
Since the mid-2000s, there has been migration occurring with some exiting fisheries or developing other suite of livelihood 
activities independent of fisheries.

Koh Kapic (sea)
Previously had poor leadership resulting in increased conflict within the community and weak decision making. Nearly half of 
the households from Koh Kapic have moved to Lamdan (another fishing village) due to easier access to fishing areas and better 
leadership. Since 2011, members of Koh Kapic have started leaving for the city with approximately 60 families (out of 200) 
migrating to Koh Kong town to work.

Figure 2. Map of the Peam Krasaop Wildlife Sanctuary 
(dotted line in inset). Source: Nong & Marschke (2006)
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Figure 1. The interplay of migration, resilience and social wellbeing.  Adapted from Adger et al., 2002; Armitage et al., 2012; Black et al., 2011b; Parsons et al., 2014; White, 2009b; and White, 2010.
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Introduction 

The landscape of coastal fishing communities is rapidly changing around the world, both ecologically and socially  

Ecological:  pollution, environmental degradation, overexploitation of fish stocks and climate change are negatively affecting 
species’ abundance and diversity, and decreasing fish catch — thereby straining livelihoods and exacerbating poverty

Social: migration of fishers/households from coastal communities to cities  in pursuit of alternative economic opportunities

Why Cambodia? 

1. High dependency on fish in regular diet – Cambodia boast the highest consumption of fish in Southeast Asia – by some 
estimates up to 63.5 kg/capita/year, representing over 81.6 percent of dietary animal protein 

2. Economic importance of fisheries – the fisheries sector in the country employs, directly and indirectly, up to six million people 
(full-time, part-time and seasonal)

3. Social-Ecological changes – rapid shifts occurring as a result of emerging economic opportunities (i.e. increasing connectivity, 
and resultant migration to secondary cities), in the context of ecologically important environments (i.e. mangrove estuaries) and 
declining natural resources

Resilience, wellbeing and migration 

Fishing is important in fulfilling social and psychological needs (i.e. contributing to social wellbeing), playing an important role in 
overall job satisfaction and self-actualization where fishers see fishing not just as a livelihood but as ‘a way of life’ (Coulthard et al., 
2011).

As complex adaptive systems, small-scale fisheries are also promoted as being resilient (Béné et al., 2011).

Thus, for many fish are, and have been, a vital source of not only health and wealth but also well-being and resilience.

Resilience can be both social and ecological, usually termed social-ecological resilience, interplaying characteristics of disturbance 
and organization as well as sustaining and developing, focusing on adaptive capacity, transformability, learning and innovation 
in the context of an integrated feedback system and cross-scale dynamic interactions. However, until recently, work on resilience 
has traditionally been biased towards the ecological (chiefly due to its origins in ecology, see Holling, 1973). As a result, the social 
aspects have been left relatively under-addressed.

Migration, which can be construed as a failure to adapt (Warner, 2009), has recently been viewed as an adaptation strategy to 
environmental change that can contribute to building long-term (social) resilience (Adger et al., 2002; Black et al., 2011a, 2011b; 
Deshingkar, 2012; Foresight, 2011; McLeman & Smit, 2006).

Social well-being is defined as a “state of being” between individuals and the environment that culminates vis-à-vis fulfillment of 
“human needs”, the meaningful pursuit of individual and collective goals, and overall life satisfaction (Armitage et al., 2012; Gough 
et al., 2007).

This research uses migration as the “social” dimension and draws on the social well-being approach (Gough et al., 2007) to 
operationalize resilience and contribute to the understanding of social resilience for small-scale coastal fishing communities in 
Cambodia.

Research Questions

In order to determine the relationship and importance of migration on the social resilience and well-being of fishers and 
households, the following questions will be addressed. 

1. What role does migration play as a livelihood strategy in Cambodian coastal fishing communities? 
2. How does migration affect the social well-being of fishers and their households within and beyond coastal villages ? 
3. Can a social well-being analysis of migration contribute to an improved understanding of the “social” in social-ecological 

resilience?

Conceptual Framework

This framework seeks to operationalize and develop insights into a specific point of interplay between social wellbeing and 
resilience, one of many identified in Armitage et al. (2012) exploratory essay. Namely, using the social conception of wellbeing to 
provide engagement of human values, agency and normative considerations with resilience thinking, making explicit “resilience 
of what, for whom” (Leach, 2008). Social wellbeing is a process comprised of three dimensions: (1) a material; (2) relational; and (3) 
subjective (White, 2009; White, 2010). The triangulation of these three dimensions represents interdependence and highlights the 
relationship of objective (i.e. people’s circumstances) and subjective (i.e. their perceptions). 

