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Foreword

The ILO’s primary goal is to “promote opportunities for women and men to 
obtain decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security 

and human dignity”. Its mandate goes beyond the confi nes of the formal 
labour market, and includes all types of workers such as casual wage workers, 
self-employed individuals, and homeworkers. Thus, its initiative on the informal 
economy is rooted in its concern for all workers who ILO affi rms as having basic 
rights at work.

ILO reaffi rmed this mandate of addressing the informal economy in 1999 
when, in the Director General’s Report to the 87th Session of the International 
Labour Conference, entitled Decent Work, it defi ned the challenge as that of 
extending decent work to the informal economy. ILO re-emphasized this same 
challenge in its Report to the General Discussions of the 2002 International 
Labour Conference, Decent Work and the Informal Economy - Report VI, and 
further spelled it out in terms of addressing what it called decent work defi cits
in four key areas: employment, rights, social protection, and representation.

In an effort to address this challenge, the ILO Subregional Offi ce for East 
Asia in Bangkok launched the Informal Economy, Poverty and Employment
(IE) Project funded by the United Kingdom’s Department for International 
Development (DFID). The IE Project was implemented in 2003-2006 in
Cambodia, Mongolia and Thailand.

The project focuses on three broad and interrelated themes: (i) organization, 
representation and voice, (ii) improved productivity and market access, and 
(iii) reduced vulnerabilities. Within these themes, the project has undertaken 
policy research, awareness raising and advocacy, organizational and service 
development, training and capacity building and pilot action.

In Cambodia, the IE project aims to contribute to the formulation of policies 
and action plans towards realising Cambodia’s development strategy, especially 
given that 85 percent of the Cambodian workforce are found in the informal 
economy. The Cambodian Rectangular Strategy for Growth, Employment, 
Equity and Effi ciency (2004-2008) represents government’s guiding strategy to
implement its political platform and to meet Cambodia’s Millennium Development 
Goals and National Poverty Reduction Strategy. It focuses on governance and 
economic growth through agricultural development, physical infrastructure,
private sector development and capacity building. The mandate of the ILO, 
especially as it promotes decent work for all, corresponds to these goals.
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The Informal Economy, Poverty and Employment publication series captures 
the work and experience of the IE project. It contributes to ILO’s knowledge base
in this area of work and helps to move ILO’s work forward through its policy
research, capacity building tools and lessons learned. Much of the work
completed has been documented while capacity building tools have been set
into guidebooks and training manuals.

This Handbook on Decent Work in the Informal Economy in Cambodia 
is prepared in response to the queries of local stakeholders who wanted to 
understand what it means to have decent work in the informal economy and 
how this issue may be addressed. This fi rst publication in the Informal Economy, 
Poverty and Employment: Cambodia series describes the challenge of decent 
work in the Cambodian context. It shows facts and trends in the informal
economy, matched with images, stories, and description of the work done by
ILO’s social partners, namely government, workers’ and employers’ organizations. 
It describes various local initiatives that we hope would be useful to local private 
and public agencies working in the informal economy. It aims to facilitate 
understanding of how organizations, at every level, can contribute to extend 
decent work in the informal economy.

The full report on which this synthesis is based is also published as the 
second in this Cambodian series. These were prepared at the beginning of the 
project by way of gaining familiarity with the current state of undertakings in 
Cambodia.

We would like to thank many people for making this publication possible. 
The Economic Institute of Cambodia (EIC) prepared this handbook and the 
literature review on which this synthesis is based. Main coordination for EIC
was carried out by Mr. Nuth Monyrath and EIC’s managing editor was 
Martine Hervet. Editing and art work were provided by the Inter Press Service
Asia-Pacifi c. Mr. Tun Sophorn, ILO National Project Coordinator for Cambodia, 
closely coordinated the preparation and fi nalization of this publication. Overall 
technical supervision was provided by Ms. Sandra O. Yu, Chief Technical Adviser 
of the IE project. Ms. Ginette Forgues, Senior Specialist on Local Strategies
for Decent Work, supplied valuable comments on the report and provided
technical backstopping to the IE project.

It is hoped that this Handbook will provide a common understanding 
that extending decent work to all workers in Cambodia will contribute to overall 
economic and social advancement as well as furthering the nation’s goals as 
expressed their national development frameworks and strategies.

