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Policy Implications for the United States:
•	With Cambodia now serving as the Chair of ASEAN in 2022, U.S.-Cambodia relations will have wider 

bearing on U.S. cooperation with ASEAN and regional issues in Southeast Asia, most notably Myanmar 
and China.

•	Cambodia’s human rights violations and close ties to China harm relations with the United States. 

•	Both the Trump and Biden administrations, as well as U.S. Congress, have attempted to punish Phnom 
Penh for its authoritarian consolidation and embrace of China since 2017. Previous efforts at engagement 
and once healthy trade ties are on the decline as Phnom Penh fails to moderate its stance under pressure.

•	 In addition to diplomatic and economic pressure, the United States occasionally proffers olive branches to 
Phnom Penh, likely to test the waters for future re-engagement and opportunities to counteract growing 
Chinese influence.

The Phnom Penh Dilemma:  
U.S.-Cambodia Ties and the Future of American 
Engagement with ASEAN 
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•	Current U.S. policy towards Cambodia therefore mixes escalating pressure and tentative engagement. 
However, there is little sign of progress towards democratization or disincentivizing Cambodia’s 
relations with China.

•	 In 2022 and beyond, the United States has two broad policy avenues to choose from: “engagement” 
and “sidelining.” 

	– Engagement would see Washington attempt to reduce tensions over human rights and China 
with the longer-term goal of courting Cambodia away from Beijing. In the short term, the United 
States would aim to enhance ties to ASEAN while Cambodia is Chair.

	– Sidelining would reconfigure the current mixed approach of pressure and outreach for improved 
effectiveness, and U.S. policymakers would bypass Cambodia as much as possible in ASEAN and 
other regional fora. 

	– Neither option constitutes a panacea to the dilemma of U.S.-Cambodia relations. Engagement 
would see the downplaying of U.S. democracy and human rights promotion, and U.S. outreach 
to Phnom Penh does not guarantee that Hun Sen rejects China. Sidelining carries the risks of 
undermining U.S. efforts to expand engagements with ASEAN as an institution while Cambodia 
is Chair, and current policies have shown little progress towards improving Cambodia’s human 
rights record or reducing Chinese influence.

	– Sidelining would be the easier option of the two approaches to adopt in both the Executive and 
Legislative branches. In order to improve upon the mixed approach’s lackluster record, the United 
States could reconfigure its intermixed pressure and tentative engagement initiatives to better 
accord with Cambodian internal politics and regional dynamics. 

	– In 2022, sidelining would likely require expanded engagement and carrots for Hun Sen to 
advance Washington’s priorities on acquiring a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with ASEAN, 
countering the Myanmar coup, and shoring up the region’s response to China. 

	– Given the risk of Cambodia’s legitimization of the coup and undermining ASEAN’s coordinated 
response to the Myanmar crisis after Hun Sen’s January 2022 visit, incentivizing or coercing Hun 
Sen to play ball on holding the junta accountable should likely take priority, either through carrots 
or sticks directed at Phnom Penh. 

	– After Phnom Penh’s Chair tenure concludes in late 2022, the United States can then feel more 
secure in ramping up pressure on the regime and support for the opposition during the 2023 
elections in Cambodia.
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Introduction
In recent months, the contradictions in the United 
States’ current policy of mixing pressure and 
tentative engagement towards Prime Minister 
Hun Sen, Cambodia’s increasingly authoritarian 
dictator of 37 years, became particularly apparent. 
On December 9th, 2021, Commerce implemented 
new export controls on Phnom Penh for 
“corruption, human rights abuses, and regional 
security concerns [i.e. China].” Yet, the day after, 
U.S. State Department Counselor Derek Chollet 
arrived in Cambodia to discuss the country’s 
role in the region, its 2022 Chairmanship of the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 
and the Myanmar crisis. Was unveiling sanctions 
near simultaneously to an official engagement part 
of a calculated pressure campaign, or just the sign 
of a confused response to an intractable problem 
with both Cambodia and the wider region? 

Looking at the relationship on the whole, U.S. 
policy towards Phnom Penh leans more towards 

the latter, a “mixed” approach of escalating 
pressure alternating with tentative, arms-length 
engagement. Despite previous attempts to steer 
Cambodia towards democracy in the 1990s and 
2000s, Phnom Penh’s obstinate behavior on 
deteriorating human rights record and growing 
China ties triggered a precipitous decline in 
relations.  

