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Introduction
This research project has been conducted to examine the relationship between indigenous rights and decentralization in Cambodia. It explores how the current decentralization process can help to accommodate the needs and fair demands of indigenous communities. The first part of this final report will outline the international debate on the rights of cultural minorities. The second part will introduce main ideas of Will Kymlicka’s distinctively liberal theory of minority rights, which has been particularly influential in the debate
. The third part will discuss international law and policy of major international organizations as it applies to indigenous peoples in Cambodia. The discussion will show how the aforementioned debate is reflected in and consistent with those international declarations of indigenous rights and capable of explaining and justifying its objectives. The forth part will summarize the results of empirical research in three northeastern provinces. To put those findings into context they will be discussed in the fifth part in the light of the theories and international norms introduced earlier. Conclusions will be complemented with recommendations as to what should be done to make decentralization more responsive to the needs of indigenous peoples and to accommodate those groups’ interests and fair demands. 
The terms ‘indigenous peoples’, ‘highland peoples’, ‘highlanders’ are used synonymously throughout the paper. This is plausible in the light of the relevant definitions of indigenous peoples. Yet all those terms are misleading insofar as they do not reflect the diversity of languages and cultures among the various groups making up the indigenous population of Cambodia. However, a number of important characteristics are shared by all those groups. Moreover, despite the diversity of indigenous groups, the problems and challenges faced by its members vice a vice the majority population appear to be similar in many respects, including aspects of decentralization. 
It is possible to distinguish at least six reasons for paying attention to the situation of highland peoples in the context of decentralization:

a. Territorial Concentration: The majority of Cambodia’s indigenous groups, unlike other cultural minorities, lives territorially concentrated and members of those groups are said to be in the majority in two provinces (Rattanakiri and Mondulkiri). Given this pattern of territorial concentration, the devolution of power to the local level of government can provide indigenous groups with significant self-governing powers.

b. Cultural Distance: If integration and accommodation of cultural difference is relevant in the context of decentralization, than it would make sense to ask which group’s ‘cultural distance’ to the majority culture is the highest. Indigenous groups tend to have a different language and religion, like many members of various other ethnic groups. In addition, indigenous groups frequently maintain economic, social, and political institutions different from the mainstream society and are frequently distinguished by their lower level of advancement. This is reflected not least in the absence of a script. In short, if the accommodation of cultural difference is a relevant question in the context of decentralization, than the accommodation of indigenous groups is likely to be the biggest challenge.

c. International Law: Various types of groups can be distinguished according to the level to which their rights are spelled out and protected in international law. It suffices to note here that the norms in current and emerging international law with regard to indigenous peoples are both more specific and more sophisticated compared to norms applying to other groups. The same is true of specific policies that major international organizations have adapted to respect the culture and to protect the rights of indigenous peoples. In large part, the associated requirements are a matter of decentralizing relevant functions in a way that is meaningful to indigenous peoples. As those norms are becoming more influential in Cambodia it is plausible to consider and incorporate the associated requirements early into the emerging decentralization policy and its implementation.

d. National minority: Unlike many other groups, highlanders are among the most ancient inhabitants of today’s Cambodia and have formed societies with institutions in their particular language prior to being incorporated into the Cambodian nation-state. By virtue of forming a national minority indigenous groups have a legitimate claim to self-management stronger than other groups, which would have to be accommodated in decentralization policy.

e. Poverty Reduction: Members of indigenous groups are among the poorest members of Cambodia’s society. To the extent that decentralization is meant to eradicate poverty in its various dimensions, it is plausible to pay particular attention to the segments of societies where poverty is most persistent.

f. Social Capital and Decentralization: Indigenous peoples can be characterized as groups which did not attempt to centralize political power and participate in the process of state formation. Typically, indigenous peoples have developed and maintained a decentralized mode of social organization. In contrast to other cultural groups in Cambodia, highland people’s social organization is decentralized, members have a strong sense of shared values and communities have developed and maintained strong and effective institutions of local governance. Those institutions can be seen as valuable social capital, with critical importance in the process of development. While decentralization can be seen as attempt to build social capital by creating effective institutions of local governance, it is plausible to pay attention to highlanders whose culture and tradition is distinguished not least by the existence of such institutions. For decentralization to ‘tap’ this social capital and its potential contribution to local development it is important to understand and accommodate those institutions.

1. Three Stages of the Debate over Minority Rights
1. Minority Rights as Communitarianism

The first stage of this debate took place before 1989
. Only a few theorists discussed the issue and the perception of the debate was closely associated with the controversy about communitarianism. While liberals insist on the priority of individual freedom, communitarians stress that individuals are members of groups or communities and embedded in a particular social infrastructure. As such, individuals are products of social practices and do not revise their conception of the good life. In this stage of the debate, it was assumed that promoters of liberalism would oppose minority rights as subordinating individual autonomy, while communitarians would support minority rights as protecting communities from the corroding influence of liberal individualism. It was assumed that ethnocultural minorities did not yet give in to liberal autonomy and maintained their collective way of life. “Defenders of minority rights agreed that they were inconsistent with liberalism’s commitment to moral individualism and individual autonomy, but argued that this just pointed out the inherent flaws of liberalism” (Kymlicka 2001: 19). At this stage of the debate, promoting minority rights was bound to endorsing the communitarian critique of liberal individualism, and to understanding minority rights as defense of communally-oriented minority groups against liberalism. In short, defending minority rights involved endorsing the communitarian critique of liberalism, and viewing minority rights as defending cohesive and communally-minded minority groups against the invasion of liberal individualism.
2. Minority Right within a Liberal Framework

These assumptions became increasingly questioned. The characteristic of the second stage of the debate is that it turns into a debate among liberals about liberalism. It becomes more and more clear that ethnocultural groups within Western societies are not seeking protection from modernity, but ask for equal participation in modern liberal societies. Even if some members of national minorities contemplate secession, they do not want to create illiberal communitarian societies. In modern democracies, the obligation to individual autonomy crosses ethnic, linguistic, and religious cleavages. The debate about minority rights thus appears to be a debate between groups and individuals who disagree about the interpretation, not about the validity of liberal principles. Promoters of group-differentiated rights suggest that it is in line with – and might indeed be required by – liberal-democratic principles. The question at this stage of the debate is not how to protect illiberal minorities from liberalism but whether minorities which share liberal principles none the less need minority rights. Defenders of minority rights stress the importance of cultural membership and national identity for citizens of modern societies. They point out that pressing interests associated with culture and identity are consistent with liberal freedom and equality
. Important objections have not prevented increasing enthusiasm and the emergence of liberal culturalism into the majority position amongst liberals working in this field. The challenge facing this position is to differentiate between minority rights that restrict individual rights from minority rights that supplement them. 
The characteristic of this stage is that the debate takes place among liberals about liberal values. Yet the second stage of the debate is increasingly challenged as well, because it is said to misinterpret the nature of the liberal state and the requirements it places on minorities.

The underlying assumption of the debate has been the ethnocultural neutrality of the liberal state. The state is as neutral with regard to ethnocultural identities as he is with respect to religion. Both spheres are privatized, that is, not the concern of the state. There is no official culture with public privileges. Michael Walzer, for example, argues that liberalism involves a sharp divorce of state and ethnicity. The state is supposedly neutral with regard to language, history, literature, and calendar of particular groups. For Walzer, the United States provide the clearest manifestation of these principles, since it does not have a constitutionally recognized official language. Other theorists claim that these principles mark the difference between liberal ‘civic nations’ and illiberal ‘ethnic nations’(Pfaff 1993). Civic nations define national membership entirely in terms of respect for principles of democracy and justice. Because special status for minorities presents a stark contrast to the ‘neutral’ operations of the liberal state, the burden of proof lies on its defenders. Liberal culturalists aim to meet this burden of proof by showing the significance of cultural membership in protecting freedom and self-respect. They attempt to support the view that minority rights supplement individual freedom and equality.

3. Minority Rights as a Response to Nation-Building
What marks the third stage of the debate is that the assumption of the ethnocultural neutral state becomes increasingly contested. “I would argue … that this idea that liberal-democratic states (or ‘civic nations’) are ethnocultural neutral is manifestly false. The religion model is altogether misleading as an account of the relationship between the liberal-democratic state and ethnocultural groups” (Kymlicka 2001: 24). For example, decisions about the boundaries of state governments in the United States were intentionally made in a way that made certain the dominance of the English language throughout the territory. Ongoing policies reinforce this dominance in several ways. The associated decisions are tightly interrelated, “and together they have shaped the very structure of the American state, and the way the state structures society” (Kymlicka 2001: 25). The underlying intention is the promotion of integration into a ‘societal culture’. A societal culture is “a territorially-concentrated culture, centered on a shared language which is used in a wide range of societal institutions, in both public and private life. Societal cultures in liberal democracies are inevitably pluralistic. This is the result of guaranteed rights and freedoms. However, linguistic and institutional cohesion intentionally constrains this diversity: “The government has encouraged citizens to view their life-chances as tied up with participation in common societal institutions that operate in the English language, and has nurtured a national identity defined in part by common membership in a societal culture” (Kymlicka 2001: 25). The United States are not an exception in this respect. Rather, promoting integration into the mainstream culture is a function of a ‘nation-building’ project that has been undertaken in all liberal democracies. The nation-building argument represents a further development of Kymlicka’s theory and will be explored after his initial argumentation is outlined. 

3. Will Kymlicka: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights 
1. National Minorities and Ethnic Groups

According to Kymlicka, two broad patterns of demands for minority rights are emerging as response to state-nation building, associated with two categories of groups: ethnic groups and national minorities. This distinction corresponds to and is closely associated with other ideas and distinctions. The table below presents these central terms and their relationships. Following a brief discussion of both types of minorities, the argumentation will address each of the terms in the list and show how they relate to the initial distinction.