Christine Evans-Klock
Director
Subregional Offi ce for East Asia
Bangkok, Thailand



5

Foreword ..........................................................................................3

1. What is the informal economy? ....................................................6
 - Who can be found in the informal economy? ...........................................7
 - What does the informal economy represent? ...........................................8
 - Why is the informal economy widespread ................................................9

2. Why focus on decent work in the informal economy? ...................10
 - Employment defi cit ...............................................................................11
 - Rights defi cit ........................................................................................12
 - Social protection defi cit .........................................................................13
 - Representation defi cit ...........................................................................15

3. How can decent work be promoted in the informal economy? ......16
 - Legal framework and the informal economy ..........................................17
 - Enterprise development for better productivity and quality of work .........21
 - Microfi nance and fi nancial services .......................................................23
 - Access to training for better productivity and employability ....................24
 - Social protection enhancement .............................................................25
 - Improvement of representation .............................................................27

4. What next? ................................................................................31

Table of Contents



6

Handbook on Decent Work in the Informal Economy

As one visits well-known tourist sites in Cambodia, one may be 
approached by guides selling travel books, or by taxi operators offering 
to take one around. These people, who work hard to make a living, are 
all part of the informal economy in the country. There are many others 
like them in both urban and rural areas.

The term “informal economy” refers to very small-scale units 
producing and distributing goods and services. These units are 
composed of independent, self-employed producers, family labour, 
hired workers or apprentices.

These units:
■ operate with very little capital or none at all;
■ utilise a low level of technology and skills;
■ operate at a low level of productivity;
■ generally provide very low and irregular income, and highly unstable 

employment for those who work in them.

They are “informal” in the sense that they are mostly:
■ unregistered and unrecorded in offi cial statistics and thus not 

recognised, supported or regulated by the government;
■ have little or no access to organized markets, credit institutions, 

formal education and training institutions, or to many public 
services and amenities;

■ are compelled to operate outside the legal framework and beyond 
the pale of social protection, labour legislation and protective 
measures, even if they are registered and respect certain aspects of 
the law.

The informal economy includes also employment to the extent that 
workers are undeclared (by both informal and formal enterprises) and 
do not enjoy social benefi ts mandated under the law.

What is
the informal economy?
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What is the informal economy?

Who can be found in the informal economy?
The informal economy refers to: 
■ a vast majority of micro and small enterprises, many of which are 

found in homes, farms, streets, small rooms or shops 
■ workers who lack protection and support...

... self-employed or own-account workers working alone or with 
unpaid employees,

... workers in micro or informal enterprises or those working without 
a fi xed employer or without a contract,

... workers working in formal companies but without fi xed contracts 
or secure tenure,

... workers in livelihood activities which cannot access information, 
credit, training, counselling and other inputs,

... economic activities that are not registered due to many 
constraints in the procedures.

Who are the informal workers in Cambodia?

In Phnom Penh, they include self-operators of motor-taxis and cyclos, 
street vendors, shoe-shiners, garbage collectors, vehicle repairers, 
small-scale gasoline sellers, brick workers, construction workers and 
domestic workers.

In rural areas, they are farmers and workers in non-farm activities 
such as fi shing, fi sh processing, mining, spinning and weaving, food 
processing, handicraft-making and vending.
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What does the informal economy represent?
In 2003 the informal economy accounted for 62 percent of gross 
domestic product (GDP) and 85 percent of the total workforce in 
Cambodia, according to estimates by the Economic Institute of 
Cambodia (EIC). The remaining 15 percent of the workforce is 
employed by formal sectors, especially in the garment industry 
(230,000), tourism sector (70,000), and public administration 
(350,000).

Although the size of the informal economy has slowly declined in 
recent years, its contribution to the economy is still considerable.

The Cambodian informal economy is made up of a huge proportion 
of own-account workers and unpaid family workers—two groups 
that represent respectively 40 percent and 44 percent of the total 
workforce, or a total of 84 percent, according to the Cambodian 
Labour Force Survey of 2001. Of this, 70 percent is found in 
agriculture. Over half of them are women. 
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What is the informal economy?

Why is the informal economy widespread?
It is widespread in Cambodia because:

■ Poverty constrains people to work in the informal economy. Around 
45 percent of the Cambodian population lives under the poverty 
line and Cambodia is still one of the poorest countries in the world, 
ranked 130 out of 175 nations in the Human Development Report 
2004, produced by the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP).