Phnom Penh, although not the most important 
actor within ASEAN, wields more influence next 
year as Hun Sen’s government assumes the 
Chair for 2022. This means effective Cambodia 
and ASEAN policies are necessary for a variety of 
U.S. national interests as articulated by the Biden 
administration, including addressing Myanmar’s 
coup, ensuring “ASEAN centrality,” competing 
with China in Southeast Asia, and implementing 
Washington’s geopolitical shift towards the Indo-
Pacific. Cambodia could significantly derail these 
goals through tacit recognition of the Myanmar 
junta, stymieing U.S. outreach to ASEAN, or 
serving as China’s friend within Southeast Asia. 

https://www.commerce.gov/news/press-releases/2021/12/commerce-adds-export-controls-cambodia-address-corruption-human-rights
https://twitter.com/CounselorDOS/status/1469223091280781316
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-envoy-urges-cambodia-make-no-concessions-myanmar-junta-asean-2021-12-10/
https://www.state.gov/fact-sheet-secretary-blinkens-remarks-on-a-free-and-open-indo-pacific/
https://www.state.gov/fact-sheet-secretary-blinkens-remarks-on-a-free-and-open-indo-pacific/
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Standing up to Hun Sen on human rights and 
China is important for Washington, but the lack of 
a coherent strategy or clear wins for U.S. policy 
besides signaling opposition to Phnom Penh’s 
intransigence means that it is time to consider 
the American approach to Cambodia. For a United 
States that continues to reaffirm the “critical 
importance of ASEAN centrality” and struggles 
to achieve its policy goals in Cambodia, there 
are two broad policy strategies for dealing with 
Phnom Penh: “engagement” with Hun Sen, or 
“sidelining” to bypass Cambodia as much as 
possible in ASEAN while recalibrating its mix of 
punishment and engagement.

The Human Rights and China 
Roadblocks in U.S.-Cambodia 
Relations
Human rights concerns reached their current peak 
following Hun Sen’s suppression of the opposition 
in the lead up to Cambodia’s 2018 elections. In 
2017 and 2018, Hun Sen’s Cambodia People’s 
Party (CPP) launched a campaign of oppression 
to dissolve, intimidate, and imprison the main 
opposition force, the Cambodian National Rescue 
Party (CNRP). The effort proved largely successful 
in consolidating the CPP’s grip on power, as Hun 
Sen’s party “won” every seat in the legislature. 
In its effort to delegitimize the opposition, it 
even went so far as to allege U.S. interference in 
support of the CNRP to overthrow the Hun Sen 
regime. These human rights abuses continue to 
derail U.S.-Cambodia ties, and Phnom Penh only 
grows ever more authoritarian. Hun Sen’s son, 
Hun Manet, looks likely to succeed his father.

Simultaneously, Phnom Penh’s growing closeness 
to Beijing frustrates Washington. Beijing provided 
$588 million in aid between 2019 and 2021 and 
pledged $18.22 billion across a variety of projects 

since 2006, all with little sign of abatement 
during COVID-19. Amidst the pandemic, 
Chinese vaccines helped propel Cambodia’s 
vaccination rates to some of the highest in the 
region. In 2020, China and Cambodia signed a 
free trade agreement, while the transformation 
of Sihanoukville from a sleepy seaside town 
into a Chinese-dominated casino and tourism 
hub underlines the scale and depth of China’s 
economic involvement in Cambodia. 

For Hun Sen, China’s involvement is both a 
blessing and a potentially looming curse. His 
friendship with Beijing provides the regime with 
economic investment, military aid, and political 
cover. Beijing even helps facilitate Hun Sen’s 
authoritarian grip on power, as allegations of 
Chinese hacking of Hun Sen’s enemies in the 2018 
election appear to attest. Indeed, China-Cambodia 
ties surged partially as a result of Western distrust 
and pressure. At the same time, Phnom Penh’s 
growing dependence on Chinese investment 
and financial largesse poses a long-term risk to 
Cambodia’s sovereignty, the livelihoods of many 
average citizens, and its natural environment. 
Anti-China sentiment is on the rise in Cambodia, 
which could imperil the regime if the political and 
economic situation turns sour.

Of course, Beijing would not involve itself so 
heavily if it did not receive benefits in return. 
Perhaps most importantly, Phnom Penh plays 
a spoiler role within ASEAN. As a byproduct of 
ASEAN’s consensus-based decision making, Hun 
Sen can effectively veto anti-China measures at 
Beijing’s behest. In 2012, Cambodia as ASEAN 
Chair blocked a joint statement on the South China 
Sea disputes under reported Chinese pressure. 
Four years later in the aftermath of The Hague’s 
2016 ruling in favor of the Philippines in the South 
China Sea, Hun Sen again threatened to veto 
language critical of China. The chair at that time, 