	
	Ethnic Groups
	National Minorities

	Exist in
	Polyethnic States
	Multination States

	Source of Cultural Pluralism
	Immigration
	Colonization

	Mode of Incorporation 
	Voluntary
	Involuntary

	Model in Western Democracies
	Immigrant Multiculturalism
	Multination Federalism

	Group-Differentiated Rights
	Polyethnic rights, accommodation rights, special representation rights
	Self-government rights, special representation rights

	Accommodation
	Integration
	Accommodation, Autonomy, 

	Perspective
	Permanent
	Permanent

	Societal Culture
	No
	Yes

	Emerging Consensus: Liberal Culturalism
	Liberal multiculturalism
	Liberal nationalism

	Question
	What are fair terms of integration?
	What are permissible forms of nation-building?


According to this line of argument, it is the difference in the mode of incorporation which affects the nature of minority groups as well as the sort of relationship they demand with the larger society. Kymlicka explores two ‘broad patterns of cultural diversity’. In the case of national minorities, cultural diversity arises from the involuntary incorporation of previously self-governing, territorially concentrated cultures into a larger state. “These incorporated cultures … typically wish to maintain themselves as distinct societies alongside the majority culture, and demand various forms of autonomy or self-government to ensure their survival as distinct societies” (Kymlicka 1995a: 10). Consequently, a given state in which two or more nations coexist is a multination state. In the case of ethnic groups, cultural diversity is the result of voluntary individual and familial immigration. Ethnic groups “typically wish to integrate into the larger society, and to be accepted as full members of it. While they often seek greater recognition of their ethnic identity, their aim is not to become a separate and self-governing nation alongside the larger society, but to modify the institutions and laws of the mainstream society to make them more accommodating of cultural differences” (Kymlicka 1995a: 11). States which accepted large numbers of individuals and families from other cultures as immigrants and allows them to maintain some of their ethnic particularity are referred to as polyethnic states. 

So national minorities are those groups that formed complete societies in their historic homeland prior to being incorporated into a larger state. National minorities can be further divided into ‘substate nations’ and ‘indigenous peoples’. “Substate nations are nations which do not currently have a state in which they are a majority, but which may have had such a state in the past, or which may have sought such a state.” (Kymlicka 2002: 349). Substate nations find themselves sharing a state with other nations for several reasons such as conquer, annexation, ceding, or royal marriage. In contrast, indigenous peoples are peoples whose homelands have been overrun by settlers, and who have been involuntarily incorporated into states run by people they regard as foreigners. In contrast to substate nations indigenous peoples typically do not seek a nation-state with competing economic and social institutions. Rather, indigenous peoples tend to demand the ability to maintain certain traditional ways of life yet participating in the modern world on their own terms. Typically, indigenous peoples demand respect for and recognition of their culture to first end their existence as second-class citizen, non-citizen or slaves. 
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Illustration 1 ct. Kymlicka 1995
2. Group-Differentiated Rights

Kymlicka distinguishes between three forms of group-specific rights and offers the following typology. Self-government rights in the form of some political autonomy or territorial jurisdiction are typically demanded by national minorities to ensure the free development of their cultures and the interests of their people. Its most extreme form is secession. One way to acknowledge self-government is federalism, which divides powers between the central and various regional governments. It is particularly well suited were national minorities which live territorially concentrated. However, where the national minority does not form a majority in one of the federal subunits, federalism is not a valid option. Alternatively, self-government can be achieved through political institutions located inside existing states, as is the case with national minorities in the United States. Similar arrangements exist or are being pursued by many indigenous peoples. “Self-government claims … typically take the form of devolving political power to a political unit substantially controlled by the members of the national minority, and substantially corresponding to their historical homeland or territory” (Kymlicka 1995: 30). These claims are typically not seen as corrective and transitional measure for past oppression, but as inherent and therefore permanent.
Polyethnic rights are typically demanded by ethnic groups in polyethnic states. The demands of ethnic groups have gradually expanded beyond the rights to freely express their particularity. Positive measures were sought to remove discrimination. However, anti-racism policies are primarily directed at guaranteeing the common rights of citizenship and should therefore not be considered group-differentiated citizen rights. Minorities have on occasion demanded various forms of public funding of their cultural practices, in particular for the provision of immigrant language education in schools. The most disputed demands are for exemptions from laws that appear to disadvantage members of religious groups. According to Kymlicka, polyethnic rights “are intended to help ethnic groups and religious minorities express their cultural particularity and pride without it hampering their success in the economic and political institutions of the dominant society” (Kymlicka 1995: 31). Because the associated cultural differences are not meant to be eliminated, polyethnic rights are seen as permanent. However, their intention is the promotion of integration, not self-government.

There has been increasing interest by various groups in the idea of special representation rights. The increasing concern in Western democracies is that the political process fails to reflect the diversity of the population. The idea is that an appropriate proportion of seats in government bodies should be reserved for the members of disadvantaged or marginalized groups. “Group representation rights are often defended as a response to some systemic disadvantage or barrier in the political process which makes it impossible for the group’s views and interests to be effectively represented” (Kymlicka 1995: 32). To the extent that these rights are meant to compensate, they are seen as temporary measure. The topic is difficult, since special representation is sometimes defended as a result of self-government. “Since the claims of self-government are seen as inherent and permanent, so too are the guarantees of representation which flow from it” (Kymlicka 1995: 33).

[image: image2.jpg]Group-Differentiated
Rights

Special
Representation
Rights

Polyethnic
Rights





Illustration 2: ct. Kymlicka 1995
3. Societal Cultures

In order to justify various minority rights, Kymlicka stresses the importance of people’s cultural membership, which enables meaningful individual choices and a secure sense of identity. According to Kymlicka, freedom is intimately linked with and dependent on culture. Of central importance for this argument is the concept of societal cultures: “a culture which provides its members with meaningful ways of life across the full range of human activities, including social, educational, religious, recreational, and economic life, encompassing both public and private spheres” (Kymlicka 1995: 76). Societal cultures are typically associated with groups whose members live territorially concentrated and share a common language. They also share everyday vocabulary that is incorporated in their social life and practices. To be embodied in social life, a societal culture must be institutionally embodied. The creation of societal cultures is closely associated with and required by the process of modernization. 

According to Kymlicka, while immigrants maintain and nurture aspects of their cultural heritage, it does not take the form of recreating their societal culture. Rather, it contributes new options to the larger culture. In contrast, national minorities constituted an ongoing societal culture prior to their incorporation and have resisted and frequently fought to retain its existence. In order to withstand the pressure towards integration, a culture must be a societal culture. “… for a culture to survive and develop in the modern world … it must be a societal culture. ... Any culture which is not at societal culture will be reduced to ever-decreasing marginalization (Kymlicka 1995: 80). It is worth noting that this argument corresponds to the second stage of the debate as discussed earlier. The primary concern is with the individual, yet the survival of societal cultures is important to citizens. „Cultures are valuable, not in and of themselves, but because it is only through having access to a societal culture that people have access to a range of meaningful options“ (Kymlicka 1995: 83). Freedom involves making choices amongst options. Societal cultures provide options to people and make them meaningful to them. Only access to a societal culture makes meaningful options available to citizens. Therefore, access to a societal culture is a precondition of liberal freedom and autonomy. Moreover, it matters that national minorities have access not to any but to their own culture. The choice to give up one’s culture is analogous to choose perpetual poverty, in that people cannot reasonably be expected to go without it. Cultural identity offers a sense of self-identification and secure belonging, since individual self-respect is tied to the esteem in which a cultural group is held. 

4. Justifying Group-Differentiated Rights

Kymlicka offers three arguments in support of group-differentiated rights. According to the equality argument, group-specific rights are needed to ensure that all citizens are treated with genuine equality. Because differentiation as of language is inevitable, the separation of ethnicity and state is impossible. The ideal of the ethnocultural neutrality of the state is fundamentally false, because it ignores that members of a national minority bear disadvantages which the members of the majority not face. The state cannot but support a particular culture when it decides which language is used in public schooling. Fairness requires that the same advantages are given to national minorities. “Hence group-differentiated self-government rights compensate for unequal circumstances which put the members of minority cultures at a systemic disadvantage in the cultural market-place … this is one of the many areas in which true equality requires not identical treatment, but rather differential treatment in order to accommodate differential needs” (Kymlicka 1995: 113). The impossibility of separation of state and ethnicity justifies polyethnic rights as well. Public holidays, the established work week, government uniforms, and state symbols reflect the needs of the cultural majority. To distribute these unavoidable forms of support fairly, equality demands similar support for minority groups. 

Kymlicka’s additional arguments in support of group-differentiated rights stress the role of historical agreements and the value of cultural diversity. However, both arguments rely partly on the equality argument. The scope of this paper does not necessitate their detailed assessment. Another argument in favor of group-differentiated rights is more interesting, the analogy with states. According to Kymlicka, the existence of states poses a deep paradox for liberals. Unless one accepts a single world-government of open borders between states, citizenship is an inherently groups-differentiated notion, since people are treated differentially on the basis of their group membership. “So long as liberals believe in separate states with restricted citizenship, the burden of proof lies as much with opponents of group-differentiated rights as with their defenders” (Kymlicka 1995: 126). On another occasion, Kymlicka argues that “the liberal ideal is a society of free and equal individuals. But what is the relevant ‘society’? For most people it seems to be their nation. The sort of freedom and equality they most value, and can make most use of, is freedom and equality within their own societal culture” (Kymlicka 1995: 93). Given the choice, most people as well as liberal theorists have favored to be free and equal within their own nation. In short, liberal theorists have generally, if implicitly, accepted that cultures or nations are basic unites of liberal political theory. 