■ The high cost of doing business and complicated registration 
procedures discourage enterprises from becoming formal. To start 
a new business, operators need to register with the Ministry of 
Commerce and get various licences from different ministries. Until 
recent years, registration cost about US$1,500 and took 94 days 
to be completed. Since 2004, the registration process has been 
simplifi ed and the fee has been reduced to US$177, but facilitation 
fees have not been removed. Therefore, the registration fee, in 
practice, can still be as high as US$250 to US$300.

■ Inadequate economic growth leads to a surplus of labour, and 
pushes under-employed people to accept informal and vulnerable 
jobs. Foreign direct investment (FDI), which provides most 
employment opportunities in the formal sector, does not create 
enough jobs to absorb workers.

■ The elimination of US quotas for garment exports obliges Cambodia 
to compete with other garment-producing countries, including 
China. In the absence of reforms to promote the private sector and 
to improve competitiveness with reduced costs, formal employment 
may substantially diminish.



10

Handbook on Decent Work in the Informal Economy

The International Labour Organization, of which Cambodia is a 
member, promotes decent work.

Decent work refers to employment where:
■ suffi cient incomes are provided to support workers and their 

families and opportunities for development are available;
■ health and safety are guaranteed and social protection 

mechanisms are provided through the improvement of protection 
in the workplace, and the enhancement and extension of social 
protection;

■ rights to operate, organize and have productive access are secured;
■ opportunities for organization, representation and being heard 

through workers’ organizations and social dialogue between 
employers, workers and government are guaranteed.

Decent work is more diffi cult to attain in the informal economy, but it 
is possible.

Because of a lack of employment in the formal economy, a vast 
majority of people are forced to work in the informal economy, where 
they lack adequate protection, security, organization and a voice.

Areas which face the lack or defi cit of decent work when it comes to 
the informal economy are employment, rights, social protection and 
representation.

Why focus on decent work
in the informal economy?
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Why focus on decent work in the informal economy?

Employment defi cit
Many people work in the informal economy because they cannot 
fi nd jobs in the formal economy. Foreign direct investment does not 
correspond to the annual increase in the labour force. For instance, 
FDIs in 2003 created only about 33,000 jobs, while the number of 
new entrants in the labour market is estimated to reach more than 
200,000 a year.

The share of formal employment is very low at only 15 percent.
Most jobs, therefore, are in the informal economy. The problem is that 
informal workers face poor working conditions and their rights are not 
protected. They do not enjoy legal and social protection and have no 
voice to protect their interests.
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Rights defi cit
Poor labour standards prevail in the informal economy. 
Informal workers are not recognised, not regulated 
and thus not entitled to legal protection. They are often 
subject to extortion, bribery, repression and harassment—
sometimes sexual—by authorities.

Informal workers are not covered by labour legislation 
because the labour code is based on an employer-
employee relationship. Business registration requirements 
are very diffi cult, so many small businesses are forced to 
operate without a licence. Public authorities often confuse 
unregulated activities of informal enterprises with illegal 
activities.

FOCUS:
Collectively bargaining for their rights

Transport operators, micro-vendors and farm workers negotiate for their right 

to better work conditions. When municipal authorities barred motor-taxis from 

carrying passengers to the Phnom Penh International Airport, a group of 31 motor-

taxi operators jointly negotiated with the municipality which eventually reversed 

its decision. A street vendor, with the support of a local group called CAID, was 

successful in seeking a US$ 200 compensation from a public market when the 

street vendor was hit by the market’s security guard while in the process of clearing 

the sidewalk. In a land dispute over 95,648 hectares between thousands of farming 

families and a big company, CAID supported 1,387 families in demanding the 

release of six persons imprisoned in connection to the land dispute and the return of 

the land to the families.

‘I fear being cheated’

Yhay, 17 years old, works 
as a casual construction 
labourer without a contract 
in Siem Reap province.

“Actually, I think my current 
job is too hard, but I can 
tolerate it only because I 
simply have no idea what 
else to do. What I fear most 
is to be cheated by the 
constructor; sometimes, the 
constructor doesn’t pay us 
when the work is completed. 
One day I came to get 
money, but I couldn’t fi nd 
him.”

