer able to afford school fees), and would not receive an inheritance from 
their parents when they grew older as a result of the land loss.  

 
While some women explained that they are able to control their worrying through positive 
actions such as visiting the Pagoda, talking to friends, and going for walks, others used nerve 
calming medicines and alcohol to stop the negative thoughts.  
 
The majority of women from every province reported suffering from bii bak jet and koucharang. 
The women also explicitly mentioned that family members also suffered from these two 
culturally defined symptoms. Other somatic symptoms mentioned included headaches and a loss 
of appetite that resulted in weight loss. These symptoms were commonly seen in the psychiatric 
studies of Cambodian survivors of the Pol Pot regime, refugees, and the general mental health 
survey conducted by the Royal University of Phnom Penh. Additional somatic symptoms of 
stress and anxiety apparent in previous psychological studies such as sore legs and sore arms, 
temporary blindness, and wind, were not mentioned in our study, but are frequently experienced 
by Cambodians according to the former studies (Frye and D’Avanzo, 1994).  
 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)  
 
An eviction event involving the demolition of homes, rapid destruction of land, protests, and 
state violence can be labeled as a psychologically traumatic event that triggers symptoms of 
PTSD (van Griensven F, Chakkraband M, Thienkrua W, et al, 2006). In the case of forced and 
violent evictions, individuals involved may have directly experienced violence, witnessed the 
sudden destruction of their property, or bore witness to someone else experience a traumatic 
event.  
 
Major Depressive Disorder 
 
Many women expressed a condemning guilt as a result of losing their land. Multiple women 
expressed this “guilt” as failing in their duties as wives and mothers to take care of their family.  
 
Six women reported to having suicidal thoughts as a result of the land eviction. All of these 
women expressed overwhelming feelings of hopelessness and a loss of worth. All six women 
stated that they stayed alive because they needed to take care of their children, however, felt 
extremely sad for the situations they were left in. Similar cases were found in the recent Housing 
Rights Task (2011) force report, which stated that victims of evictions in Cambodia “suffer from 
emotional, physical and psychological trauma that are at times so bad that attempted suicides are 
regular occurrences once eviction orders have been served” (HRTF, 2011 p. 18). Due to self-
reported data, some women may not have wanted to admit to having suicidal thoughts due to the 
sensitive nature of the topic. 
 
Many of the symptoms overlapped in the criteria for Generalized Anxiety Disorder, PTSD, and 
Major Depressive Episodes. These symptoms were accounted for during the design and 
development of the protocol. These symptoms may point towards either one of these three 
disorders. However, further exploration must be done in order to more fully understand the 
mental health impacts experienced by women in land eviction situations. 
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Support Services  

Commune Specific 

Phnom Penh  
 
Of all the communes interviewed, women from Phnom Penh had received the most support from 
NGOs, advocacy groups and the media. Since many organizations offering support to those 
impacted by land evictions have main offices in Phnom Penh, the centralized location of the 
evictions in the capital city allow for ease of access to these affected communities. The plight of 
Boeung Kak Lake and Borei Keila communities have made international headlines, as well as 
garnered the support of international advocates such as former U.S. Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton. Leaders from these communities have been trained in public speaking and have told 
their stories to media outlets, local and international organizations. They have received the likes 
of tents, houses, food, money and support to organize protests. Despite these provisions, many of 
the women were still visibly distraught throughout the interviews, experiencing extreme 
emotional pain from their losses and from witnessing traumatic events at protests. Many used 
informal support networks of friends, family, and neighbors to discuss their problems and to help 
them to feel better.  
 
Battambang 
 
Women from Battambang had received support from NGOs providing legal services in the past. 
However, they explained that once they had been tricked into signing away their land by a 
prominent authority figure, all access to support services were removed from their commune.  
None of the women were able to explain exactly what services the NGO had provided while 
representatives had visited their community.  
 