All three components in Figure 1 operate across multiple scales with migration consisting of the rural-urban system spread across 
geographical locations (Parsons et al., 2014) with social resilience and the three dimensions of social wellbeing manifesting at 
different scales (e.g. individual, household and community) (Adger et al., 2002; Armitage et al., 2012). The conceptual integration 
of wellbeing, resilience and drivers of migration offers promise for an inter- and trans-disciplinary perspective that sheds light on 
how optimal outcomes, in the context of migration, at one scale may lead to unintended, potentially negative, outcomes – for 
resilience or wellbeing – at another scale. Or how wellbeing can differ from one scale (e.g. a fisher) to another (e.g. the fishery), 
thereby raising the notion of trade-offs (Armitage et al., 2012). 

Case study – fishing villages

Three fishing villages selected as cases are based on a geographic gradient criteria (i.e. 
from land-based to estuary to sea). All of the villages reside in the Peam Krasaop Wildlife 
Sanctuary (PKWS) (Figure 2). 

Peam Krasaop (land-based)
PKWS has provided ecotourism since 2008. The money earned from ecotourism goes to 
conservation activities and to provide a social protection. Before 2012, fishing was main 
activity but now because of illegal fishing by outsiders, some fishers have switched to 
green mussel or pig and chicken raising, while others have left to Koh Kong town to work 
in factories or to Thailand. 

Koh Sralao (estuary)
Koh Sralao is a fishing village about 25 km from Koh Kong town and 30 km from the Thai 
border. Featuring households that include those who were displaced by internal conflict, 
most households have traditionally been involved in fishing activities.

Preliminary Findings
Drivers of Migration

Environmental – marine resource decline; sand dredging

“Yes of course, [crab] is decreasing from year to year and I feel tension about crabs declining. We won’t have a job when the fishers won’t catch many 
crabs and I feel a lot of pity on my children whenever I think of the crab’s declining... sharply decreased past two years, if it still declines, we are really 
worried about our living in Koh Srolao. We may move to somewhere else if we can’t earn income.” - Ms. P, Koh Sralao

“It is difficult to earn crab and fish from the sea if compared to three years ago because of the depth of water. Water is really deep since sand dredging 
pumped sand out from the sea. Sand dredging company destroyed the sanctuary of other sea sources like crabs, fish.” - HB, Koh Sralao

Social – desire for higher education and lack of interest in fishing by younger generation

Economic – lack of alternative non-fishery related livelihood; Lack of free access to market; Indebtedness; Better job opportunities outside 
village; Rising fishing-related expenses (e.g. petrol)

“We are getting more troubles to make a living here right now. We are really worried about the debt who we owed to the banks. Many families migrated 
somewhere else due to this issue.” - focus group discussion, Koh Sralao

Personal/Livelihood characteristics

Age – burden of old age prevents fishers from leaving: [quote]

Factories have age-limits for eligibility 

Sex – factories favour females over males

Assest distribution – limited assets for households (land and/or boat)

Obstacles & Facilitators

Political/legal framework – some migrate to Thailand illegally (work in factories); form part of informal labour sector

Cost of migrating – many cannot afford to move because of having to service their debt

“Yes of course, we really want to go back [to Kandal], but we don’t have enough money to go. And we still owe money to the middle man; before we 
leave from here we have to pay all our debt first.” - Husband & Wife, Koh Sralao

Social networks – some benefit from information on opportunities via relatives/friends living in city

Social Wellbeing

Subjective – “Yes, I won’t relocate to somewhere else because [Koh Sralao] is my hometown” - Ms. Phoun, Koh Sralao

“I also want to do fishing but cannot catch the fish, cannot support the family...so I want to do fishing and have my own job rather than working for 
someone. In Koh Srlao, if I am sick, I can stop working and not go to fish. I have more control when I do fishing. I can go or not go, it depends on me. So 
when I feel sick I don’t go. But over here [Phnom Penh], when I feel sick, I have to ask permission” - Mr. MV, welder, Phnom Penh

Material – “Yes I do enjoy [living here], because it is close to food, not much worry about catching fish for food. You just lay your fishing net; you will 
always get enough fish to be your food.” - Mr. W.S., Koh Sralao 

“I don’t want to live in Phnom Penh...because everything...cost of living, is too much. And don’t have, mostly don’t have fresh air. I don’t like.” - Ms. 
NS, accountant, Phnom Penh

Relational – “... living here, I am far away from my family. In Koh Sralao, I lived together with my family but living here I am only living with my friends. No 
family with me.”  - Mr. KC, student in Phnom Penh

“Here, I am missing my family, used to live together, whole family. And also I miss the food that we ate [in Koh Sralao], we get the fresh food. In here, in 
Phnom Penh, I have food to eat too, but when I want the extra food, I need to buy it and it is expensive and so I need more money.” - Mr. MV, welder
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