>
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Why focus on decent work in the informal economy?

Social protection defi cit
Informal workers often toil under poor working conditions. Social 
security laws apply only to those covered by Cambodian labour 
law. Informal workers have no retirement or illness benefi ts and are 
exposed to occupational risks such as accidents and serious health 
hazards. Women represent a large part of the informal economy. Their 
working conditions are often unacceptable.

Among informal workers, home-based workers are also exposed to 
poor working conditions. Materials, equipment and machines brought 
into homes sometimes pose occupational safety and health (OSH) 
hazards, not only to workers but also their families. Most of these 
workers are unaware of these hazards and have little access to OSH 
information on how to protect themselves. HIV/AIDS also threatens 
informal workers. Cambodia has the highest HIV infection rate in Asia. 
The majority of the workers are not able to afford social security.
This affects their entire families, including children, women and the 
elderly. Children may be forced to work and they lose the opportunity 
to go to school. 

FOCUS:
Small changes, big difference

Mrs Bunny runs two businesses—making soya drink and fi sh paste. She explained 

that before attending an ILO-sponsored training on OSH for home workers, she had

been working seated on the fl oor. She often had to get up to reach for the sugar 

needed to add fl avour to the drink. This strained her back, slowed her down a lot, 

and made her work longer hours.

Following the training, Mrs Bunny now has a place for everything (raw materials, 

sugar, salt, etc) close to her working area. She now works at a table, standing up. 

Waste is quickly disposed of to make the work area neat and effi cient.

>
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FOCUS:
Security at low cost

Mrs Chomroen Kahna, 41 years old and a widow, subsists on a half-hectare farm, 

two pigs, a few chickens and coconut trees. Her assets are valued at US$1,000. 

She is a member of a SKY community-based health insurance run by GRET in Takeo 

Province. For this, she pays a monthly premium of US$1.25 per month for her entire 

family (or an equivalent of $0.25 per person).

One day, her son started vomiting with fever and strong abdominal pains. He 

was rushed to the community health centre where he was given medicine and 

then transported by ambulance to the Ang Roka Referral Hospital. There, he was 

diagnosed with appendicitis. As the surgery could not be done at the Referral 

Hospital, he was taken to the Takeo Provincial Hospital by ambulance. It had only 

been three hours since he fi rst arrived at the community health center.

The surgery was performed on the same day at the Takeo Provincial Hospital and he 

was discharged after fi ve days. The costs for the transportation home were covered 

by SKY and no fees were paid throughout the entire process.

If Mrs. Chomroen Kahna had not been a member of SKY, she would have incurred 

the following events and attendant costs:

■ Consultation at the community health center: US$1.50

■ Ambulance to Ang Roka Referral Hospital: US$20

■ Wait of one day to borrow money (at an interest of 15 percent per month) and to 

sell assets (at 50 percent its value)

■ Return to Ang Roka Referral Hospital the following day; severe appendicitis attack 

diagnosed

■ Cost at Ang Roka Hospital for admission and lab exams: US$7

■ Ambulance to Takeo Provincial Hospital: US$20

■ Surgery administered on a more complicated case given an extra waiting time of 

one day

■ Five-day stay in hospital: US$73

■ Drugs, lab exams, food, other user fees: $45

■ Transportation back home: US$8

Total cost if Mrs. Kahna did not have health insurance from SKY: US$174.50 (not 

including interest rates from loan and loss of assets) or the equivalent of 58 years 

of premium per person.

>
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Why focus on decent work in the informal economy?

Representation defi cit
Informal workers and entrepreneurs are often not organized, not 
represented in forums, and have little or no voice. Therefore, little 
attention is given to their interests. They cannot negotiate or bargain 
with employers, donors, civil society or public administration for their 
rights.

Informal workers are not organized because:
■ they are heterogenous, so the variety of informal occupations and 

interests makes it diffi cult to gather them together.
■ most workers are unaware of the importance of organization; their 

primary need is to generate income for survival and many resist 
allocating time for meetings or group discussions.

■ they are overworked, so it is hard for them to fi nd time to meet and 
discuss issues.

■ the tenure of their work is unstable.
■ some fear being intimidated or removed from work.