5. Judging Group-Differentiated Rights

Internal restrictions relate to the demands of a group against its own members, are intended to protect the group from the effects of internal dissent and bring about the danger of individual oppression. External protections relate to the demands of a group against the larger society, are meant to protect the group from the effect of external decisions and raise the danger of unfairness between groups. According to Kymlicka, a liberal theory can embrace external protection but must reject internal restrictions: “ … liberals can and should endorse certain external protections, where they promote fairness between groups, but should reject internal restrictions which limit the right of group members to question and revise traditional authorities and practices” (Kymlicka: 37). With regard to the above mentioned minority rights debate, this marks the second stage. Minority rights are consistent with liberal culturalism if they promote the freedom of individuals within the group, and relations of equality between groups.
Each of the above mentioned group-differentiated rights can serve both aims. With regard to external protections, they reduce the vulnerability of minority groups to the pressures of the larger society. Special group representation rights make it less likely that decisions of the larger society ignore minorities. Self-government rights prevent national minorities from being outvoted on issues particularly important to them. Polyethnic rights protect practices that the market does not sufficiently support. According to Kymlicka, external protections are not only consistent with individual liberty, but promote it.
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Illustration 3: ct. Kymlicka 1995
6. Nation Building
With regard to the issue at hand, the most fundamental innovation in Kymlicka’s more recent publications is the concern with the dialectic of nation-building and minority rights. According to Kymlicka, liberal-democratic states have historically been nation-building states: “they have encouraged and sometimes forced all the citizens on the territory of the state to integrate into common public institutions operating in a common language.” (Kymlicka 2001a: 23) The diffusion of a single societal culture throughout a states’ territory serves a number of important goals. Standardized public education is considered essential to create equal opportunities among its citizens. “Indeed, equal opportunity is defined precisely in terms of equal access to mainstream institutions operating in dominant language” (Kymlicka 2001a: 26). Participation in the mainstream culture has been seen as necessary to create solidarity and a sense of common membership among its members, making a welfare state possible. The various strategies to achieve integration are frequently aimed at ethnocultural minorities. The model of states engages in nation building offers a very different perspective on the debate about minority rights. Thus, Kymlicka arrives at the third stage of the debate. “The question is no longer how to justify departure from a norm of neutrality, but rather do majority efforts at nation-building create injustices for minorities? And do minority rights help protect against these injustices?” (Kymlicka 2001a: 27). In this context, minority nation-building must be understood as response to majority nation-building. In turn, each of the strategies that these groups can adopt in the confrontation with a nation-building state requires accommodations from the state. Accordingly, minority rights should be understood as measures to protect minorities from injustices. 

The normative indication is not that nation-building is illegitimate. Rather, nation-building is linked with the process of modernization for various reasons. First, the diffusion of a common culture and standardized language, embodied in common institutions is a functional requirement of a modern economy, which depends on a mobile, educated, and literate work-force. Moreover, it reflects the need for high levels of solidarity essential for a welfare state, so that citizens are willing to make sacrifices for each other. And finally, the diffusion of a common culture appears to be required to unsure equality of opportunity for people from different segments of society (ct. Kymlicka 1995: 77). However, to be legitimate, nation-building must be complemented by minority rights, the provision of minority rights provides nation-building with legitimacy.
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Illustration 4: ct. Kymlicka 2002: 362
7. Trend in Western Countries

There is a dramatic reversal in the way Western democracies deal with indigenous populations, such as Indians and Inuit in Canada, the Aboriginal peoples of Australia, the Maori of New Zealand, the Sami of Scandinavia, the Inuit of Greenland, or the Indian tribes in the United States. Until a quarter century ago those countries had the goal or expectation that indigenous peoples would disappear as distinct societies due to dying out, inter-marriage, or assimilation. Various policies were applied to accelerate this process. However, those countries dramatically changed their approach. Today, all of them accept the idea that indigenous peoples will exist into the indefinite future as distinct societies within the larger country, and that they must have the land claims, cultural rights and self-government rights needed to sustain themselves as distinct societies. This pattern is emerging in all Western democracies and associated with decisions such as the constitutional affirmation of Aboriginal rights in the 1982 Canadian constitution, together with the land claims commission and the signing of new treaties; the revival of treaty rights through the Treaty of Waitangi in New Zealand; the recognition of land rights for Aboriginal Australians in the Mabo decision
; the creation of the Sami Parliament in Scandinavia, the “Home Rule” for the Inuit of Greenland; and various laws and court cases upholding self-determination rights for American Indian tribes, and a flood of legal and constitutional changes recognizing indigenous rights in many countries of Latin America. All of those countries display a gradual process of decolonization, as indigenous peoples regain their lands, customary law and self-government (ct. Kymlicka 2003: 4).
8. Conclusions
This view on minority rights has significant consequences and changes the terms of the debate. In particular, the emerging position of liberal culturalism aims to replace the concept of an ‘ethnoculturally neutral’ state with the model of ‘nation-building’. Moreover, the insight that the state cannot be neutral with regard to ethnocultural identities shifts the burden of proof to those who oppose minority rights. 

Ethnocultural groups have responded in different ways to nation-building states. National minorities typically engage in competing nation-building and frequently use the same tools used by the majority. In contrast, immigrants have typically accepted integration into the majority culture and the assumption that their opportunities depend on participation in it. Immigrants can demand fairer terms of integration, since it is a difficult and long process that works inter-generational. In particular, accommodations are often required on a transitional basis.

According to Kymlicka, there is a growing acceptance of two positions associated with liberal culturalism. The position of liberal nationalism suggests it is a legitimate function of the state to promote the national culture and language. However, liberal nationalism constrains nation-building. It does not impose national identities, allows for political activity to give public spaces a different national character, displays an open definition of national community and a thinner conception of national identify. Furthermore, “liberal nationalism is willing to accord public recognition to, and share public space with, those national minorities within a state which consistently and democratically insist upon their national distinctiveness” (Kymlicka 2001a: 40). 

The other area of convergence associated with liberal culturalism is on ideas of liberal multiculturalism. This position accepts that non-national cultural groups have a valid claim to explicit accommodation, recognition and representation. Again, a number of constrains constitutes the distinctively liberal nature of the conception. Membership in these groups is not imposed, but a matter of self identity, individual members must be free to question and reject any identity and there has to be an effective right of exit.

Liberal culturalism is thus the “view that liberal-democratic states should not only uphold the familiar set of common civil and political rights of citizenship which are protected in all liberal democracies; they must also adopt various group-specific rights or policies which are intended to recognize and accommodate the distinctive identities and needs of ethnocultural groups” (Kymlicka 2001a: 42).

The debate about the rights of cultural debates and the shift in the approach of Western countries towards cultural minorities is reflected in international law. The following part of the paper will touch on a few such norms and pay particular attention to the International Labor Organization’s (ILO) Convention No. 169 and to World Bank’s Operational Directive 4.20 (OP 4.20).
4. International Law and Policy
The extent to which Western models of minority accommodation are codified in international law differs. While there is no international document which affirms territorial autonomy or official language status for substate national groups, norms regarding indigenous peoples provide a strong contrast, in that emerging international law reflects the most advanced practices of Western countries. Land claims, customary law and self-government for indigenous peoples are all firmly recognized in recent international documents, such as the draft declaration at the UN and the Organization of American States (ct. Kymlicka 2003: 7).
The tendency of recent international law is to strictly separate questions of indigenous rights from the rights of other national minorities. Those groups are dealt with under separate instruments, and accorded quite different rights. While instruments dealing with stateless nations are not committed to notions of self-determination, or political autonomy, stronger rights are being sought for indigenous peoples. “To oversimplify, I would say that recent developments regarding indigenous peoples accept that they are entitled to self-determination, and seek to modify existing notions of self-determination to accommodate the fact that they do not seek their own state” (Kymlicka 2001: 125). Two familiar justifications are available for granting stronger rights to indigenous peoples. The first one stresses that historical sovereignty was wrongfully taken from indigenous peoples and self-determination is meant to restore this historic status. Another line of argument suggests that indigenous peoples need self-determination to preserve their pre-modern way of life.
Cambodia has committed itself to various human rights conventions, such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. Moreover, there are two specific international documents associated with indigenous peoples: the International Labour Organization’s Convention No.169 and the UN General Assembly Declaration of the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities. In addition, a Draft UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is working its way through the structure of the United Nations. However, it still has to pass several barriers before ratification by the General Assembly. These declarations will be considered for ratification, as Cambodia is a member of the United Nations.
 
1. ILO Convention No. 169

Article 1.1 of the Convention defines its addressees as “peoples in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous on account of their descent from the populations which inhabited the country, or a geographical region to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest or colonization or the establishment of present state boundaries and who, irrespective of their legal status, retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions.” Article 1.2 specifies that “self identification as indigenous or tribal shall be regarded as a fundamental criterion for determining the groups to which the provisions of this Convention apply.” In the light of the discussion above it is worth to mention that Convention No. 169 revises Convention No. 107. When this convention was adopted, indigenous peoples were seen as “backward” societies. The belief at this time was that indigenous peoples should be brought into the national mainstream, and that this should be done through integration and assimilation. In June 1989, after two years of intense discussion and drafting, Convention No. 169 was adopted. While protection remains the main objective, ILO’s approach is based on respect for indigenous peoples’ cultures, their distinct ways of life, and their traditions and customs. The intention of Convention No. 169 is not integration and assimilation anymore, but to allow indigenous peoples to continue their existence as distinct societies. It is based on the belief “that indigenous and tribal peoples have the right to continue to exist with their own identities and the right to determine their own way and pace of development” (ILO 2000: 4). In this spirit, various articles of the convention spell out specifically what this is to mean: those articles stress the importance of self-management. “It provides means by which indigenous and tribal peoples can take control of their own lives and destinies, and gain greater recognition of their distinct cultures, traditions and customs, as well as more control over their own economic, social and cultural development.” (ILO 2000: 10). Those requirements can be said to correspond to the second stage of the debate on the rights of cultural minorities, as they acknowledge the value of cultural membership and stress the importance of recognition of indigenous people’s distinct cultures. Moreover, these norms can be understood as reflection of the shift in the way Western countries have dealt with indigenous peoples.
The Convention states that governments have the responsibility to protect indigenous rights with the participation of the peoples concerned. The convention specifies that for the following three instances indigenous peoples should have full management and control:
· Special vocational training programmes (Article 22.3)

· Community-based health services (Article 25.1)

· Education programmes (Article 27.2)

Special measures are called for in response to the vulnerable situation of indigenous peoples. The objective of special measures is to bring the living conditions of indigenous and tribal peoples to the same level as the rest of the national population, and to protect their cultures and traditions. “This is to be done while respecting their social and cultural identities, their customs, traditions and institutions, and according to their own wishes” (ILO 2000: 14).
Consultation and participation are fundamental principles of Convention 169. In order to control the pace and extent of their development, it calls for the full involvement of indigenous peoples in all relevant processes. Article 6.1 states that governments shall “consult the peoples concerned, through appropriate procedures and in particular through their representative institutions, whenever consideration is being given to legislative or administrative measures which may affect them directly …” . The article further specifies that governments shall “establish means by which these peoples can freely participate, to at least the same extent as other sectors of the population, at all levels of decision-making in elective institutions” and “establish means for the full development of these peoples’ own institutions and initiatives, and in appropriate cases provide the resources necessary for this purpose.” The manual stresses that participation is done through indigenous own or traditional institutions and not through structures imposed from outside the community (ct. ILO 2000: 19). 
2. World Bank Operational Directive 4.20

As World Bank is one of the major donor organizations in Cambodia it is important to recognize that the bank has adapted a policy designed specifically to provide guidance to staff to deal with indigenous peoples
. World Banks Operational Directive 4.20 identifies indigenous peoples by the following characteristics:

a. Close attachment to ancestral territories and the natural resources in them;
b. Presence of customary social and political institutions;

c. Economic systems primarily oriented to subsistence production;

d. An indigenous language, often different from the predominant language; and 

e. Self-identification and identification by others as members of a distinct cultural group.