Kampong Speu and Kampong Thom 
 
Women from these two provinces had recently elected commune chiefs who had promised to 
support land loss victims in their 2012 commune election campaigns. As a result, women from 
these communes received active support from their respective commune chiefs in terms of 
putting together petitions and other formal documents in an attempt to reclaim their land. The 
commune chiefs acted as an encouragement to the women from these communes, as they 
continued to demonstrate their support for the cause. The consistent efforts of the commune 
chiefs result from the fact that these leaders had also been directly impacted by economic land 
concessions, losing land alongside the other villagers.  

General 

Overall, women from all the communes interviewed had received some form of legal, financial 
or in-kind support from local NGOs, advocacy groups or government authorities.  
 
In terms of informal support, approximately a quarter of the women visited pagodas, chanted, 
meditated and used religion as a form of emotional support. Many visited with friends and family 
members to discuss the problems they faced as a result of the land loss.  
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None of the women interviewed were able to name any forms of counseling or therapeutic 
support services available to their communities. While we found that some Cambodian 
organizations do in fact provide these types of services, a general lack of knowledge surrounding 
mental health problems impedes access. Additionally, although women victims of land evictions 
experience extensive economic losses, especially in terms of loss of livelihoods, none of the 
women in the sample had received any skills training or income generation support. These types 
of trainings would provide hope, demonstrating that despite the loss of land and property, 
opportunities still exist for women to adequately provide for their families.  

9. Recommendations 
 
Recommendations for NGOs 
 

Based on the results of this study, we offer the following recommendations for action on the part 
of nongovernmental organizations. 
  
NGOs should:  
 

1. Educate and help women legally obtain titles to their land before evictions and land 
grabs.  

a. Provide preventative education, training, and advocacy, and legal services to 
vulnerable groups regarding the unsavory tactics used by elites and powerful to 
illegally grab their land. 

2. Provide targeted and effective support to women who have been impacted by forced 
evictions, through:  

a. Effective mental health care to women suffering psychological trauma in the 
aftermath of forced evictions and in the longer term.  

b. Provision of training for victims of forced eviction to enter into effective 
opportunities for a livelihood retraining. 

c. Expansion of services to remote and isolated communities in Cambodia that may 
not have links with NGOs or knowledge about forced evictions, law and rights.     

d. Provision of support so that children’s education is not interrupted during the 
threat of or actual forced evictions.  

3. Work towards democratizing advocacy processes and increasing civic engagement to 
help community members become self-advocates and work towards creating localized 
solutions for issues surround land concessions. 

4. Lead the discussions on broadening terms capturing the eviction process to include those 
threatened with eviction, and those who have faced forced evictions as a result of signing 
falsified documents or contracts that are unfulfilled by both parties.  

 
Recommendations for Funders and International Aid Agencies 
  
Based on the results of this study, we offer the following recommendations for action on the part 
of international aid organizations funders. 
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1. International aid organizations and private funders should work closely with NGOs 
regarding the recommendations above and collaborate on how best to set the agenda to 
realize these goals.  

2. Ensure that their funding does not result in, or is complicit with, unlawful evictions or 
land grabbing.  

a. Fund development initiatives in Cambodia that carefully monitor and evaluate 
conditions for giving aid to the government of Cambodia to ensure that unlawful 
and human rights violations do not occur. 

3. Lobby the government of Cambodia to commit to enforcing Cambodian Land Law and 
work to stop unlawful land evictions, and ensure that Cambodians’ housing and other 
human rights are protected. 
 

Recommendations for Policy Makers 
 
Based on the results of this study, we offer the following recommendations for action on the part 
of policy makers. 
 

2. Ensure the strict adherence to and enforcement of the 2001 Cambodia Land Law, 
international conventions of land laws and human rights laws.  

a. Help women and their families who have resided on their land in accordance with 
the 2001 Law on Land to legally obtain titles for their land before evictions take 
place. 

3. Expand the current volunteer land-titling program to reach more people and resolve land 
disputes and give land titles to people who are waiting for them, ensuring that the 
program is properly monitored to follow local laws and international standards.  

4. Expand the definition of ‘forced eviction’ to include those threatened with eviction, and 
those who have faced forced evictions as a result of signing falsified documents or 
contracts that are unfulfilled by both parties.  