FOCUS:
Informal workers address harassment and extortion

Phnom Penh street vendors often need to pay “informal fees” to be allowed to sell 

on the streets. Sometimes, the police confi scate their equipment and bring them to 

the police station—and vendors have to pay bigger amounts of money to get them 

back. The Urban Sector Group helped 160 women street vendors organize into 

groups. These vendors take joint action in bargaining with public authorities. They 

now know whom to call when they face harassment and extortion. They also set up 

group savings to avoid the high interest rates of moneylenders.

>
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This can be done by:

■ providing a legal framework appropriate for workers and employers 
in the informal economy

■ promoting enterprise development for better productivity and quality 
of work

■ improving microfi nance and other fi nancial services

■ facilitating access to training for better productivity and 
employability

■ enhancing social protection through innovative mechanisms

■ improving representation through member-based organizations

How can decent work
be promoted in the
informal economy?
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How can decent work be promoted in the informal economy?

Legal framework and the informal economy
The legal environment in Cambodia supports the protection of all 
workers, whether formal or informal. The Cambodian Constitution, the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the ILO’s fundamental 
conventions, which Cambodia has signed, apply to all types of 
workers. Therefore, informal workers should not be treated differently 
from formal ones. 

What does the Cambodian Constitution say?

Cambodia recognises and respects human rights as stipulated in the 
United Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and in other international covenants and conventions.

Everyone is equal before the law without discrimination of race, colour, 
sex, language, religious belief, political tendency, birth origin, social 
status, or wealth.

Everyone has the right to participate in political, economic, social and 
cultural life, to choose employment, to be members of trade unions, to 
get equal pay for equal work and social security coverage.

The state has an obligation to promote economic development in all 
sectors throughout the country.

What does the Universal Declaration of Human Rights say? 

Everyone has the right to work and to be protected against 
unemployment.

Everyone has the right to just and favourable remuneration, social 
protection without discrimination, and the right to form and join trade 
unions for the protection of his or her interests.
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ILO Conventions 29 and 105 ban all forms of forced or compulsory 
labour except for emergency or military and public services.

ILO Conventions 87 and 98 guarantee the right of workers and 
employers to set up and join organizations to protect their interests.

ILO Convention 100 requires ratifying states to have, for men and 
women, a policy of equal remuneration for work of equal value.

ILO Convention 111 requires ratifying states to have a national policy to 
eliminate all forms of discrimination on the grounds of race, colour or 
gender.

ILO Convention 138 requires ratifying states to pursue national policies 
to ensure the effective abolition of child labour and set the minimum 
age at 15 years, or 14 years in least developed countries.

These ILO Conventions apply to all workers, regardless of whether 
they work in the formal or informal economy.

Cambodia has ratifi ed seven of the eight fundamental ILO conventions:

No ILO Conventions Ratifi ed

29 Forced Labour Convention ✓

105 Abolition of Forced Labour Convention  ✓

87 Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to ✓

Organise Convention

98 Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention ✓

100 Equal Remuneration Convention ✓

111 Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention ✓

138 Minimum Age Convention ✓

182 Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention ✗
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What are the current labour and business laws in relation to 
the informal economy?

The Cambodian Labour Code provides for the protection of workers 
and employers having employer-employee relationships. Some 
occupations are excluded from the Cambodian labour legislation, 
such as self-employed workers (absence of employer-employee 
relationships), unpaid family workers (absence of remuneration), 
domestic workers (explicitly excluded from the law) and some home 
workers or outsourced workers (without clear employer-employee 
relationships).

The law on commercial regulations requires businesses to register 
with the Ministry of Commerce. Some businesses are exempted from 
taxation on profi ts—artisans whose activity is of familial character, and 
businesses with an annual profi t of less than 6 million riel. However, 
enterprises that are not covered by the law are required to get a 
licence from the Ministry of Commerce.
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How can legislation and law enforcement be improved?

People are sometimes obliged to work informally because laws and 
national standards can be diffi cult for them to comply with. There 
is therefore a need for appropriate and relevant regulations, related 
for instance to health and social insurance, occupational safety and 
health (OSH), or business registration.

It is also necessary to explore venues where informal workers and 
entrepreneurs can fi nd assistance with negotiation and mediation.