This definition corresponds to the discussion above in that it stresses the presence of distinct institutions and a different language. The objectives of this policy are specified as follows: “The Bank's broad objective towards indigenous people, as for all the people in its member countries, is to ensure that the development process fosters full respect for their dignity, human rights, and cultural uniqueness. More specifically, the objective at the center of this directive is to ensure that indigenous peoples do not suffer adverse effects during the development process, particularly from Bank-financed projects, and that they receive culturally compatible social and economic benefits.” (World Bank 1991: Article 6).
Based on a screening study, the bank already determined that OP 4.20 applies to highland peoples in Cambodia. In the context of the Rural Investment and Local Governance project, the bank states that “at present, Seila objectives and procedures do not explicitly consider program impacts on the various ethnic minorities residing within program provinces. As a prerequisite to World Bank support, however, RILGP must meet the requirements of Operational Directive 4.20.” (World Bank 2003: paragraph 2). In this case, World Bank policy requires the borrower to develop an indigenous people’s development plan consistent with this policy. Drafts of this plan where available on the bank’s homepage during data collection but could not be reviewed due to time constraints.
5. Empirical Part 
1. Research Design and Methodology

This research primarily used semi-structured interviews with members of various indigenous groups as well as members of Commune Councils. Interviews were conducted in the provinces of Kratie, Rattanakiri, and Stung Treng with most interviewees from the Jorai, Kraveth, Kreung, Kuy, Lun and Stieng groups. The selection of interviewees was done using criteria associated with the ethnic composition of the constituency. Since reliable data about the ethnic identity of citizens is not available, the selection of communes and villages was done in consultation with provincial government staff. Interviews took place during July and August. As it is frequently the remotest areas which are inhabited by highlanders the selection tended to favor communities in less remote areas due to various constraints (rain, inaccessibility). 

Interviews were based on a number of guiding questions designed to explore various aspects of the relationship between indigenous peoples and decentralization. Those questions address various dimensions of this relationship, such as participation in decentralized institutions, dissemination of information, ability to participate meaningfully in Khmer, attitudes towards and understanding of the functions of the Commune Council, interethnic relationships between members of different ethnic groups, relationship between traditional indigenous institutions and newly empowered decentralized institutions, access to and costs of services and participation.
In most cases the interviewees were either entirely members of the same indigenous village or of the same Commune Council. Interviews usually began with open questions about the situation in the community/ commune, the history of the group(s), changes in the indigenous culture and the like. The discussion was kept as open as possible allowing for issues to be raised in its course. This usually yielded good participation after a few initial questions.

Later in the course of the discussion more specific questions were asked which require closer attention. Particularly interesting information was gained by asking to rank different cultural groups in terms of its member’s level of access to health, education and participation, level of poverty, cost and level participation, level of understanding of commune affairs and the like. Follow up questions were asked to explore the meaning of poverty and access and to identify perceived obstacles to development and decentralization. Using rankings to measure and compare poverty and access solves a number of problems. There is controversy about what exactly constitutes poverty. Definitions have been changing over the decades and reflect different approaches to development and poverty reduction. Asking constituents themselves allows learning about and operating with definitions and measures meaningful to the persons affected by poverty. In addition, ranking is a simple concept, allowing for meaningful translation.

It lies in the nature of the project that the linguistic circumstances pose a special challenge to the conduct of meaningful interviews. Interviews took place mostly in Khmer, running the risk of failing the linguistic challenge which is the very subject of this research. However, interviews were conducted in a way that allowed for translation and clarification. The extent and quality of participation suggests that interviews yielded meaningful and valid results.

2. Research Results: Access

1. Poverty
In virtually every commune visited members of indigenous groups are the poorest constituents. Regardless of the ethnic composition of the constituency, in virtually every case the ranking of groups in terms of poverty indicated that members of indigenous groups are the poorest. Furthermore, the neediest persons are found among members of indigenous groups. At the same time, indigenous communities exhibit lower levels of inequality compared to other communities. In discussions the poverty of indigenous communities was attributed to a number of causes, among them the low efficiency of the mode of production, the ‘lacking mind for business and profit’, and natural and geographic features of the areas inhabited by indigenous peoples. On occasion, non-indigenous interviewees felt that indigenous communities have great development potentials in terms of resources, but do not utilize those potentials.

2. Education

The level of and access to education was ranked lowest for members of indigenous groups compared to members of other ethnic groups in virtually any commune visited. This judgment was shared by members of both indigenous and non-indigenous groups. Most of the time this is simply because there is no school in areas inhabited by highlanders. In those cases the community was typically actively trying to establish a school but frequently did not reach the numbers of students and/or the financial contribution necessary to mobilize funding. In rarer cases the physical infrastructure was in place but teachers were not available. Interestingly, there were a small number of communes where members of the local indigenous group were trained during the times of Sihanouk and Pol Pot and now working in the government education system. As a result, the availability of education is significantly better in those areas. In addition, it appears that those teachers represent an important link between the state system and local communities

The priority of having education available was stressed more often by members of indigenous groups than by members of other ethnic groups. Most of the time it was explicitly education in Khmer that was asked for. However, the incorporation of local language and knowledge was seen as beneficial. The relationship between education and political representation was stressed during several interviews. Interviewees pointed out on various occasions that member of indigenous groups have difficulties interacting with government because of their low level of education and knowledge of Khmer. Interviewees stressed that the provision of better schooling would allow electing better qualified people who represent more successfully the group’s interests and manage local development more effectively. 

Education is linked not only to representation but to participation as well. People who are illiterate in Khmer tend to have difficulties to understand council affairs and therefore tend to feel incapable of participating in its discussions. Furthermore, there were indications that children of indigenous groups are scared or afraid of going to school, particularly in areas where they form a minority in class.

Lacking education is linked to poverty in many ways: poor parents cannot afford not to have children working in the field. After all, work in the field provides short terms tangible benefits while the benefit of education is long term and associated with more uncertainty. Poverty makes it a rational choice for parents not to send children to school. To the extent that members of indigenous groups are poorer than members of other groups this mechanism will affect their opportunities and choices more severely. On the other hand, opportunities increasingly depend on the level of formal education, particularly on literacy in Khmer. It follows that the limited or disadvantaged access to education in Khmer is likely to widen the existing gaps in disfavor of indigenous groups, reinforcing both the low level of education and the poverty of its members. 

However, while this mechanism generally affects members of any cultural group there are more specific disadvantages faced only by members of indigenous groups. Education is not a culturally neutral undertaking. It is not only the level of availability of education but its content and particularly the language in which education is provided which matters here. In Cambodia, education is conducted entirely in Khmer where it is available. It is designed nationally without the involvement of indigenous communities. It does not give recognition to indigenous languages, cultures or knowledge and does not consider the different cultural, economic, and social circumstances of indigenous groups. The playing field on which students with different languages compete when education is delivered in the native language of one some students is not even. And this puts members of indigenous groups at a disadvantage which is not faced by members of the cultural majority. The only exception in this research was a number of schools in Rattanakiri that form pilot projects and are run by NGO’s in cooperation with the Ministry of Education. The lacking recognition is in large part a linguistic problem but not entirely so. The knowledge base of formal education is exclusive in that it neglects indigenous language and knowledge. Even in a scenario in which the access to education is similar for members of indigenous groups they would still face a serious disadvantage if the education available does not respond to specific educational needs and is culturally and linguistically exclusive. The more trivial consequence is that the content of education is not as relevant for members of indigenous groups and therefore of lower value. More seriously, by neglecting indigenous language and culture formal education conveys a sense of cultural or intellectual inferiority and is likely to undermine the self-respect of individual members of indigenous groups (ct. Battiste 2002: 33f). 

Thus members of indigenous groups tend to be disadvantaged in the field of education not only by the limited access to education but by the fact that it is provided entirely in Khmer. Moreover, education that does not recognize the cultural membership of its subjects tends to convey a sense of cultural inferiority and threatens the perpetuation of the local knowledge base. A case could be made that for education not to disadvantage members of indigenous groups it would not only have to be equally available but in addition would have to take indigenous language and knowledge into account.

3. Health

The emerging pattern with respect to access to health parallels the picture in the field of education. The provision of health services was among the top priorities in most indigenous communities while the access for their members is most limited due to various and interdependent causes. Members of indigenous groups live territorially dispersed in areas where health services are usually not available or where accessing those services is associated with unrealistic distances and costs. In contrast, Khmer (and, in some areas, ethnic Lao) tend to settle concentrated in or close to district towns, where health facilities are easily accessible. To varying degrees indigenous villagers expressed confidence in modern medicine, while traditional medicine continues to be practiced. It was pointed out that the worst and most pervasive suffering in the community stems from the absence of health services. On occasion a feeling of neglect was expressed by members of indigenous groups during interviews. 