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/conversation-white-house-indo-pacific-coordinator-kurt-campbell
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/conversation-white-house-indo-pacific-coordinator-kurt-campbell
https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/with-new-arrest-cambodias-permanent-crackdown-intensifies/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42006828
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/01/14/cambodia-repression-opposition-increases
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-election/cambodias-ruling-party-won-all-seats-in-july-vote-election-commission-idUSKBN1L01E7
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-politics/cambodias-main-opposition-party-dissolved-by-supreme-court-idUSKBN1DG1BO
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/cambodia/
https://freedomhouse.org/country/cambodia/freedom-world/2021
https://freedomhouse.org/country/cambodia/freedom-world/2021
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/dec/29/who-is-hun-manet-pms-son-anointed-as-cambodias-next-leader
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/12/26/no-simple-solution-to-chinas-dominance-in-cambodia/
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/12/26/no-simple-solution-to-chinas-dominance-in-cambodia/
https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker/
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/articles-commentaries/iseas-perspective/2021-99-bri-projects-in-cambodia-and-laos-roll-on-despite-covid-19-by-vannarith-chheang/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/18/world/asia/cambodia-fully-vaccinated-tourists.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-cambodia-fta/china-cambodia-clinch-free-trade-pact-in-under-a-year-idUSKBN26X0XB
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-cambodia-fta/china-cambodia-clinch-free-trade-pact-in-under-a-year-idUSKBN26X0XB
https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/cambodias-history-viewed-through-sihanoukville/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/cambodias-history-viewed-through-sihanoukville/
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/jul/31/no-cambodia-left-chinese-money-changing-sihanoukville
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/jul/31/no-cambodia-left-chinese-money-changing-sihanoukville
https://theaseanpost.com/article/how-china-changed-sihanoukville
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/The-Future-of-Asia/The-Future-of-Asia-2021/Cambodia-s-Hun-Sen-If-I-don-t-rely-on-China-who-will-I-rely-on
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/787857
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/special/chinacambodia/relation2.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-china/china-pledges-over-100-million-military-aid-to-cambodia-idUSKBN1JF0KQ
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-08-17/cambodias-troubling-tilt-toward-china
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-08-17/cambodias-troubling-tilt-toward-china
https://www.cyberscoop.com/temp-periscope-china-cambodia-government-hack-fire-eye/
https://www.cyberscoop.com/temp-periscope-china-cambodia-government-hack-fire-eye/
https://www.mandiant.com/resources/chinese-espionage-group-targets-cambodia-ahead-of-elections
https://www.mandiant.com/resources/chinese-espionage-group-targets-cambodia-ahead-of-elections
https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/cambodia-bolts-into-its-new-normal/
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2017_48.pdf
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2017_48.pdf
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/12/26/no-simple-solution-to-chinas-dominance-in-cambodia/
https://www.dw.com/en/how-chinese-money-is-changing-cambodia/a-50130240
https://thediplomat.com/2018/11/anti-chinese-sentiment-on-the-rise-in-cambodia/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/china-reveals-its-hand-asean-phnom-penh
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southchinasea-ruling-asean/asean-deadlocked-on-south-china-sea-cambodia-blocks-statement-idUSKCN1050F6
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southchinasea-ruling-asean/asean-deadlocked-on-south-china-sea-cambodia-blocks-statement-idUSKCN1050F6
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Laos—another close and economically dependent 
friend of China—managed to find more neutral 
language and successfully issue a soft joint 
statement. Beyond ASEAN issues, Cambodia also 
deported twenty Uighurs in deference to China’s 
severe repression campaign in Xinjiang province.

Other reports hint towards the possibility of a 
surreptitious Chinese military presence despite 
Cambodia’s Constitution stipulating that it “shall 
not permit any foreign military bases on its 
territory.” For one, Ream Naval Base is the subject 
of concerns surrounding a secret 2019 agreement 
with Beijing. According to the Wall Street Journal, 
Chinese military forces now enjoy access to 
the base. While Cambodia stridently denies the 
agreement, its caginess surrounding the facility 
does not help its argument. Analysts have also 
raised concerns about a suspicious airfield near 
the Dara Sakor resort development in Koh Kong 
province, which is reportedly of military-length. 
Both facilities remain unconfirmed, but the U.S. 
government clearly views them as worthy of 
attention.

However, it is also important to note that, while 
Cambodia may often be described as a Chinese 
puppet, daylight between Phnom Penh and 
Beijing can be seen publicly on occasion. In 
October 2021, Hun Sen admonished the junta and 
supported ASEAN’s refusal of Senior General Min 
Aung Hlaing’s attendance at the ASEAN leaders’ 
summit. Beijing found itself on the other side of 
the issue and reportedly lobbied for the general’s 
presence at the following China-ASEAN meeting 
in November. Additionally, Hun Sen suspended 
dam construction on the Mekong for ten years 
in March 2020, perhaps in response to Chinese 
dam building lowering water levels in the river. 
Furthermore, the United States accused Chinese 
hackers of stealing hydroacoustic data from the 
Cambodia government during the 2018 Lancang-

Mekong Cooperation summit, which could indicate 
some distrust in Beijing. These rare instances point 
towards more divergence than is often assumed.