Norms and appropriate legislation governing the operations of the 
informal economy are important to secure incomes, help enforce 
contracts and make operations legal. Incentives and opportunities 
for informal operators should be provided so they can have access 
to resources and protection and, consequently, move towards more 
formal arrangements.
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Enterprise development for better productivity 
and quality of work
The promotion of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) is crucial 
in terms of employment and better income generation. The private 
sector in Cambodia is made up of a large number of SMEs; many of 
them are micro in scale and belong to the informal economy.

Informal enterprises and workers typically operate with low levels of 
capacity and productivity. Their incomes are often unstable. Informal 
enterprises should therefore be promoted for better productivity, 
income and quality of work, as there is a link between low income 
and productivity and poor work conditions. Yet products made in the 
informal economy contribute signifi cantly to the domestic and global 
economy.

When goods produced in the informal economy are exported to other 
countries, their value can increase by seven to eight times. Each stage 
of the process (from producer to packager, exporter, shipper, importer, 
wholesaler and retailer) creates more value. This means that the 
output of a micro-entrepreneur or a small producer contributes to the 
income and livelihood of many people.
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Cambodia promotes Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 
according to the ILO recommendations.

From the ILO recommendations ...

ILO Job Creation in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 
recommendation (No.189) applies to SMEs as well as to family 
enterprises.

The recommendation sets out the importance of SMEs for economic 
growth and development, and job creation throughout the world, 
especially for women and marginalised groups to gain access to 
better conditions and more productive, sustainable and better quality 
employment opportunities.

To promote SMEs, the recommendation advocates:
■ the creation of a policy and legal framework conducive to the 

growth and development of SMEs
■ the development of an enterprise culture
■ the development of effective services and support for enterprises
■ greater contribution by employers’ and workers’ organizations to the 

development of SMEs

... to their implementation in Cambodia

In Cambodia, the government has adopted a policy that focuses on 
the promotion of SMEs. However, since many of Cambodia’s SMEs are 
small in scale, they belong to the informal economy anyway.

The government has set out a “Rectangular Strategy for Growth, 
Employment, Equity, and Effi ciency” that consists of:
■ providing fi nance;
■ suppressing smuggling;
■ reducing the burden of complicated business registration 

procedures;
■ simplifying export-import procedures, including licensing;
■ promoting linkages between SMEs and large enterprises;
■ establishing a national centre to improve productivity and reduce 

production costs;
■ founding a national standards institution with laboratories to ensure 

standard and quality of products;
■ protecting intellectual property rights;
■ promoting vocational and skills training;
■ strengthening the legal framework for SMEs.
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Microfi nance and fi nancial services
Informal enterprises have diffi culty accessing fi nancial institutions to 
secure their businesses and expand their potential markets. Financial 
institutions and banks are reluctant to provide long-term loans to 
micro and small enterprises (MSEs) at affordable rates.

Well-managed microfi nance institutions as well as appropriate 
fi nancial products are required in order to support the capital and 
investment needs of MSEs.

FOCUS:
Microfi nance empowers ‘prahok’ producers

The Urban Poor Development Fund (UPDF) mobilizes savings in low-income 

communities and lends its funds for housing, income generation, environmental 

improvement, food production, and emergency needs. It has a pool of funds totalling 

US$384,000. Different stakeholders contribute to the funds, including community 

members, local government, market committees and donor agencies. The Fund has 

benefi ted 2,892 households in urban poor communities that do not otherwise have 

access to banks.

One of the small business operations funded by the project is the production of the 

fermented fi sh product, ‘prahok’. Within three years, 1,064 families in 24 riverside 

communities received loans to buy fi sh stock and equipment necessary to produce 

‘prahok’. The preparation of the product for selling, including processing, takes six 

to eight months. During the months when their goods are not ready to be sold yet, 

those families only pay interest to the UPDF. Responsive micro-credit arrangements 

result in better repayments and are more successful.

>
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Access to training for better productivity and 
employability
A common characteristic of workers in the informal economy is their 
lack of access to technology, education, market information and 
training. Traditional methods of skills transfer from family and relatives 
are the norm. Choice of product is based on known skill rather than 
on what is actually needed by the market. Opportunity for people 
to conduct their trade at their current skill level is absent though 
this is where they could upgrade progressively (e.g. street vendors, 
traditional craft producers). Institutional support and resources—such 
as training, consultancy, microfi nance, market space—are allocated 
to people with higher entitlements and capacities, thereby bypassing a 
large pool of unskilled labour force.