In many cases members of indigenous communities do not qualify in terms of the required numbers of user to get support for the establishment of health centers. At the same time most of them live to far away to access the existing facilities. Accordingly, the costs (mostly in terms of transportation) of accessing health services are the highest for indigenous groups while they are the poorest members of the constituency. Yet the value of the available health services might not be the same, since those services and the way they are provided are frequently at odds with traditional medicine and belief systems. 

4. Participation

Participation in the Commune Council is generally constraint by the same obstacles that limit highlander’s access to services. The council office is in many cases more remote and more difficult to reach due to settlement patterns, absence of infrastructure and the geographical features. Yet unlike in schools and health facilities, highlanders appear in many areas the most active participants in the Commune Council. The contrast was frequently striking in councils with a constituency of different cultural groups. Moreover, councilors in several communes emphasized that members of indigenous groups in particular are not only the most patient participants, but very sincere and honest in their commitment to local development projects. Yet in other councils the overwhelming obstacles to accessing the council office prevent some communities systematically from attending meetings or make it an extremely time and money consuming exercise. Only in rare cases participants suggested that information was not sufficiently available to participate in council affairs. In many cases interviewees indicated that language is not a major obstacle to participation.

5. Access

In general the following turns out to be the obstacle to equal access to public services: Whereas the non-indigenous population tends to live territorially concentrated in or close to district or provincial towns, members of indigenous groups live spread over the country in places where transportation is not easily available. Moreover, in many areas indigenous groups live in unstable settlements, moving after a few years to another place. Regulations for building schools, health centers and the like require certain numbers of users which frequently cannot be reached in thinly populated areas. In addition, unstable settlement pattern pose a special challenge to the provision of services. For example, constructing a modern school building in remote areas in order to make education available is associated with significant costs. Yet when the community moves to a different place the benefit of this investment might diminish. Providing services the way they are provided in other parts of the country is associated with uncertainty and risk as long as communities continue moving. This uncertainty was stressed by various government officials as among the most significant obstacles to development projects in indigenous communities. Interviews suggest there is a tendency to neglect development projects in areas inhabited by highlanders and that this tendency is mirrored in the behavior of NGO’s. For example, if a potential donor considers financing a vaccination program, it is not clear whether members of indigenous groups will be available for the second shot. Similarly, if an NGO wants to contribute a road they will be careful providing it for indigenous communities. If the community decides to move the benefit of the road will diminish. Commitments to indigenous groups, particularly at the district integration workshop, might be avoided because development benefits are perceived as uncertain. 

Yet a case could be made that highlanders are provided with the same opportunities as everybody, free to settle or to move to urban centers in order to improve their access to service facilities. And free to capitalize on emerging opportunities to alleviate individual poverty. In this view, measures designed to specifically benefit indigenous peoples would constitute an unjust priviledge. After all, why should the society subsidize highlander’s expensive preferences to live remote and widely scattered? This argument misses the value of cultural membership for the individual and the persistence of cultural identity. People do not choose their culture. In particular, people do not choose their native language. Language is not a matter of preference. Cultural membership appears to be the intervening variable in other areas where highlanders face limited access. Settlement pattern for example, are due to economic and religious practice, that is, culturally determined. 

In any council visited highlander’s access to public services and to participation is most limited compared to the rest of the population. The available services are generally provided exclusively in Khmer, limiting access and participation to constituents capable of operating in Khmer. Without recognition and inclusion of the local language and knowledge the value of health and educational services is likely to be lower for highland peoples.

3. Research Results: Culture

1. Language

Interviews tended to take place not in the more remote indigenous villages, where the level of understanding of the official language is said to be significantly lower. Yet, in virtually any commune visited, the local, indigenous language is the first language children learn at home. It remains the mother language and is in most cases the only language used for interaction in the village and between members of the same linguistic groups within the council. 
Khmer is commonly used in Commune Councils and almost exclusively when there is only a minority of indigenous peoples in the constituency. Even when there is a strong majority of highlanders the council is likely to operate in Khmer. During this research there were only two councils where interviewees indicated that the local language is used in deliberations rather than Khmer. The constituencies of both councils consist almost exclusively of members of the same indigenous group.

Where there is a relatively small minority of one or more indigenous groups in the constituency, Khmer is likely to be used not only for discussion in the council but in the interaction between the council and the indigenous constituency and for the dissemination of information on the village level.

[image: image5.jpg]Example I: Kraveth in Stung Treng

There was one case where the constituency and the commune council are
composed entirely of members of the same indigenous group (Kraveth).
Yet deliberations among the councilors take place in Khmer. This was due
to the fact that the council clerk is ethnic Lao and does not understand the
local language. It was stressed that language does not pose a major
problem since the constituency is slowly learning Khmer.

One of the main activities of this council appears to be guiding and
informing people about how to settle and change their lifestyles. It was
stressed that communities had changed almost entirely. Members had
settled and maintain plantations. The council claimed that most people -
except for the elderly - are happy to change almost to the extent that they
are ashamed of being Kraveth and want to be better Khmers. Members of
the council see their role in assisting to determine what elements of
tradition are reasonable to keep and which ones are not.




The degree to which members of indigenous groups understand Khmer varies widely. In almost any location visited during this research project it is mostly women and the elderly who have a more limited command of Khmer language. Yet in many indigenous villages, interviewees indicated that most constituents understand enough Khmer to participate in commune affairs. Moreover, a sufficient number of people are said to be capable of translating for those who do not understand. Yet in other cases it was stressed that the local language should be used for interaction between the Commune Council and the indigenous constituency. In rare cases interviewees suggested that the understanding of council affairs depends critically on whether or issues are explained in local language
.

Again, deliberation of development projects on the community level take place mostly in local language. And this is where it matters for decentralization. It is here where the constituency is supposed to deliberate and determine the course of the community’s development. Yet the result of those deliberations will ultimately have to be translated into Khmer. It needs to be recognized that significant political power is associated with this ‘linguistic interface’, which is likely to become a major bottleneck for both participation and dissemination of information. There are particular difficulties to the translation in the case of indigenous languages. This is due to the absence of a script as well as to the fact that indigenous languages reflect a way of life significantly different from Khmer and in fact from modern culture. Indigenous languages do not know many technical concepts which are relevant to decentralization policy. 
2. Perpetuation of Indigenous Culture

The history of highlander groups is preserved and handed down through myths, legends, and songs by elders. Due to its oral nature indigenous culture is manifested in songs and stories rather than in written texts and those oral traditions make up the cultural memory of the group. Indigenous cultures and languages are particularly vulnerable to be lost in the absence of a script. Since culture is given down orally it will be lost as soon as one generation fails to pass it to the next. In many instances the threat of cultural, particularly linguistic, marginalization and extinction of groups appears to be not only a real possibility dramatically close to happen. In one instance there was said to be only one old and confused persons left in the community who still knew the old songs and stories. 

[image: image6.jpg]Example II: Kuy in Stung Treng
The remarkahle exception in many regards was a cammunity of Kuy
people ina Commune Council in Kratie. Those peaple seemed to have
adapted almast entirely to Knmer culture and way of life and did not
exhibit mast of the characteristics of indigenous peoples anymare.
Thase people could not remermber the history of their group. And here
Khmer was i fact the first language learnt by children. Most young
people are said to know Khmer well but not Kuy anymare. Although
everyboy knows some Kuy most people prefer to use Khmer. Kuy s
said to be used for ‘chit chat" only




The importance of preserving indigenous culture was stressed by members of virtually every indigenous community visited during this research project. Maintaining indigenous culture, religion and language and the perpetuation to the next generation is seen as a matter of great concern. Yet there is uncertainty how the associated practices can be perpetuated to the next generations. And it was subject to regret that substantial elements of what used to constitute local culture are felt to be lost. The most obvious aspects of change regard aspects of material culture. Modern dress is worn rather than traditional clothing, young people dance to pop music rather than traditional dances, and wooden ‘Khmer’ houses are being built rather than bamboo houses in traditional styles. Those changes on the surface mirror less obvious dimensions of recent and radical change, prominently the erosion of the spirit of ‘togetherness’ and ‘sharing happiness’. 

On many occasions the difference between the modernization of life styles and culture on one hand and the loss of culture on the other was stressed. It is clearly felt that modernization poses challenges to indigenous culture but mostly assumed that it is not necessary to loose the cultural identity with development. Those changes and the general development are mostly not considered as posing a disadvantage specifically to members of indigenous groups. In most cases members of indigenous groups indicated that they feel to be the agents of their culture’s change.

The judgment of recent and dramatic changes is complex. In general, people accept and frequently embrace the changes associated with modernization that have been taking place. There does seem to be a different perception depending on the age of the person in question. It is typically the older members of the community who are more concerned about the preservation and perpetuation of culture, whereas young people tend to embrace changes associated with modernization more and care less for tradition. 

Members of various indigenous groups expressed their appreciation of their particular culture. Most indigenous interviews stated to be proud to be member of the respective indigenous group. This sense of proudness has various sources, among them prominently the practice of solidarity, unity, and honesty. And it appears to be a sense of shared history and great achievements and deeds in ancient times. Interestingly, on various occasions it was stressed by the interviewees that members of the respective indigenous group have contributed to establish Angkor Wat.

On occasion members of indigenous groups suggested that they should be represented on higher levels of government, to have a voice in the design of national policies that affect them as well as to create awareness of indigenous culture. It was stressed that highlanders want their cultures to be known and in fact ask for recognition of their cultural identity. On occasion this was combined with the request to the government to provide information and education in a way that promotes the local indigenous culture within and outside the group. In rare instances this was demanded by claiming the equal right to public positions and offices that members of the majority ethnic group take for granted. Most of the time the demand for recognition takes the form of requesting the government to permit and provide for indigenous self-representation. Members of indigenous groups appear to feel that they do have neither the right nor the capability to create their own representation. Lacking knowledge of the official language is seen as one of the major obstacles to proper political representation.