However, the two countries remain predominantly 
aligned on most issues, including Myanmar in 
the weeks since Cambodia’s assumption of the 
ASEAN Chair. After his criticism in October 2021, 
Hun Sen changed tack towards Naypyidaw and 
now seeks to play a more conciliatory role as 
Chair, even going so far as to advocate inviting Min 
Aung Hlaing to future ASEAN meetings and meet 
in-person with the junta leader in January 2022. 
While some might interpret this shift as owing 
to the influence of China’s (somewhat grudging) 
acceptance of Myanmar’s military regime, it is also 
possible that Cambodia views itself as a mediator 
with its own conflict resolution experience. Given 
the opacity inherent to Phnom Penh’s decision 
making, it is difficult to determine the extent 
of Beijing’s influence over Cambodia. In either 
case, Cambodia’s outreach has been described 
as “cowboy diplomacy” by some observers, 
undermines ASEAN, and legitimizes the junta 
internationally.

A Mixed U.S. Approach: Pressure 
and Limited Olive Branches
Since 2017, the United States has responded 
to the human rights and China roadblocks by 
applying ever-greater pressure on Cambodia, 
while also carefully extending the occasional 
olive branch. During the Trump presidency, the 
United States issued targeted sanctions against 
high-ranking regime officials, banned travel by 
individuals accused of undermining democracy, 
and ramped up public criticism. Others efforts 
included the contentious deportations of 
Cambodian immigrants and additional sanctions 
on a Chinese firm involved in BRI in Cambodia. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-12-02/laos-china-railway-to-launch-as-debt-to-beijing-mounts
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-12-02/laos-china-railway-to-launch-as-debt-to-beijing-mounts
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-12-02/laos-china-railway-to-launch-as-debt-to-beijing-mounts
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-12-02/laos-china-railway-to-launch-as-debt-to-beijing-mounts
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-china-uighurs-idUSTRE5BI0TX20091219
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Cambodia_2008?lang=en
file:///\\WCFS01\Home\MyersL\Blog%20Posts\v
https://apnews.com/article/thailand-china-archive-cambodia-345a88965b1c0272448c2270e966fc39
https://apnews.com/article/thailand-china-archive-cambodia-345a88965b1c0272448c2270e966fc39
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2021/06/13/cambodia-limits-us-diplomats-scrutiny-of-controversial-naval-base/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/cambodia-china-and-the-dara-sakor-problem/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/another-pearl-china-s-string
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/02/cambodia-the-chinese-puppet-103877/
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/02/cambodia-the-chinese-puppet-103877/
https://www.myanmar-now.org/en/news/myanmar-junta-gets-little-sympathy-at-asean-minus-one-summit
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/exclusive-asean-states-object-china-lobbies-myanmar-junta-join-summit-sources-2021-11-18/
https://www.nbr.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/publications/sr87_aug2020.pdf
https://www.nbr.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/publications/sr87_aug2020.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/chinese-hackers-stole-mekong-river-data-cambodian-ministry-sources-2021-07-22/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/cambodian-pm-says-plans-visit-myanmar-talks-with-military-rulers-2021-12-06/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/myanmar-foreign-minister-visits-cambodia-after-suu-kyi-sentencing-2021-12-07/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/cambodian-pm-says-plans-visit-myanmar-talks-with-military-rulers-2021-12-06/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/cambodian-pm-says-plans-visit-myanmar-talks-with-military-rulers-2021-12-06/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/cambodia-pm-visit-myanmar-pressing-peace-plan-2022-01-06/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/09/10/china-myanmar-coup-national-league-for-democracy/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/11/17/china-myanmar-military-regime-recognition-investment/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/12/new-asean-chair-cambodia-to-push-engagement-with-myanmar-junta/
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3162381/cambodias-hun-sen-accused-undermining-asean-cowboy-diplomacy
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/06/13/as-cambodian-democracy-weakens-u-s-sanctions-a-high-ranking-cambodian-official/
https://2017-2021.state.gov/visa-restrictions-on-individuals-responsible-for-undermining-cambodian-democracy/index.html
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/27755/trump-normally-cozy-with-despots-takes-a-hard-line-with-cambodia-s-hun-sen
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/12/world/asia/trump-deport-cambodians.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/12/world/asia/trump-deport-cambodians.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/east-asia-pacific_us-optimistic-economic-sanctions-hurting-chinese-company-cambodia/6198653.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/east-asia-pacific_us-optimistic-economic-sanctions-hurting-chinese-company-cambodia/6198653.html
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On the engagement end of the spectrum, the 
administration reportedly sent Hun Sen a letter 
expressly denying that the United States seeks 
regime change in Phnom Penh. But, in early 2019, 
a visiting U.S. defense official publicly raised 
human rights issues to the consternation of 
Phnom Penh.  The next year, the U.S. Ambassador 
to Cambodia then conducted a variety of outreach 
efforts celebrating the 70th anniversary of relations.