Nearly half of Cambodia’s working population are own account 
workers. Most Cambodian enterprises are micro and small in scale. 
Yet, few initiatives exist to organize themselves so as to achieve 
economies of scale. Much needs to be done to support this vast pool 
of informal workers and very small scale economic activities.

FOCUS:
Training and joint action lead to increased revenues for artisans

The Artisans’ Association of Cambodia (AAC) currently has 25 groups or enterprises 

as members, many of which are owned by and employ disabled artisans, rural poor 

people and disadvantaged women. The AAC initiates a wide range of training for its 

members. Its training courses focus on colour theory, pattern making, production, 

sales management, designing, shipping management, cost/pricing, market access 

for craft products, and good governance of businesses. It also assists members 

in improving the organization of their business. Professional skills obtained from 

the courses have been put into practice in daily businesses. For instance, many of 

AAC’s members have learned to display their products properly and in a way that 

attracts more customers. They also learn to organize their staff and assign proper 

tasks and roles. As a result, members such as the Peace Handicrafts and Silks 

and the National Centre of Disabled Persons (NCDP) have achieved remarkable 

increases in revenues of up to 150 percent as compared to the previous year. They 

are also organizationally prepared for growth.

>
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Social protection enhancement
The social security law, which applies only to those who are covered 
by labour legislation, needs to be extended to informal workers.

The capacity of civil servants in charge of the implementation of the 
social security law should be strengthened. Despite the fact that a 
social security law exists in Cambodia, a system to implement it has 
not yet been put into place. The community-based social security 
scheme needs to be encouraged and promoted to cover the informal 
economy.

Schemes that can reach informal workers where they work and live—
in markets, in communities—need to be encouraged, developed and, 
where possible, linked to the state insurance scheme.

Social safety nets must be extended to the poor who cannot afford to 
pay social security contributions.

FOCUS:
Poor families get health insurance

The only existing health insurance scheme in Cambodia is managed and 

implemented by Groupe de Recherche et d’Echanges Technologiques (GRET).

The scheme operates in two communes of Kandal and Takeo provinces, and 

cooperates well with commune and district health care centres.

The scheme gives insured members free access to health centres for consultation 

and treatment. Insured members referred to district or provincial hospitals are 

reimbursed for their medical expenses. The GRET scheme pays the public health 

system a fi xed amount per member covered to fi nance usage by its members.

Family membership is required and a family contributes 1,000 riel per month to the 

scheme in general. The average annual premium of the rural scheme per person 

is US$2.50-3.20, a very small amount compared to the average annual health 

expenditure of an uninsured person that averages US$23. It was found that, since 

they are insured, members seek treatment sooner and have lower incidences of 

serious illnesses. The referral rate to hospitals among members is lower by 50 

percent as compared to non-members. Financial barriers to medical care are also 

overcome since no out-of-pocket expense is needed at the time of illness.

>
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Occupational safety and health in the informal 
economy

OSH technology, advisory services and monitoring as well 
as worker’s health examinations are usually available to 
larger enterprises registered with the labour ministry. Yet 
informal enterprises and their workers are most vulnerable 
to health and safety hazards. Cambodia has 15 labour 
inspectors responsible for OSH inspection and advice for 
the whole country. They give advice on OSH regulations 
in the formal sector, leaving out 85 percent of the working 
population. To be sure, monitoring and inspection may 
intimidate small-scale enterprises. However, mechanisms 
for OSH advice and training should be strengthened so 
that all types of workers can receive proper information 
and adequate protection.

FOCUS:
Safer homes, better work

Work improvement programmes for home-based workers, construction workers and 

farmers were introduced by ILO, focusing on low-cost and practical strategies. As 

of December 2005, around 72 trainers and over 1,600 workers and entrepreneurs 

were trained on work improvement and immediate results were recorded.

After Mrs Kem Saroth, owner of a garment shop, took the Work Improvement for 

Safe Homes (WISH) training, she was convinced that she could make improvements 

in her workshop. She implemented some of the changes suggested during the 

training, and these helped improve the working conditions of her workers. Reusable 

waste materials were collected and neatly stored in a container, drinking water 

was provided in the work area and containers were properly covered. Masks were 

provided to workers if needed. The walkways were cleared of materials and partly 

used as a storage area. Fire extinguishers were purchased and placed in the 

workshop. Shade was provided to protect the staff from direct sunlight. Electrical 

wiring was made safer and switches clearly labeled. Mrs Saroth also tries to teach 

WISH to her neighbours.

