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Introduction

In recent years, Cambodia has emerged as a focal point for Chinese investment and aid in the energy sector. As

the country seeks to accelerate its economic development, it has turned to China for financing, expertise, and

technology to build a more resilient and diversified energy infrastructure. This article provides a comprehensive

overview of the evolution, current state, and future prospects of Chinese involvement in Cambodia’s energy

landscape. We will examine the types of projects being financed, the financial mechanisms at play, the

socio �economic and environmental impacts, and the challenges that accompany this partnership.

Historical Context: Early Chinese Involvement

1990s �2000s: Laying the Foundations

After the Khmer Rouge era, Cambodia was in a fragile state with limited infrastructure. During the 1990s, China

began to provide modest aid in the form of technical assistance and small-scale power projects. The focus was

largely on hydropower, a resource abundant in the Mekong River basin. These early collaborations were

characterized by bilateral agreements that set the stage for future, larger �scale investments.

2010s: A Surge in Chinese Funding

The 2010s marked a significant uptick in Chinese involvement. China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and its

expanding global economic outreach brought a wave of financing for Cambodia’s energy projects. The Chinese

government, through state-owned enterprises (SOEs) such as China Three Gorges Corporation and China

National Offshore Oil Corporation, began to take on key roles in hydropower, solar, and gas projects. The

Cambodian government, eager to meet growing energy demand, welcomed this influx of capital and expertise.

Current Landscape of Chinese Investment in Cambodia’s Energy

Hydropower Projects

Hydropower remains the cornerstone of Chinese investment in Cambodia. The Preah Vihear Hydropower Project 

and the Chhuk Chhmar Hydropower Plantare flagship examples. These projects, backed by Chinese financing

and engineering firms, aim to tap into the Mekong River’s potential to generate clean electricity. The total installed

capacity from Chinese �financed hydropower plants exceeds 1,200 MW, contributing significantly to Cambodia’s

national grid.

Solar Power Initiatives

Recognizing the country’s abundant sunshine, China has invested heavily in solar farms. The Phnom Penh Solar 

Park and the Ratanakiri Solar Arrayare two major projects that illustrate China’s commitment to renewable

energy. These solar installations collectively provide over 200 MW of clean power, helping Cambodia diversify its

energy mix and reduce reliance on fossil fuels.

Wind Energy Ventures

Wind energy is still in its nascent stage in Cambodia, but Chinese investment is accelerating development. The 



Tonle Sap Wind Farm is a joint venture between a Chinese wind turbine manufacturer and a Cambodian partner.

With an anticipated capacity of 50 /MW, this project is set to become one of the largest wind farms in Southeast Asia.

Natural Gas and LNG

China’s expertise in natural gas extraction and liquefied natural gas (LNG) technology has led to several joint 

ventures in Cambodia. The Angkor LNG Terminal is a landmark project, designed to import LNG from China and

other Asian partners. This terminal, with a capacity of 2 million tonnes per annum, is expected to supply domestic

power plants and industrial users.

Energy Infrastructure: Grid and Transmission

Beyond generation, Chinese firms are also investing in transmission lines and grid upgrades. The Siem 

Reap �Sihanoukville Transmission Corridoris a 500 km high �voltage line that will connect remote provinces to the

national grid. By improving reliability and reducing transmission losses, this infrastructure is essential for achieving

nationwide electrification goals.

Financial Mechanisms and Aid Structures

Loans, Grants, and Public �Private Partnerships

Chinese financing in Cambodia’s energy sector typically takes the form of concessional loans, grants, and 

public �private partnership (PPP) agreements. The China Development Bank (CDB) and the Export �Import Bank 

of China (Exim)provide low �interest loans with repayment terms extending 20 �30 years. Grants are occasionally

offered for research and development of renewable technologies.

China Development Bank and Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank

The CDB has been the primary financial engine behind many hydropower and solar projects. Additionally, the 

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), with substantial Chinese influence, has funded grid upgrades and

rural electrification programs. These multilateral institutions provide a more diversified funding pool, reducing the

concentration risk associated with single �source financing.

Bilateral Aid Programs

The Cambodian government’s bilateral aid agreements with China often include technical assistance, capacity

building, and training programs. For example, Chinese engineers are deployed to oversee construction, while

Cambodian technicians receive on �the �job training to operate and maintain the new facilities. Such capacity �building

initiatives aim to ensure long �term sustainability and local ownership.