The Biden administration only continued this 
mixed course. In June 2021, Deputy Secretary 
of State Wendy Sherman visited to reassure 
Hun Sen that the “United States intends to work 
with Cambodia in its role as 2022 ASEAN Chair,” 
but she also criticized Chinese influence. Early 
November saw the rollout of Global Magnitsky 
sanctions on two Cambodian officials associated 
with Ream Naval Base and an advisory to U.S. 
businesses about “high-risk investments.” 
Simultaneously, the Biden administration’s also 
launched a review of the Generalized System of 
Preferences (GSP), which effectively raises tariffs 
to between 12 and 30 percent. In December 2021, 
the Biden administration announced Counselor’s 

Chollet diplomatic visit as it simultaneously rolled 
out an arms embargo. Looking ahead, Biden 
reportedly plans to host a summit in the United 
States with ASEAN, which will mean outreach to 
Cambodia as Chair.

These Executive branch actions have been 
accompanied throughout the period by bipartisan 
support in Congress for enhanced pressure on 
Cambodia. These include a variety of legislative 
actions to support democracy, counter Chinese 
influence, and hold Cambodia accountable written 
into appropriations since 2017, as well as a host 
of other acts and resolutions. Most recently, the 
Cambodia Democracy Act of 2021, which aims 
to shore up support for democracy and human 
rights, passed the House and has moved on to the 
Senate.

Going Forward With or Without 
Cambodia
In sum, U.S. policy towards Cambodia can be 
described as predominantly pressure-based with 
the occasional tentative engagement. Washington 

https://apnews.com/article/0be9df1b7c514dfbaf57c54d6592dab9
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/interview-senior-pentagon-official-visits-cambodia-talks-phnom-penh-ties-indo-pacific-strategy/4749209.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-displeased-with-us-military-official-politics/4755486.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-displeased-with-us-military-official-politics/4755486.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/5555992.html
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-of-state-wendy-shermans-visit-to-cambodia/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/06/us-official-warns-cambodia-over-china-ties-human-rights/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/us-blacklists-cambodian-officials-over-alleged-corruption-related-navy-base-2021-11-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/us-blacklists-cambodian-officials-over-alleged-corruption-related-navy-base-2021-11-10/
https://www.state.gov/cambodia-business-advisory-on-high-risk-investments-and-interactions/
https://www.state.gov/cambodia-business-advisory-on-high-risk-investments-and-interactions/
https://www.state.gov/business-advisory-and-gsp-assessment-for-cambodia/
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/tariffs-anew-exports-us-gsp-lapses
https://www.state.gov/counselor-chollets-travel-to-cambodia-and-indonesia/
https://www.commerce.gov/news/press-releases/2021/12/commerce-adds-export-controls-cambodia-address-corruption-human-rights
https://www.commerce.gov/news/press-releases/2021/12/commerce-adds-export-controls-cambodia-address-corruption-human-rights
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/12/09/2021-26633/revision-of-controls-for-cambodia-under-the-export-administration-regulations
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2021/11/28/asia-pacific/politics-diplomacy-asia-pacific/us-asean-joe-biden/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/133/text
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/R44037.pdf
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/R44037.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4686/text
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punishes Phnom Penh for its transgressions and 
then provides limited olive branches to prevent 
the relationship from plummeting completely 
(or perhaps as an off-ramp for Hun Sen should 
he choose to comply). While this approach may 
serve to signal U.S. support for democracy and 
human rights and push back against Chinese 
influence, it also risks sending mixed messages 
and hampering U.S. engagement with ASEAN 
while Cambodia serves as Chair. Perhaps more 
importantly, indications that it has resulted in any 
reduction in Chinese influence or Cambodian 
human rights violations are essentially non-
existent. Fundamentally, this alternating mixed 
approach does not appear to be working. 

As Phnom Penh begins to exert a greater 
influence in Southeast Asia as ASEAN Chair, the 
United States cannot afford to haphazardly deal 
with Cambodia. As National Security Council 
Asia Tsar Kurt Campbell recently expressed, 
the United States intends to “do everything 
possible to upgrade all of our engagement with 
ASEAN…we recognize the critical importance 
of ASEAN centrality.” Both Australia and China 
upgraded relations with ASEAN in 2021 to the 
“Comprehensive Strategic Partnership” level, 
and this speech obliquely hinted at Washington’s 
desire to do so as well. Importantly, an American 
commitment to ASEAN centrality is especially 
crucial due to concerns within Southeast Asia that 
U.S. initiatives like AUKUS and the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue undermine ASEAN. However, 
considering the mixed approach to Cambodia, this 
year could be complicated for U.S.-ASEAN ties. An 
intransigent Cambodian Chair would likely harm 
U.S. ability to expand its footprint in Southeast 
Asia and address competition with China in 2022.