The results of work improvement in home-based enterprises benefi t not only the 

owner and the workers but also their family.

>
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Improvement of representation
Informal workers and entrepreneurs are excluded from participation 
in social dialogue processes. Organization and a voice in the informal 
economy are necessary to secure their rights. Informal workers and 
employers therefore need an environment that allows them to exercise 
their freedom to form and join organizations of their own choice, 
without fear of reprisal or intimidation.

Who has a role to play in promoting decent work in the informal 
economy?
■ National and local governments
■ Civil society
■ Trade unions, associations and community organizations
■ Employers’ organizations

By organizing into associations or affi liating with trade unions, workers 
increase their capacity to voice their needs and their views on policy, 
legislation, the economy and social conditions.
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What is the role of national and local governments? 

National and local governments must provide a good environment for 
informal workers to organize and have representation.

They must initiate legislation and policy, and promote the active 
participation of informal participants in the social dialogue.

They must encourage the consultation and participation of 
informal participants, so they can express themselves and make 
public-administration decisions more appropriate to their interests.

They must provide an enabling environment at a local level so that 
informal economy operators can work adequately without harassment, 
extortion or disturbance. 
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What is the role of trade unions and member-based 
organizations?

Trade unions can extend their reach to the informal economy by 
allowing affi liation or membership in their unions; a worker is a worker 
regardless of whether he/she is working in the formal or informal 
economy.

Trade unions can include informal workers as members to protect 
their rights.

Trade unions can improve informal workers’ awareness of their rights 
and union benefi ts.

They can encourage informal workers to join unions by providing 
training and other benefi ts such as legal protection and negotiating 
collective agreements.

Member-based organizations must assist informal workers in 
organizing themselves and making their voices heard.

What is the role of employers’ organizations?

The constraints on formal-sector businesses and informal-sector 
businesses are often similar, so they are coinciding interests that
public administrations face.

Thus, the role of the employers’ organizations is to include informal 
operators in their memberships in order to unify and coordinate their 
negotiations and their actions.

Employers’ organizations can encourage their members to create 
business linkages with micro and small enterprises. They can also 
help micro and small enterprises in organizing associations for mutual 
support—and recognizing them as affi liates. They can encourage 
their members to apply or endorse good working conditions to their 
subcontractors.
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What is the role of civil society?

Non-government organizations (NGOs) encourage and support the 
cause of informal workers before public authorities.

Civil society organizes public forums where informal workers can be 
heard by development actors and public administration offi cials.

NGOs help informal workers to organize themselves in order to 
represent and voice their interests.

NGOs also train informal workers in developing communication skills 
to negotiate and discuss issues with public authorities and defend 
their rights.

They can test innovative strategies for training, business counselling, 
creating market linkages, microfi nance and social protection suitable 
to microenterprises and informal workers.
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What next?

Decent work in the informal economy can be improved by:

■ better understanding of the informal economy through relevant 
research in order to better identify issues and formulate more 
responsive policies

■ the extension of labour protection mechanisms to cover informal 
workers

■ the creation of an enabling environment for informal enterprises, 
reducing complicated and costly registration procedures

■ the creation of more jobs to benefi t everyone, particularly the poor 
and the most vulnerable groups in society

■ the removal of barriers to the development of the private sector, 
especially informal enterprises, in order to improve productivity and 
competitiveness

■ the development of appropriate business services that are 
responsive to the needs and capacities of micro and small 
enterprises

■ the training of informal workers to improve employability and 
productivity

■ the improvement of access to micro-fi nance in the informal 
economy

■ the extension of social security to the informal economy and the 
enforcement of laws that take lessons learned and best practices 
from successful projects and from other countries

What next?
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■ the enhancement of the voice of informal workers through the 
active participation of local and national governments, civil society, 
trade unions and member-based organizations, and employers’ 
organizations
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everybody uses and help the economy function.

But the informal workers are often unregistered and
unrecognised — they receive no benefits, no medical insurance
and often work long hours in hazardous conditions.
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