Impact on Cambodia’s Energy Security

Capacity Increase and Reliability

Chinese investment has helped Cambodia increase its installed capacity from around 700 MW in 2015 to over

1,800 MW today. This growth has reduced the frequency of power outages, especially in urban centers. The

reliability of the grid has improved, supporting industrial growth and attracting foreign direct investment (FDI).

Rural Electrification

One of the most significant social outcomes of Chinese �financed projects is the expansion of electrification to rural 

areas. The Ratanakiri Solar Array and the Siem Reap �Sihanoukville Transmission Corridorhave brought

power to over 300,000 households that previously relied on kerosene lamps. This has improved education,

healthcare, and overall quality of life.



Economic Growth and Industrialization

Reliable electricity is a prerequisite for industrialization. Chinese �backed energy projects have enabled Cambodia to

expand its manufacturing base, particularly in textiles and electronics. The increased energy supply has lowered

operating costs and increased competitiveness, contributing to a GDP growth rate that averaged 7% over the last

decade.

Environmental and Social Considerations

Sustainability and Emissions

Hydropower, while renewable, can have significant ecological impacts, such as altered river flow and fish migration

patterns. Solar and wind projects have lower environmental footprints but require careful land use planning.

Chinese firms are increasingly adopting environmental assessment protocols aligned with international standards

to mitigate these effects.

Community Impact and Resettlement

Large hydropower projects often necessitate the relocation of communities. The Preah Vihear Hydropower 

Projectrequired the resettlement of 15,000 residents. While compensation packages were provided, many

residents expressed concerns about loss of ancestral lands and cultural heritage. Chinese companies have begun

to incorporate community engagement plans to address these issues more proactively.

Regulatory Framework and Compliance

China’s investment has spurred reforms in Cambodia’s regulatory framework. The government has updated its

energy law to include stricter environmental safeguards, renewable energy targets, and transparent procurement

processes. However, enforcement remains uneven, and independent audits are increasingly necessary to ensure

compliance.

Challenges and Criticisms

Debt Sustainability

Critics argue that the high level of Chinese debt could jeopardize Cambodia’s fiscal stability. With over 30% of the

country’s external debt attributed to Chinese loans, there is a risk of debt distress if project revenues do not meet

expectations. Policymakers must balance the need for infrastructure with prudent fiscal management.

Transparency and Governance

Transparency in project contracts and procurement has been a persistent concern. Some NGOs have called for

greater disclosure of terms, particularly regarding interest rates and repayment schedules. Strengthening

institutional capacity for oversight is essential to build public trust.

Dependence on Chinese Technology

Reliance on Chinese technology and supply chains can create vulnerabilities, especially in the context of

geopolitical tensions. Diversifying technology partners and encouraging local manufacturing can mitigate these

risks and foster resilience.

Future Outlook

Upcoming Projects and Announcements

Several high �profile projects are slated for completion in the next five years. The Phnom Penh Solar Park Phase II 



will add an additional 150 /MW, while the Tonle Sap Wind Farm Expansion aims to double its capacity. Meanwhile, 

the Angkor LNG Terminal  is expected to commence commercial operations by 2028.

Diversification and Renewable Focus

To meet its 2030 renewable energy target of 30% of total generation, Cambodia is looking beyond hydropower.

China is investing in battery storage solutions, smart grid technology, and micro �grid projects that can enhance

resilience and support off �grid communities.

Policy Recommendations

•  Implement robust debt �management frameworks to monitor and mitigate risks associated with Chinese 

financing.

•  Enhance transparency by mandating public disclosure of contract terms and project performance data.

•  Encourage local participation in supply chains to build domestic capacity and reduce dependency.

•  Strengthen environmental safeguards through independent impact assessments and community monitoring.

•  Promote technology diversification by engaging multiple international partners.

Conclusion

Chinese investment and aid have become pivotal in shaping Cambodia’s energy future. From hydropower and solar

farms to grid upgrades and LNG terminals, these projects have bolstered energy security, driven economic growth,

and extended electrification to remote regions. Yet, the partnership is not without challenges—debt sustainability,

transparency, and environmental stewardship remain pressing concerns. By adopting comprehensive policy

measures that promote accountability, diversify technology sources, and safeguard community interests, Cambodia

can harness the full potential of Chinese involvement while building a resilient, sustainable energy ecosystem for

the years ahead.
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