Observation and interviews indicate that members of various indigenous groups try to hide their ethnic identity
. This was the case particularly in areas where indigenous peoples form a minority of the population. But even in areas with a majority of highlanders there where many indications that members of indigenous groups feel ashamed of their cultural membership. For outsiders it is frequently impossible to recognize individuals as members of indigenous groups. Yet this identity appears to be persistent and of high social relevance. If highlanders feel induced to hide their identity outside the group this indicates serious obstacles to the individual’s self respect.

3. Institutions

In general, many indigenous communities posses and share various strong institutions. The most obvious examples are elders, who command considerable respect within the respective community. Elders serve many important social, political and spiritual functions within the group (ct. White 1996: 337). There is a variety of other local institutions, in particular various schemes to assist each other with labor and resources, such as maintaining a collective store or field to balance individual risks and support needy members of the community. Members of many indigenous groups proud themselves of their strong sense of solidarity and sharing. The honesty of indigenous villagers and the sincerity of their solidarity and commitments were recognized on several occasions by their Khmer neighbors
.

Where elders exist as an institution they are the center of traditional authority within the group. They are chosen by various procedures aiming at consensus within the community. Elders serve multiple functions within the group, associated with leadership, decision making, mediation, and religious affairs. Their knowledge of the group’s history, legends and songs is of central importance for the intergenerational perpetuation of culture, particularly in the absence of a script (ct. White 1996: 340). Where elders exist there is a variety of levels to which they are involved in council affairs. It is a common attitude among councilors that elders do not have to play a role in interacting with the council. However, there was a number of examples where elders where explicitly invited and encouraged to keep involved in council affairs.

Respect for the Commune Council was said to be as high as respect for traditional institutions. The council’s authority appears to be widely accepted and it is well understood that this institution is backed by law. In most cases interviewees stated that there are no conflicts between elders, village chiefs and the council. The mode of interaction appears to be cooperative and there is a functioning division of labor.

Strong leadership and respect for decisions is characteristic for the way elders govern the community. Despite this leadership style decisions emphasize consensus and decision making and conflict resolution involves mediation and negotiation. Village elders are the first instance of resolution when conflicts between individuals arise. Elders are said to have lost authority in many communities over the last decades but are still an effective institution in conflict resolution. Traditional selection procedures and leadership style were justified and defended mostly in terms of democracy and fairness. During the interviews there was no indication that group leaders would consider restricting the liberties of group members in order to maintain some sort of cultural purity.

There does not generally appear to be the perception of a conflict between tradition institutions and state institutions. Commune affairs are perceived to be of formal and legal nature while traditional institutions and leadership are associated with virtue, tradition and wisdom. It was acknowledged during interviews that every citizen has to follow legal rules. Members of indigenous groups are well aware of their Cambodian citizenship. Yet dealing with government is regarded difficult.

[image: image7.jpg]Example IIl: Building on Indigenous Institutions in Kratie
In Samkum vilage/ Sandan Commune the Department of Planning in
Kratie build a rice store and provided the community with grinded rice
The gavernment's cantribution was set up as a loan, which villagers had
ta*pay back in unpracessed rice. The department head stressed that
members of the groups In questions were very sincere about their
cammitment. It was pointed out that the respect tawards the autharity of
elders extends o the village chief and the cammune council. After
elders ensured their agreement members of the group proved to be
cammitted ta live up ta the terms. In this specific arrangement, the
cammunity was divided inta groups of about faur persans and the
Ieader of the group assured that the agreed amountwauld be paid

back. This was warking to the department's full satisfaction and the
retumed rice is keptin the community for multiple purposes. In addition,
UNICEF had provided seeds and now the community is growing
amaunts sufficientta sell a surplus in the market. The department is
now cansidering to pravide parts of the retumed rice to the community
in exchange for labor in local construction projects




In general, policy towards indigenous communities tends to reflect the common attitude that indigenous culture has to adapt to the operations of institutions of the mainstream society. This is associated with the understanding that avoiding discrimination is sufficient to do justice to members of indigenous minorities. However, non-discrimination is defined precisely in terms of equal access to institutions operating in the majority language. Non-discrimination provides members of the majority with a priviledge and puts highlanders at a disadvantage. It appears advisable and desirable to adapt decentralization policy to existing indigenous institutions and carefully integrate those institutions within the framework of decentralization. Involving those institutions in development projects is likely to serve two important purposes: it would be an effective means of targeting the poorest members of the Cambodian society with poverty reduction. At the same time it would strengthen and promote the institutions in question and thus contribute to the preservation and perpetuation of indigenous cultures.
4. Decentralization

Attitudes towards decentralization and the Commune Council were generally positive. When asked for the specific benefits decentralization has brought villagers where always able to list a number of projects and achievements. This was the case regardless of the ethnic identity of the interviewees. However, the demand for more training and education in decentralization was stressed in many interviews, by councilors as well as by constituents. On a few occasions it was expressed that the council does not have the power to solve the fundamental problems, particularly associated with land and forest. There is a strong tendency for indigenous communities to be underrepresented in the Commune Council. In many cases, the share of indigenous councilors tends to be smaller than highlanders share of the constituency. This is particularly the case where highland people form a minority in the commune.

[image: image8.jpg]Example Illl: Minority in the Commune
On anather occasion, in a council with a small minarity of indigenaus
peoples concem was voiced that decentralization might fail the
indigenaus community. OL of seven villages in this Cauncil there was
anly one village inhabited by members of the Lun group. This group
was living about 12 km away from the council, in a place which is very
difficult to reach. Accardingly, members of this graup have very limited
access to the health certer, schoal or commune council. This small
indigenaus community continues to mave. Representatives of this
village painted oLt that the community would prefer o stay in one place:
close ta the river and wark a field they stressed this Is ot an option as
draft animals are not avallable to make possible the way of fife of
people in surmunding villages. Inhabitants of the other villages stressed
the priarity of building roads and bridges. In cantrast, members of the
indigenaus vilages face severe foad insecurities and had asked the
cammune councilars for permission to cut some trees, make hoats and
sell them in the market

In this case the cauncil had agreed to grant the permission. Hawever,
this example s likely to characterize the situation in cammune cauncils
with a minarity of indigenaus peoples. The econamic and social
situation for constituents in this commune is significantly different
depending onwhether or not a person is memher of an indigenaus
group. Accordingly the needs of both the indigenous commune versus
the rest of the constituency are likely to be different and so are the
priorities for development, as is the case In this example. While
highlanders had asked for the permission to cut trees, the rest of the
canstituency was united in that mads and bridges are development
priorities. In this example, however, the fulfilment of both pricrities does
not canflict. Granting the permission to cut a few trees does not
canstrain the commune’s budget. Yet the situation in same communes
suggest that highlanders development priarities can conflict with those:
raised by the nan-indigenaus constituency. Where indigenous peaples
farm a minarity this is nat an occasianal or transitional afair. A minority
of one cultural group will nat have the chance to become the majarity,
s wouldl have a minarity of the supparters ofa _particular political
issue or party. In this situation itis easy to imagine that the unfavorable
situation of members of the indigenaus group would be reinforced by
varlaus mechanisms, Including majority decision cring prioritization of
needs in council procedures,




There was no case were members of the District/Provincial Facilitation Teams (PFT/DFT) had been members of a local indigenous group. The recruitment procedures vary from province to province. The positions are filled mostly with members of existing government agencies and it appears to be impossible for highlanders to reach the technical expertise and experience required for this job. At the same time, current members of PFT/DFT do not appear to learn the local language. Frequently the difficulties of having to facilitate decentralization without knowledge of the local language was stressed by members of PFT/DFT. Frequently they were surprised by the fact that highlanders actually persist to have a language quite different from Khmer and impossible for the them to understand. A common attitude among PFT/DFT was that highlander’s lack of education, particular lack of knowledge in Khmer is a serious obstacle to the implementation of decentralization policy. The solution was usually seen in providing education in Khmer language to indigenous communities.

9. Land and Forest
The report did not yet touch on the question of land directly. This is mostly because the initial design of the guiding questions did not directly address those issues. Yet dramatic changes take place regarding the expropriation of forestlands by private commercial interests on one hand and increasing immigrations from the lowlands on the other. The former involves the rapid destruction of the ecological environments on which the survival of indigenous groups critically depends. This is associated with national policy and decisions are made without any involvement of affected communities. Many publications stress the vulnerability of indigenous groups which stems from the delicate relationship of communities to their physical environment (White 1996: 334) and the critical importance of its integrity for the survival of indigenous groups. This is in line with observations during this research. It is not possibly to elaborate on those question in detail here, but some remarks regarding decentralization should be made. 
In addition, the trend of increasing in-migration will change the ethnic composition of Commune Councils and in many instances members of indigenous groups will increasingly be outnumbered and outvoted, even in their traditional homelands. The number of communes with a minority of indigenous groups will grow, and with them the problems of addressing their specific needs. There are strong indications that the government encourages citizens from the lowlands to move to the densely populated areas, particularly in the northeastern provinces (White 1996: 369, Dareth 2002: 18). Decentralization indirectly contributes to this trend. Firstly, it establishes institutions in the highlands which operate in Khmer language and are culturally tailored towards the needs of the majority society, allowing settlers to easily participate. Moreover, infrastructure projects which are carried out by Communes make it easier and less costly and risky to move to areas which where regarded ‘wilderness’ before and to exploit significant economic opportunities. This process has taken place in many countries before. In most cases, the government justified the settlement policy insisting that the land inhabited by indigenous peoples belonged to the whole country and should be used for the benefit of all people. Yet in many instances the promotion of settlement was used by elites precisely to deflect efforts at reforming dramatically unequal systems of land ownership. At the same time, the likelihood that settling indigenous lands would promote a more equitable distribution of land is small. Even where elites justify settlement policies on the ground that these policies benefit the urban poor, this is often a dishonest rationalization for their own enrichment. In most instances such settlement policies have made the poor poorer and the rich richer. Even where well-intentioned those forms of settlement are frequently unsustainable, such as turning rainforest into farms and plantations. Perhaps the only sustainable forms of use are those already practiced by the indigenous peoples. Not surprisingly since they have inhabited the lands for centuries and now about the possibilities and limits of their environment. Given that indigenous groups are among the poorest members of the Cambodian society, together with the unequal distribution of land, the ongoing devastation of forest, and the weak rule of law this would suggest that it is not easy for Cambodia to make a difference when it comes to promoting equality by settling traditional indigenous homelands.
Although the problems associated with lacking land titles are faced by many members of the Cambodian society, this development poses a specific disadvantage to indigenous groups. Due to community’s holistic relationship to the environment the well-being of its members depends on the integrity of the ecological environment. It can be in a real sense the end of the world if those homelands are transformed and economically exploited. Moreover, while the (liberal) concept of individual property appears to be well established in Khmer society it is quite alien to members of indigenous groups who believe the land belongs to the spirits who inhabit it. This surely is an oversimplification. Yet indigenous groups’ more communal understanding of property and ownership is likely to put members at a serious disadvantage when it meets individual self-interest in the market place which is driven by the ‘politics of getting’ (ct. White 1996: 360). In many countries is has proven to have devastating effects on indigenous communities when communal land is divided and individual title is granted. Dareth notes: “If such development (the expropriation of forestlands by private commercial interests) happens, Rattanakiri – nowadays a peaceful province – will face a dramatic social and ecological crisis”. In order to protect the fundamental rights of indigenous peoples, Dareth suggest that they “need citizenship recognition with a special status, acknowledging them as an indigenous population of the land they have historically occupied and stipulating a particular relationship with their environment. If not, it is likely they will be given individual land rights on a par with Khmer citizens, without recognizing the particular form of communal land use traditionally practiced by highlanders using swidden agriculture” (Dareth 2002: 19). Fortunately, those voices have been heard and there is the serious initiative to grant communal title to indigenous groups. From the perspective of decentralization those endeavors should be welcomed and supported. Decentralization will come to late to be meaningful to communities whose traditional lands are exploited without consultation and even without much benefit for the initial inhabitants.