As such, it is necessary for U.S. policymakers 
to consider U.S.-Cambodia ties long-term and 
how to best approach Cambodia’s tenure as 

Chair. At a broad level, the United States has 
two policy approaches available to it in 2022 
and beyond. One, “engagement” to reduce 
the pressure on Hun Sen’s regime to embrace 
bilateral engagement, or two, “sideline” Cambodia 
by reconfiguring its current mixed policy while 
bypassing Cambodia’s role as ASEAN Chair to 
work bilaterally with more likeminded member 
states. Both options have potential benefits and 
drawbacks, and neither is a shoe-in for success. 
But, as President Biden is reportedly considering 
hosting a summit with the grouping in 2022 and 
considering Hun Sen’s visit to Myanmar in January, 
this is also a decision that needs to be made 
sooner rather than later.

Option 1: Engaging Phnom Penh
“Engagement,” would see the United States 
reduce pressure to entice Phnom Penh away from 
Beijing over the long-term. Adopting engagement 
would require Washington to pull back on some 
of its pressure points and amplify its diplomatic 
outreach. Importantly, engagement does not mean 
endorsement or friendship, but rather a realpolitik 
outreach to Phnom Penh in order to advance U.S. 
strategic goals in Southeast Asia by reducing 
bilateral tensions and the incentives for Cambodia 
to embrace China. 

In fact, while the regime’s odious human rights 
abuses and authoritarianism certainly gave U.S. 
policymakers pause, quiet engagement in U.S.-
Cambodia ties was the norm prior to the 2017-
2018 crackdown. Hun Sen’s son and potential 
successor, Hun Manet, graduated from the U.S. 
Military Academy at West Point in 1999, along with 
other Cambodian military officers. After 9/11, the 
United States provided counterterrorism training 
for a Cambodian unit allegedly involved in human 
rights violations, and Secretary of Defense Leon E. 

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/conversation-white-house-indo-pacific-coordinator-kurt-campbell
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/australia-asean-establish-comprehensive-strategic-partnership-asean-2021-10-27/
http://www.news.cn/english/2021-11/23/c_1310326437.htm
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Mar/12/2002599864/-1/-1/0/6-LAKSMANA.PDF/TOC.pdf
https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2021/11/10564a079b95-us-mulls-summit-with-asean-leaders-in-washington-in-jan-sources.html
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/cambodian-prime-minister-hun-sen-to-visit-myanmar-next-month.html
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/R43113.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/cambodian-leader-hun-sen-says-backs-eldest-son-succeed-him-2021-12-02/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/cambodian-leader-hun-sen-says-backs-eldest-son-succeed-him-2021-12-02/
https://www.nytimes.com/1999/05/30/nyregion/commencement-west-point-graduates-include-ruler-s-son.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-ends-military-academy-progamme-cambodia-amid-strained-ties-2021-07-01/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/us-expands-counterterrorism-assistance-in-cambodia-in-spite-of-human-rights-concerns/2012/11/15/f2df3de8-2e59-11e2-abff-7d780620a97a_story.html
https://www.hrw.org/node/253793/printable/print
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/17/world/asia/in-cambodia-panetta-reaffirms-ties-with-authoritarian-government.html
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Panetta met with Cambodian counterparts in 2012. 
Cambodia for its part hosted U.S. Navy personnel 
and formerly held annual bilateral military 
exercises before it canceled them in recent years. 
The United States even provided funding for two 
since-demolished buildings at Ream Naval Base. 
During Cambodia’s first turn as Chair of ASEAN, 
President Obama visited Cambodia in 2012 
despite its abysmal human rights record as means 
of fostering ties to the bloc. 

Finally, trade and humanitarian assistance formerly 
constituted continuous positive factors despite 
topline pressure. The United States provides 
Cambodia with substantial assistance—$235 
million between 1993 and 2018 and $338 million 
from 2018 to 2021. These ongoing efforts include 
minefield clearance, democracy and human rights 
programming, and development aid. Before 2021, 
Cambodia benefited from now-expired GSP, was 
previously a highly-dollarized economy, and the 
United States constituted its largest export market 
(predominantly garments and footwear) at $6.2 
billion in 2020. 

