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1. Today, I am tasked by Samdech Akka Moha Sena Padei Techo HUN SEN, Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Cambodia to welcome on his behalf and on behalf of the Royal Government of Cambodia all the delegations from within and outside Cambodia to the 2009 Economic Freedom Network Asia International Conference, which is being hosted by Cambodia for the first time and we are very honored for this privilege.  We hope that you will have time to tour our beautiful country, especially the Angkor Monuments complex.  
2. The conference’s topic this year is “Overcoming the Global Financial and Economic Crisis: The Rule of Law as the Key to Economic Freedom?” In broad and global term the Rule of Law is threatened worldwide from four directions: (i) by the lumpen proletariat for their ignorance, despair and poverty, (ii) by the lumpen aristocracy for their arrogance and their insatiable greed as revealed by the cataclysmic crisis of international finance, (iii) by the deadly terrorism fueled by ideological extremism and (iv) by the organized crimes. I have also to mention the resistant groups within each country to abide by the Rule of Law because of their vested interests. 







3. Immense are the challenges for the Rule of Law to prevail worldwide. The debate to regulate the financial sector in Washington appears to be going no where.   The fight against the Taliban in Afghanistan is still ongoing. The organized crimes are subverting the government institutions. The MDGs set for 2015, will they be reached? Governments of rich countries are doing too little or giving too little to bring the intermondialists to the mainstream of globalization. So the topic of our conference has the merit to bring some water to the mill of the Rule of Law, so that its magic square become the larger one and continue to be a virtuous one, and everyone, every country and the world will benefit from it.            
4. Rule of Law is one of the key cornerstones of the Royal Government’s economic policy priorities as outlined in the Rectangular Strategy, which has been spearheaded by Samdech Techo HUN SEN.  Cambodia has adopted the values of a liberal pluralist democracy, a free market economy, integration into the world community and respect for rights and liberties.  Cambodia has also been adopting liberal norms and practices.  It joins ASEAN in 1999, and becomes the first least developed country to join the WTO in 2004. Its law on investment does not tell the difference between the national and the foreign accept land ownership. Cambodia is a friendly business country. It creates Government-Private Sector Forum to empower the private sector so that the later become the engine of economic growth. 
5. Let me take a step back and define the Rule of Law in Cambodia. Rebuilding and strengthening the Rule of Law as process are not an easy task for Cambodia given our long history of Rule of Man.  During the Lon Nol’s Regime in 1970-1975, Cambodia was overruled by war. Millions of tons of bombs were dropped on Cambodian soil during that period, destroying most of our physical and social infrastructure system and killing hundred thousands civilians. Subsequently, the Khmer Rouge Genocide Regime in 1975-1979 completely destroyed the country’s institutions, infrastructure and economy.  More than one third of its people were perished; nearly all educated people were killed.
6. After the 1979 January 7th Victory, the country undertook to rebuild its governance regime and to build the Rule of Law that is effective and anchored in our reality.  The new constitution adopted in 1993 enshrines the liberal pluripartite democratic system and the market economy. It protects the right to ownership. Article 44 of the Constitution reads as follow “All persons, individual or collectively, shall have the right to ownership. Only Khmer legal entities and citizens of Khmer nationality shall the right to own land. Legal private ownership shall be protected by the law. The right to confiscate possessions from any person shall be exercised only in the public interest as provided for under law and shall required fair and just compensation in advance.” As stated by Nobel laureate Friedrich Hayek, “the recognition of property is clearly the first step in the delimitation of the private sphere”. Thanks to the win-win policies of Samdech HUN SEN, peace, territorial unity, security and stability were fully reestablished only eleven years ago in 1998 when the political and military structures of the Khmer Rouge were shattered, which provided the real conditions and environment for sustaining development in general, and for the strengthening the Rule of Law in particular.  

7. Like in other countries, here the Rule of Law is the set of practices and institutions that bring order to our society for the better good of all citizens, and is a safeguard against arbitrary exercise of power.  The components of Rule of Law are uniform application of the law, legal certainty, separation of power, and law & order.  The Rule of Law relates to the economy through its power to protect property rights, enforce contracts, ensure fair competition, and mobilize and disburse financial capital.  We draw the lesson from other countries that weak Rule of Law cripples the dynamism of the economy because it creates an environment of high risk and discouraging investors and consumers from participating in the development process.  Public confidence and people trust are reflection of the strength of Rule of Law.      
8. Fully recognizing the importance of the Rule of Law for economic development and nation building, all the reforms in the Royal Government’s Governance Action Plan directly contributes to strengthening the Rule of Law.  These reforms target democratization, public finances, legal and judicial systems, public services and management of natural resources.  The Royal Government has had to target the most urgent priorities and needs first, in accordance with our country’s needs, capacity and resources, and gradually increase our efforts step by step.  All this takes time.