5. Work closely with international organizations also an international watchdog like United 
Nations for independent monitoring and compliance with local land law and International 
Rights Frameworks.   

6. Ensure that when an eviction is necessary and lawful women and families have access to 
important services such as healthcare and education during and in the aftermath of the 
eviction/ grabbing process. 

7. Invest into the development of mental health services, inclusive of therapeutic support for 
women who are victims of land grabs.  

8. Help to provide jobs and/or new skills training for women and communities who have 
lost their occupations and livelihoods through the land evictions. 

9. Ensure that victims of evictions are compensated justly. This includes either replacing 
lost land and possessions with ones of equivalent values, or covering the real costs of lost 
land, property, housing, as well as lost employment and livelihood costs.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

 
4. Researchers should conduct research on psychological impacts of forced evictions on 

women in the immediate aftermath of the eviction.  
a. Researchers should expand qualitative research to include the personal history of 

women impacted by forced evictions.  
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b. Researchers should expand research to include a larger sample size.  
5. Researchers should expand research with use of established psychological frameworks 

and protocols that include culturally sensitive terminology (including the Hopkins 25, 
Hopkins Addendum for Cambodia). 

6. Researchers should expand research on mental health of families, men, and children, 
impacted by forced land evictions.  

7. Researchers should expand research on developing effective livelihood solutions for 
victims post eviction.  

10. Conclusion 
 
As a result of Economic Land Concessions and forced land evictions, women across Cambodia 
have experienced distressing and traumatic events, which have impacted their economic 
situations in addition to their mental health. A lack of compensation, economic opportunities, 
and income generation skills has left women victims of land evictions extremely worried, 
hopeless, and frightened about the future.   
 
It is a critical time for Cambodian policy makers to ensure that enforcement of the 2001 Law on 
Land is more strict as to ensure that rightful titles are given to families who have lived in 
accordance to the land titling policies. The government, NGOs, and advocacy groups have the 
responsibility to educate landholders on their rights to land, and ensure that they understand the 
importance of and process to obtaining a land title. Early education is the key measure in order to 
prevent further cases of economic and emotional trauma to Cambodians.  
 
For communities that are protesting against land evictions, authorities are responsible for 
ensuring that peaceful protests are allowed as according to Cambodian law, and that violence is 
not used. Additionally, for NGOs and advocacy groups supporting women in protest, it is critical 
that counseling support is also provided. Most incidences of trauma occur during protests, and 
physical and mental harm from experiencing or witnessing state violence have a lasting impact 
on women as described by those interviewed. Participating in protests can generate hope and 
develop networks for women faced with land evictions. However, if not given appropriate 
counseling, women may become victims to negative psychological impacts.   
 
There are some communities which have been tricked into signing away their land. As a result, 
organizations have reportedly halted support to these communities, as it has become increasingly 
difficult for individuals in these areas to legally reclaim their land. In these cases, support can 
still be given to the community, especially in rural areas, as they are dependant on land for 
income generation. The provision of skills training and livelihood projects for women who have 
already lost their land is critical to ensuring that this population is not trapped in a downwards 
cycle of poverty. When women lose their ability to care of their family, children are often pulled 
out of school in order to help bring in extra income. By ensuring that women are able to continue 
generating income, despite physical displacement or the loss of agricultural land, it is ensured 
that dependants and the younger generation affected by these land losses are properly cared for 
and educated, thereby empowering the future generation.   
 
While the women had symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder, PTSD, and depression, none 
were able to name organizations offering mental health support. As a result, no women from our 
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sample had received or sought help from those offering counseling and therapy services. These 
services could have a very positive impact on the lives of women affected by land evictions by 
supporting them in their endeavors to regain a living and hope for their future after the eviction 
process. Additionally, the negative mental health impacts experienced by women can have a 
detrimental impact on their family, especially as women are the primary caretakers of the 
household. Ensuring that appropriate therapy and mental health services are provided to women 
victims of land evictions can positively impact they way they treat their families and raise their 
children. The strong mental health of women facing land evictions will promote stability and 
hope for the future generations.  
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