5. Minority Policy in Cambodia

The distinction between national minorities and ethnic groups is not alien to Cambodia. According to Dareth, Cambodia officially distinguishes its cultural minorities into three categories: the indigenous minorities (or Khmer-Loeu), the Chams (or Khmer-Islam), and the foreign residents (or immigrants). “The Khmer-Loeu is indigenous people who are still undeveloped. The majority of these indigenous people have no formal education. They can neither read nor write in their own language and have been living in remote areas for centuries. They speak some Khmer if they are forced to speak it, or of course of the want to. Indigenous minority is defined by two criteria: (1) all those people who are not immigrants, like the Chinese, Vietnamese, Lao and Thai and other immigrant minorities of Cambodia, (2) all those people who are almost totally illiterate in Khmer” (Dareth 2002: 9). The first criterion can be said to characterize indigenous peoples as national minority in the above mentioned sense as opposed to immigrant groups. The second criterion is ambivalent, allowing for different interpretations. When ‘illiterate’ is emphasized this definition appears to mean that indigenous peoples are ‘undeveloped’ or ‘uncivilized’. When ‘Khmer’ is emphasized this definition indicates that indigenous groups speak a language other than Khmer. This difference can have strong implications: the first meaning – and this is in fact what the context suggests –indicates that minorities are not indigenous anymore as soon as they are developed, lets say: drive cars, use cell phones and so on. Pen Dareth outlines the following objectives for an ethnic minority policy in Cambodia:

“The purpose of an ethnic minorities policy should generally be focused on the realization of a society where all ethnic minority groups are placed on an equal footing and have full opportunities for development along with the rest of the population. This principal goal is mostly divided in three components, namely:

1. the reduction of social and economic disadvantage,

2. the anticipation of and fight against discrimination, as well as improving the legal status of ethnic minorities, and 

3. the creation of conditions by which the ethnic minorities can freely take part in the social and cultural life of the majority 

Ever since its formation in 1993, the Royal Government of Cambodia has pursued a policy aimed at the integration of the ethnic minorities. The Royal Government is actively trying to improve the quality of life of ethnic minorities and to create conditions where the ethnic minorities can freely take part in the social and cultural life of society” (Dareth 2002: 12). 

The ultimate goal of this policy seems to be integration and in this regard it does not distinguish different classes of groups anymore. Rather, all ethnic minority groups are placed on an equal footing in order to create equal opportunities. The first component is the least controversial. When it comes to the second, critics might argue that non-discrimination is not enough to prevent serious disadvantages as it is defined precisely in terms of equal access to institutions operating in the majority language. Non-discrimination in this perspective provides the majority with a priviledge and disadvantages members of minority groups. The expectation of linguistic integration is more plausible in the case of individual and families who choose to moved to Cambodia at some point. Yet indigenous groups where isolated when the Cambodian state was established. They did not choose to move to Cambodia. Rather, Cambodia came to them. They did not ask to be citizen of Cambodia to begin with. This is not to say that indigenous groups should not have citizenship rights. Rather, they might have a claim to additional rights. 

The third criterion appears to be most problematic. It aims at conditions which allow ethnic minorities to freely take part in the social and cultural life of the majority. The above mentioned theory would suggest that this is inappropriate. ILO Convention No. 169 would indicate the same, suggesting that indigenous peoples should have the right to decide for themselves what aspects of the outside world they want to incorporate into their cultures. World Bank’s OP 4.20 is designed to foster full respect for indigenous people’s cultural uniqueness. This indicates that the integration into the majority is not an objective compatible with OP.4.20. It would not be consistent to respect indigenous’ cultural uniqueness yet promoting integration into the majority culture. In general, members of indigenous groups appear to prefer taking part in their own group’s social and cultural life first. Of course they want to take part in the institutions of the Cambodian state, too. Yet the third component depicts integration as a one way affair. Minorities have to integrate while the majority essentially remains the same. But even with regard to immigrant groups/ ethnic groups –people who came from other countries and are granted Cambodian citizenship – this is a controversial description of what integration is to mean. This would indicate that positive measures aiming at accommodating indigenous groups are meant to be transitional and to promote their integration. However, with regard to indigenous peoples, integration is not seen as legitimate policy objective in international law anymore.

Highland peoples have formed ongoing societies including institutions operating in the indigenous language prior to their incorporation into the Cambodian nation states. Indigenous communities form ongoing societal cultures and maintain various institutions different from the majority society. Moreover, individuals value their membership in those societal cultures and do not generally wish to integrate into the institutions of the majority society. Rather highland peoples resist majority nation-building, and are committed to maintaining their traditional institutions, operating in their own language and culture, and continue to reproduce themselves as separate peoples within the larger state. This case is strengthened by the fact that many indigenous groups rebuilt their cultures and institutions and resettled traditional lands after assimmilationist attempts and displacement during Pol Pot’s regime (ct. White 1996: 348).

What does the dialectic between state-nation building and minority rights would suggest in the Cambodian context? In contrast to Western liberal states, the Cambodian state does not pretend to operate neutrally with regard to neither religion nor culture. Cambodia has an official religion and there is little room to doubt that the Cambodian nation-state is nation-building in the aforementioned sense. Cambodia is not, and does not pretend to be, ethnoculturally neutral, but is actively engaged in projects of nation-building, and of diffusing a common societal culture throughout the territory of the state. This begins with the constitutional definition of who is citizen of Cambodia. The constitution states that “Khmer citizens shall be equal before the law and shall enjoy the same rights, freedom and duties, regardless of their race, colour, sex, language, beliefs, religions, political tendencies, birth origin, social status, resources and any position”. While this definition implies that there are Khmer citizens of different race, language, beliefs, or religions and thus is compatible with a notion of Khmer citizen that grants citizenship to “Khmer Leu” and “Khmer Islam” it does so only by linguistically imposing the majority ethnic identity on members of cultural groups that do not share a Khmer cultural identity
. This definition precisely defines membership in the Cambodian state – Cambodian citizenship - exclusively in ethnic terms. There are other indications that the Cambodian state takes the reproduction of a particular Khmer ethnonational culture and identity as an important goal
.

It would follow that policies associated with decentralization and deconcentration disadvantage members of cultural minorities to the extent that such policies actually contribute to and facilitate state-nation building in the aforementioned sense. And to a significant extent those policies can be said to promote a national identity and the linguistic integration into the language of the cultural majority. Khmer is the exclusive official language and institutions – including those associated with local governance – generally operate entirely in this language. To the extent that reforms associated with decentralization aim at increasing citizen’s participation in public institutions and their access to services they can be said to facilitate nation-building. If participation in institutions is to take place and if services are to be provided this is not a culturally neutral affair. In particular: it is not a linguistically neutral affair. Language matters when it comes to participation, education, literacy programs, allocation of positions and so on. To say that members of indigenous groups are disadvantaged does not mean that that there is the deliberate attempt in policy makers to hurt them. However, the effect of those measures might add up to the extent where they are felt by members of the affected groups as being just that: measures designed for cultural and linguistic integration targeted at members of cultural minorities. 
4. Conclusions

Research results indicate that decentralization has improved the living conditions of indigenous communities in many communes. Decentralization has brought health facilities, schools, roads, wells, and bridges. Accordingly, attitudes towards decentralized institutions of government are positive
. In addition, decentralization has given indigenous groups a voice in local affairs in some communes which they did not have before. And it is here where decentralization has contributed most to the accommodation of indigenous peoples.

Major gaps between indigenous communities and other communities continue to exist in terms of poverty and access to education and health services. Some of those disadvantages are shared by members of communities which are not indigenous, such as the difficulties of accessing services in remote and thinly populated areas. Yet many disadvantages are exclusively faced by members of indigenous groups. This is in large part a matter of language. Services and education are provided in Khmer and exclude local language, culture and knowledge. 

In this regard, decentralization did not contribute much to the accommodation of indigenous groups. More precisely, decentralization does not utilize the potential it has to accommodate indigenous communities. Members of indigenous groups are not provided with the opportunity to participate in their language in most Commune Councils, even when they form a majority of the constituency. Members of the majority culture can participate in decentralized institutions anywhere in the country in their native language. In Council elections, the choice for indigenous groups is limited to members capable of functioning in institutions operating in Khmer, while members of the majority culture can freely choose their leaders among themselves. Positions associated with decentralized institutions are only disproportional, if at all, occupied by members of indigenous groups. And finally, members of the majority ethnic group enjoy the privilege of a modern nation-state which is operating its institutions entirely in their language. This contributes to the preservation and perpetuation of the culture and identity of members of the majority ethnic group
. Members of indigenous groups are at a severe disadvantage, threatened by the very real danger of cultural extinction because none of the institutions that make up the nation-state, not even institutions of local governance, operate in their language
.