Beyond returning to a pre-2017 modus operandi 
and continuing economic and humanitarian 
initiatives, Washington has a few additional carrots 
in its toolbox. These include phasing out some 
of the Global Magnitsky sanctions and other 
economic pressure points, such as the GSP 
review and arms embargo, as well as forgiving or 
reducing the over $500 million debt Phnom Penh 
owes dating back to the 1970s. Elsewhere, it could 
invest in infrastructure in conjunction with Japan 
and other regional allies under Build Back Better 
World. The United States could also encourage 
more foreign direct investment in Cambodia in line 
with Coca-Cola’s $100 million plant launched in 
2016 in the Phnom Penh Special Economic Zone. 
Of course, any expanded U.S. investments would 
require carefully selecting projects to ensure due 
diligence and avoid corruption and human rights 
abuses. Furthermore, the United States could 
also work to restart some of the halted military 
cooperation initiatives and offer more vaccines 
through COVAX, especially as Chinese vaccines 
appear less effective against the Omicron variant.

https://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/17/world/asia/in-cambodia-panetta-reaffirms-ties-with-authoritarian-government.html
https://thediplomat.com/2017/04/why-did-cambodia-just-downgrade-us-military-ties-again/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/695255/us-cambodian-forces-partner-for-exercise-angkor-sentinel-2016/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/695255/us-cambodian-forces-partner-for-exercise-angkor-sentinel-2016/
https://thediplomat.com/2017/01/why-did-cambodia-just-cut-us-military-drills/
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-demolishes-second-us-built-facility-at-ream-naval-base-/5655162.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-demolishes-second-us-built-facility-at-ream-naval-base-/5655162.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-20405053
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2012/11/20/president-obama-meets-asian-leaders-cambodia
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/21/world/asia/obama-in-cambodia-sidesteps-the-ghosts-of-history.html
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/R44037.pdf
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/R44037.pdf
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-cambodia/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-cambodia/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-conventional-weapons-destruction-programs-in-southeast-asia/
https://www.ned.org/region/asia/cambodia-2020/
https://www.usaid.gov/cambodia/our-work
https://thediplomat.com/2021/05/trade-holds-the-key-to-the-renewal-of-us-cambodia-ties/
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2011/wp1149.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/cambodia-reduces-its-dependency-on-the-us-dollar/
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/50952218/us-remains-the-biggest-market-for-exporters/
https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/southeast-asia-pacific/Cambodia-
https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/southeast-asia-pacific/Cambodia-
https://asiatimes.com/2021/07/americas-debt-diplomacy-in-cambodia/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/06/12/fact-sheet-president-biden-and-g7-leaders-launch-build-back-better-world-b3w-partnership/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/06/12/fact-sheet-president-biden-and-g7-leaders-launch-build-back-better-world-b3w-partnership/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-coca-cola-cambodia-idUSKBN13U0UU
https://www.unicef.org/cambodia/press-releases/united-states-donates-more-1-million-johnson-johnson-single-dose-vaccines-cambodias
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/sinopharm-covid-19-booster-weaker-against-omicron-study-2021-12-20/
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It is important to note that the primary impediment 
to engagement is not a lack of policy options 
but rather the two intractable issues of human 
rights and China. Neither problem will be simple 
to ignore, as bipartisan efforts remain strong on 
Capitol Hill, and rolling back the pressure campaign 
could be construed as weakness on core issues 
concerning democracy and Beijing. Reducing 
the salience of both would require finesse and 
minimizing the ideological aspect of U.S. relations 
with Cambodia, which may not be possible in the 
current climate.

But, at the same time, ideology and friendship 
are not so clear cut in Southeast Asia. Who 
Washington criticizes and who it engages 
remains heavily moderated by strategic concerns, 
especially those vis-à-vis China. An ideological 
approach to the region is fundamentally a difficult 
circle to square, as demonstrated in the invitations 
of three backsliding Southeast Asian democracies 
to the Summit for Democracy and subsequent 
annoyance among non-invited allies and partners. 
Reflective of the non-ideological nature of 
American foreign policy here, U.S. strategic 
partner Vietnam has a lower score than Cambodia 
in Freedom House’s metrics but is aligned against 
China, which explains the positive relationship with 
Hanoi. 

Regarding concerns about Beijing’s influence, 
Southeast Asia is also not divided into firm 
Cold War-style blocs, but rather a complex and 
shifting network of relationships with both the 
United States and China. For instance, U.S. 
treaty ally Thailand continues to improve its ties 
to China, and all countries in the region juggle 
balancing and bandwagoning to varying degrees. 
Furthermore, some analysts express doubt that 
Ream Naval Base would substantially improve 
Beijing’s strategic position. Under engagement, 
the United States could instead choose to focus 

on larger issues, such as the South China Sea and 
Cambodia’s role stymieing ASEAN’s collective 
response to it with the aim of incentivizing Phnom 
Penh’s cooperation.

