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There’s a feeling of post-lunch lethargy 

in the village of West Tbaeng as the 

mournful voice of a funeral song 

mingles with the steady patter of a wet 

season downpour. 

Villagers trundle along the potholed 

muddy roads on bicycles or on foot or 

head back to work in the fields 

crammed on Cambodia’s ubiquitous 

farm transport vehicle, the koo-yurn or 

“cow machine”.  

Located 62 kilometres east of the 

ancient temples of Angkor Wat, the 

picturesque rural village is the centre of Tbaeng Commune, one of 100 communes in Siem Reap 

Province. 

The village could be the embodiment of what many have labeled the “paradox” of Siem Reap: 

while the provincial city continues to attract the biggest tourist dollars in Cambodia, residents in 

the mostly rural province remain some of the country’s poorest. 

Tbaeng Commune Chief HeipTaa sits bespectacled in a corner office of the council building, his 

back to French-style shutters that open on to a lotus pond. 

The 62-year-old has held his position since 1980 as a member of the country’s ruling Cambodian 

People’s Party. 

“We have good cooperation in this commune between the councillors, police, other local 

authorities, and the citizens,” he says. 

“I think of the people, the villagers, as my parents. I want to show them high respect because 

they live in this community. The councillors are elected by the people so they must work with 

the people. The councillors are not the boss, the people are the boss.” 

The Cambodian Centre for Independent Media has come to Tbaeng Commune to run a program 

based on this philosophy. 

For two years, the NGO has taken its “Good Service, Good Society” program on tour to 20 

communes throughout Cambodia. 



The program aims to foster dialogue between Cambodia’s lowest level of government, the 

commune council and citizens, and to improve the distribution of public information on civil 

registration and other matters. 

CCIM holds public forums where villagers are invited to pose questions directly to those that 

govern them. 

Cambodia’s commune councils and local authorities are often rife with corruption, both large-

scale and petty, and the forums are designed to give communities a platform to hold their leaders 

to account. 

There are 1641 families living in Tbaeng Commune, 7869 residents in total. 

Eighty per cent are farmers, while 20 per cent work on plantations. 

Like communes across Cambodia, Tbeang has been the site of long-running and heated land 

disputes between locals and authorities. 

According to the Cambodian Centre for Human Rights, at least 229 families in Tbeng Commune 

have been affected by land disputes involving a total of 1417 hectares of land since at least 2007. 

Investigations by CCHR reveal three 

separate conflicts between villagers and 

authorities including, the Royal 

Cambodian Armed Forces, Siem Reap 

Provincial Forestry Administration and 

the national, provincial and commune 

levels of government, including Tbeang 

Commune Chief HeipTaa. 

58-year-old San Ny says the loss of her 

land has virtually destroyed her 

livelihood. 

She’s taking shelter from the rain with 

her neighbour, 67-year-old Ton Kuon, at 

a small general store selling snacks and household items. 

“I have no job,” she says.  “I used to have more land, which I farmed as a rice field but it was 

taken by the authorities, who told me that it was to become an environmental area. From then on 

the authorities forbid me from doing anything anymore on that land. But then the land was rented 

to a company to be farmed, to grow cassava. “ 

Both San Ny and Ton Kuon say they don’t know about CCIM’s forum, but would like to go 

along. 

“I’m not sure the commune council can help us. I think it is beyond their capacity to solve the 

land problems, but I would like to ask them about this.” 



CCIM has asked the commune councillors to invite villagers to the forum, but 52-year-old 

farmer CheaVarn says she also hasn’t been told. 

“I would like to join any forum or activity in the commune but the council doesn’t inform me 

about them,” she says. 

“Especially the village chief, he is very partisan. He just invites his relatives and their 

companions to join in the forums.” 

CheaVarn sits beneath the awning of her wooden home, as her three grandchildren peer 

curiously out the door. 

“My family is very poor,” she says. “My children work very hard to earn us money but we are 

still very poor.” 

CheaVarn has a goiter and problems with her eyes. 

She says her husband lost his leg while serving as a soldier in the military. 

“I had to spend 20 dollars to get a Poor ID Card for us to use at the health centre… It’s supposed 

to be free of charge for poor citizens so why did I have to spend 20 dollars on it?” 

She says she would like to go to the forum so she can ask about this problem. 

“I’m not angry I haven’t been invited but I want to know why they don’t inform me, why they 

ignore me. I am a person who lives in the community too. I don’t know exactly what is in their 

hearts but I think that they may hate and ignore my family but I don’t know why exactly. I vote 

for their party, the CPP (Cambodian People’s Party), so I don’t know why they act in this way.” 

Land disputes, along with petty corruption at 

the health centre and with the commune 

council’s civil registration process, dominate 

a heated discussion at the next day’s forum. 

About 200 Tbeang Commune villagers pack 

a building at the Dam NakThlerkVa Pagoda 

from eight o’clock in the morning and begin 

firing questions at the panel. 

It’s a long way from the reticence that has 

typified the mood of participants at many of 

CCIM’s previous public forums, with many 

villagers, audibly and visibly angry. 

HeipTaa dominates the panel’s responses, sometimes speaking for minutes on end without 

interruption. 



The forum runs an-hour-and-a-half overtime, and as midday steadily approaches, villagers gather 

in the grounds of the pagoda, talking in small groups. 

27 year-old farmer SemChendra says he was not afraid to pose his questions to the panel, but the 

commune chief’s answers were completely off the topic. 

“He didn’t focus on answering my questions at all,” he says. 

“I think the conduct of the commune council is not very good. Because they don’t go directly to 

meet people, the local citizens. They don’t think of anything but money. Money money money.” 

Chea Saveth echoes the sentiment. 

“It’s like the chief just speaks from his mouth but without doing anything. He just speaks without 

doing anything. You know the name of this forum is “Good Service, Good Society”, but it’s a 

bad society” 

HeipTaa says the forum has shown him the council has to change its behavior. 

“Some of the questions were very strong, some people are angry. But I’m happy because some of 

the problems raised the council wasn’t aware of at all so the forum was a good chance to hear 

more of what is going on in my commune.” 

CheaSaveth says she is hopeful the forum will raise the profile of the commune and the problems 

people are facing there. 

“I want this forum to broadcast loudly to people all over our country to make sure that everyone 

knows how it is. To make people understand how it is, what the concerns are in this commune.” 

Over four weeks,CCIM’s “Good Service, Good Society” radio program will do just that, 

profiling Tbeng Commune, airing edited parts of the forum, and following up with relevant 

ministers and authorities on the issues raised. 

CCIM will then go back to Tbeng Commune to ask villagers and the council what, if anything, 

has changed. 

For more information: http://www.vodhotnews.com/features/10110-community-dialogue-in-

siem-reap-province  
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