A strong contrast was found between communes with a majority of highlanders and communes with a minority of highlanders. Due to their different cultural identity and way of life the needs of indigenous peoples can deviate significantly from those of the mainstream society. In communes with a strong majority of highlanders, decentralized institutions provide groups with a voice in the political process, allowing for distinctive needs and interest to be represented and considered while there was virtually no such representation in the political system before. In addition, Commune Councils provide members of those communities with the possibility to take part in decisions that affect their lives and serves as important instrument of self management.
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In contrast, research suggests that decentralization did not contribute much to development of indigenous communities where members form a minority in the commune. Where there are specific indigenous needs they are not likely to be addressed when priorities are determined by majority decisions. This situation is permanent, since a minority of highlanders in the constituency won’t become a majority at any point. Majority decisions are likely to become a mechanism which reinforces the poverty and disadvantaged situation of highlanders where they form a minority in the commune, further widening the existing gaps between the members of different ethnic groups.

7. Recommendations

1. The public recognition of the use of indigenous languages in commune councils where indigenous peoples form a majority is desirable for various reasons. It would ensure that dissemination and participation takes place in a meaningful manner and would make it more likely that decentralized institutions work for members of indigenous groups. This measure would merely mean the formalization of patterns which are already operating on the ground.

2. Meaningful provisions have to be found to accommodate the needs of members of indigenous groups where they are in the minority in the constituency of the commune council. This is likely to involve their native language. For dissemination of information and participation to be informed and meaningful it cannot but take place in the native language of the constituents in question.

3. Position and offices associated with institutions of local governance should be given to members of indigenous groups where members of those groups are part of the constituency. This is particularly true of commune councilors, council clerks, and PFT/DFT. The requirement of literacy in Khmer for those positions should be handled very flexible. It is worth considering whether knowledge of the majority language should be among the requirements where members of indigenous groups are in the majority. It is very unlikely that people not familiar with the cultural and linguistic environment effectively manage affairs of local governance. In contrast, locally recruited persons have proven to both committed to the development of their communities as well as capable of effectively contributing to it. 

4. Provisions have to be found to provide meaningful translation, particular where participation takes place in the local language. For the time being it is reasonable that elected commune councilors are in charge for the translation, since they have the strongest incentives to be responsive to the needs and demands of the constituency. 
5. Where possible, indigenous institutions should be strengthened in the framework of decentralization. Examples include elders and mechanism of mutual support. Indigenous institutions are likely to operate very effectively in the framework of decentralized local government. 
6. Any attempt to both alleviate poverty of members of indigenous groups as well as to preserve and promote indigenous culture faces the lack of human resources. Strategically, the lack of indigenous capacity appears to be the major obstacle to carefully targeted development projects. As long as this situation persist it is likely that attempts to promote members of indigenous groups do not benefit them directly. And it remains uncertain whether parts of those benefits will trickle down to the intended addressees. For members of indigenous groups to become the agents of their cultural and social change it is of utmost importance to target members of those groups particularly with culturally appropriate education and training and involve them in the design of those measures.
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� This debate is part of a broader debate in political science on citizenship. At least five models are prominent in this debate: France (defining citizenship based on territory, ius soli), Germany (defining – until recently – citizenship by birth origin, that is: in ethnic terms), United States (as an immigrant society), Switzerland (as an old multination state), and Canada. Canada was the first country to formulate and implement ideas of multicultural theory. So it might not be by accident that Will Kymlicka is from Canada. However, there is a dramatic reversal in many Western countries to adopt various models of minority rights. 


� The following discussion follows loosely the article The New Debate over Minority Rights in Kymlicka, Will (2001), Politics in the Vernacular. Nationalism, Multiculturalism, and Citizenship (Oxford University Press, Oxford).


� Such as Raz (1994)


� A detailed account of the Australian case can be found in Hinchman, Lewis P./ Hinchman, Sandra K. (1998): Australia’s Judicial Revolution. Aboriginal Land Rights and the Transformation of Liberalism (Polity XXXI, 1).


� ct. ADB (2002); This publication provides a useful overview regarding domestic policies and laws which apply to indigenous peoples in Cambodia.


� It should be mentioned that the Asian Development Bank has a policy on indigenous peoples, too. Both organization’s policies are currently under review.


� ADB’s Participatory Poverty Assessment among indigenous groups notes: “The Phnong along with other ethnic minorities would like to learn Khmer but they would only encourage it if attempts were made by officials to learn their language” (ADB 2001: 52).


� various studies note the same, such as White (1996), p. 365: “Kuy men working together as soldiers in the local army base described how they were mocked by Khmer soldiers for using their own language and mothers described how their children were embarrassed to speak Kuy at home as they were afraid their Khmer friends would laugh at them. In such situations there is an intense pressure to suppress cultural identity to avoid conflict and shame, which is what in many senses these Kuy communities were found to do”.


� This sense of commitment is mentioned in ADB’s PPP as well: “The Kuy villagers claimed that if assistance were provided for construction materials, technical support and some food to cover periods when they could not forage during the dry season, they would provide their labor … In this respect, ethnic minority groups are better placed to adopt a participatory approach to operation and maintenance activities than many lowland Khmer communities” (ADB 2001: 56).


� It could legitimately be asked how much of a Khmer-citizen a person is who has a color, race, language, belief, religion, and birth origin different from the dominant ethnic group. It does seem to be a plausible concern that this question might be asked by potentially irresponsible leaders of nationalist movements sometime in the future of Cambodia.


� A particular example of relevance for indigenous groups is the following. Until recently, indigenous groups did not have a script. When various organizations started to develop a script for particular indigenous languages it was quite unacceptable for the government to use characters other than Khmer letters. Moreover, when those organizations suggested adding certain stripes and points to Khmer letters in order to accommodate sounds that do not have representation in the Khmer script this was not acceptable and the Minister of Education intervened. Interestingly, the agreed solution was to employ letters from the ancient Khmer alphabet that had come out of use. This is a rather subtle form of nation-building. However, it appears to intend in fact the diffusion of a particular language and culture throughout the territory. And a case could be made that those policies are targeted at cultural minorities, precisely because their members maintain and cherish a cultural identity based on another language and culture.


Another dimension of nation-building relates to the design of public space in general and the design of public offices in particular. Observations indicate that public buildings in northeastern provinces have a design strongly informed by Khmer architecture regardless of the ethnic composition of Commune Councils. If the aforementioned recognition of cultural identity in fact matters here, then the design of the public space privileges the culture and cultural identity of the majority ethnic group on the expense of the constituency’s cultural preferences. Unfortunately, the project of building Council offices in various provinces does not use the chance to make a difference here. Those buildings have a concrete structure and are supposed to provide space for the Commune Councils for many decades. The design of those buildings is uniform and strongly informed by Khmer architecture. This did not happen by accident but with the intention to promote not only efficiency and accountability but easy identification. The way those projects are set up could be seen as nation-building as well, promoting a sense of common membership in, and equal access to social institutions with the intention of diffusing a particular national culture and identity based on membership in those institutions throughout society. However, it is part of the very rationale of decentralization to accommodate local differences and preferences and give citizens a voice in affairs that affect them. This is highly relevant when it comes to decision of the design of the building that houses the genuine institution of local governance. However, it appears that no participation or consultation was conducted to inform the process of designing those buildings. The spirit of the entire project appears to be rather at odds with meaningful decentralization. And it appears to be even more at odds with the accommodation of cultural diversity. 


� A short review of programs and projects relating to indigenous peoples in Cambodia comes to a very favorable conclusion regarding the Royal Government’s Seila program: “The SEILA program has provided an example of multilateral and bilateral government partnership with funding agencies. It has contributed to poverty reduction by providing much needed capital for investment in public services and infrastructure, and improved the local governance” (ADB 2002: 16).


� A case could be made that the ‘development industry’ contributes significantly to the preservation and modernization of Khmer language translating Khmer documents into English and the other way around. In the process concepts and ideas are introduced that used to be alien to Cambodian culture, transforming and in some ways updating and modernizing language and culture. However, only the majority culture is provided this priviledge, while no such support is being given to indigenous languages and cultures.


� The disadvantage is mirrored in the following observation: Young people in Phnom Penh as well as in most parts of the country appear to be enthusiastically engaged in learning English, most likely because they feel that important opportunities are tight to organizations and institutions that operate in English language. In contrast, interviews and observation during the field work suggest that young people among indigenous groups are equally enthusiastic about learning Khmer, likely because they feel that important opportunities are tight to organizations and institutions that operate in Khmer. Both phenomena represent important decisions of individuals to spend considerable time on learning a language other than the native tongue. And both represent rational choices, given the way the current linguistic provisions are set up. However, the difference indicates that the linguistic playing field is not even and disadvantages individual members of indigenous groups. A member of an indigenous group will learn the local language first. And the command of local language is what is of relevance to participate in village affairs. However, in order to participate in society beyond the village the individual member of the given indigenous group will have to be able to function in Khmer. And there is no doubt that individual members of indigenous groups desire to participate in the Cambodian society, not least because he/she happens to be citizens of this country and there is something at stake in participating in its institutions. If the member of the indigenous group wants to capitalize on the same opportunities that so many young Cambodians are aiming at he will have to learn a third language, which is English. If important opportunities are associated with the command of English language, then the member of an indigenous group will have to learn three languages. And there is nothing that suggests that members of indigenous groups do not desire to learn English and participate in associated institutions. And it is likely that those opportunities are becoming more important due to increased tourism, the operations of international organizations and exposure to markets beyond the area. Using those opportunities, everything else being equal, will be significantly more difficult for the individual members of the indigenous group in questions since education is less likely to be accessible for her/him compared to a member of the Cambodian society whose native language is Khmer.
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