9. The National Assembly, Senate and Royal Government have also been very active to complete the legal framework to international standards.  For example, a number of laws went into force such as the Civil Code, Organic Law on Administration Management of Capital, Provinces, Municipalities, Districts and Khans, Public Finance System Law, and many laws consistent with WTO standards, such as Law on Commercial Arbitration, Law on Secured Transaction, Law on Insolvency, etc., to enable the private sector and the market to function and prosper.  Other laws are being readied for approval and implementation including the Anti-corruption law, and the Statute on the Magistracy. Presently, the National Assembly is debating the Penal Code, which punishes the economic crimes among others.
10. The Royal Government and Judiciary branches are also investing tremendously in the legal and judicial sectors to increase the capacity to implement this legal framework in a fair, equitable, transparent and predictable way.  A code of ethics for judges and prosecutors has been adopted.  The ongoing ECCC or Khmer Rouge Tribunal is one of many examples that demonstrate Cambodia’s commitment to an effective justice system.         

11. Yet, the Rule of Law cannot be decreed.  It is built with difficulty over time based on the history, traditions and culture of a society according to its human, institutional and financial capacity.  Here we learned a lot from the teaching of Nobel laureate Douglass North. Laws are simply a formalization or legalization of the traditions and norms in society.  Laws should not contradict or conflict with existing traditions and norms.  Only in this way will the law be honored in action, and a society truly governed by Rule of Law.  While reforms are necessary to move the country towards a freer and more democratic society, the process must put the country’s peace and stability at the forefront. 
12. The Royal Government has achieved a lot over the past decade:  
a. Double digit economic growth rate, annually from 2004 to 2007 and interrupted in 2008 as consequence of global economic crises
b. Democracy is working and being further entrenched

c. Internal and international conflicts are being resolved peacefully

d. Individual and group rights are protected

e. Civil society is vibrant and the press is free

f. Administration is being modernized and refocused on service delivery

g. Laws and regulations are increasingly comprehensive and to international standards
13. But it goes without saying that Cambodia has many challenges ahead, all of which will be confronted systematically.  Our political resolve is clear and firm.  The main challenges we face are lack of human and institutional capacity; lack of financial resources; and time to complete the legal framework to deepen democracy and favor development.  Our citizens are still learning the practice of Rule of Law and democracy, and will require time and awareness building to mature.  In Cambodia, public awareness is still weak and it is an area that requires government action to improve.  
14. The on-going global financial and economic crises have resulted in a decline in demand for Cambodia’s export and have increased macro-economic, financial and fiscal risks, presenting Cambodia with new, unexpected challenges.  The Royal Government is taking systematic and sequenced measures to mitigate the negative impact of the crises on our financial and economic system, and to protect our hard earned achievements.  Cognizant of the correlation between Rule of Law and economic growth, our responses to the crises respect the Rule of Law and economic freedom.  Some of our ongoing policy responses include:

a. Contract enforcement: Terminating contracts on economic land concession that are being breached 
b. Protect property rights: Improve land management nationwide; foreigners will have right to own first floor of house; protecting intellectual property rights by cracking down on pirated copies
c. Ensure fair competition: Efforts to stop smuggling, abolishment of illegal check points nationwide, streamlining business licensing, one window service, infrastructure building 
d. Mobilize and disburse financial capital: creation of agriculture fund to increase lending to the private sector, especially the agriculture sector (loan by Rural Development Bank to rice mill enterprises)
e. Tax Exemptions: for the garment sector; import duty exemptions on agriculture and SMEs equipment and inputs 

f. Safety net for the poor and the vulnerable.

15.  In summary, it is our conviction that the Rule of Law is an effective means to enhance the economic and social well being of the people; and thus, the pursuit of the Rule of Law is at the core of the Royal Government’s strategy to improve governance in our country and to sustain economic growth and development.  The Royal Government is resolved to rebuild the Rule of Law.  Progress has been impressive, but much more is to be done, and more quickly.  The challenges are many and we are only at the beginning of a long, arduous road.    
16. So before concluding, I would like to recap the key political messages of Samdech Techo HUN SEN and of the Royal Government.  First, the government has an important and leading role to rebuild Rule of Law.  And second, Rule of Law cannot be forced upon society, but must fit with its history, traditions and norms.  Thus, civil society and individuals play an important role in taking part for building the Rule of Law as they are the source of traditions and norms in a society.  Since the practice is new in Cambodia, it will require government action to enhance public knowledge, understanding and voluntary compliance.  Another crucial point that must be reemphasized is that the reform process should not endanger the country’s hard earned peace and stability and, which is the necessary condition for sustainable nation building and development.  
17. In conclusion, I would like to thank the conference organizers for their excellent and hard work: the Cambodia Institute of Development Study (CIDS), the Citizens Action Network (CAN) and the Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Liberty.   I declare this conference open and hope that we will have a fruitful and productive discussion over the next two days. 
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