Importantly, there are some indications that 
Cambodia is ripe for expanded U.S. engagement, 
as some have pointed out. Hun Sen expressed 
eagerness to attend an ASEAN summit the 
Trump administration planned to host in 2020 (it 
was eventually postponed due to COVID-19). In 
2021, Hun Sen called for more engagement from 
the United States in its dealings with ASEAN 
and gratitude for COVID-19 vaccines during the 
U.S.-ASEAN summit in October. The Diplomat’s 
Sebastian Strangio interpreted Phnom Penh’s 
cancellation of military exercises with China in 
mid-2021 as a potential signal to Washington that 
it was ready for outreach. In December, pro-
Hun Sen media outlets reported on the prime 
minister’s desire to attend an as-yet unscheduled 
U.S.-hosted ASEAN summit. Finally, the 
outgoing Cambodian ambassador to Washington 
downplayed the turmoil in the bilateral relationship 
in a December 2021 interview, including with a 
deflection on the previous accusation that the 
United States supports “color revolution” in 
Phnom Penh.

Even so, engagement constitutes an uphill battle 
replete with serious drawbacks. For one, the 
United States tried engagement before 2017 
and failed with little guarantee of success now. 
Additionally, bilateral distrust goes both ways, as 
Cambodian officials blocked full access to a U.S. 
defense attaché touring Ream Naval Base and 
unilaterally canceled military exercises. The United 
States is a useful foil for Hun Sen and guarding 
against foreign-backed “color revolution” is a 
staple of Cambodian propaganda. Furthermore, 
while the United States could opt to maintain 
quiet support for local civil society groups during 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/lonely-barricades-how-strengthen-global-defense-democracy
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Turbulent-Thailand/Thailand-belittled-again-as-U.S.-ostracizes-it-from-democracy-summit
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/politics/spore-left-out-of-democracy-summit-because-us-doesnt-see-it-as-one-tommy-koh
https://freedomhouse.org/country/vietnam/freedom-world/2021
https://freedomhouse.org/country/cambodia/freedom-world/2021
https://warontherocks.com/2020/01/america-should-be-realistic-about-its-alliance-with-thailand/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/01/america-should-be-realistic-about-its-alliance-with-thailand/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/04/would-access-to-cambodias-ream-naval-base-really-benefit-china/
https://www.eastwestcenter.org/publications/us-policy-toward-cambodia-requires-nuance
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/01/12/biden-cambodia-laos-southeast-asia-strategy-geopolitics/
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-s-hun-sen-looks-forward-to-planned-us-asean-summit-in-las-vegas/5303234.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-s-hun-sen-looks-forward-to-planned-us-asean-summit-in-las-vegas/5303234.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/02/29/us-postpones-summit-with-asean-leaders-amid-coronavirus-fears-sources.html
file:///\\WCFS01\Home\MyersL\Blog%20Posts\As%20some%20have%20pointed%20out,%20there%20may%20be%20opportunities%20to%20drive%20a%20wedge%20between%20Cambodia%20and%20China,%20and%20others%20have%20called%20for%20a%20more%20nuanced%20approach%20to%20Cambodia.
https://thediplomat.com/2021/02/whats-behind-cambodias-cancellation-of-military-exercises-with-china/
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/50985810/us-president-to-host-asean-us-summit-in-washington-dc-in-february/
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/50985810/us-president-to-host-asean-us-summit-in-washington-dc-in-february/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/conversation-white-house-indo-pacific-coordinator-kurt-campbell
https://thediplomat.com/2021/12/a-cambodian-ambassador-in-washington/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/base-06112021183328.html
https://thediplomat.com/2017/01/why-did-cambodia-just-cut-us-military-drills/
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national-politics/colour-revolutions-be-crushed-pm-warns
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/when-us-democracy-promotion-hits-wall
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/when-us-democracy-promotion-hits-wall
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an engagement policy, Washington would risk 
appearing hypocritical on human rights and would 
have to ignore Phnom Penh’s distasteful record on 
the issue, at least publicly. On China, Beijing would 
certainly act to ensure it does not lose influence 
in Phnom Penh, especially with Cambodia as 
ASEAN Chair. Even a fully engaged Washington 
may find it hard to counteract China’s influence 
in the short-term. Similarly, there is little sign that 
on other issues, such as Myanmar, improved 
Washington-Phnom Penh ties will be useful, as 
seen in Cambodia’s recent “cowboy diplomacy” 
with the junta. Indeed, the United States will likely 
have difficulty incentivizing Hun Sen’s cooperation 
in Myanmar considering his January 2022 visit.

Given the associated risks, a U.S. engagement 
policy towards Cambodia would have to be 
considered very carefully. As Counselor Chollet’s 
remarked during his visit to Phnom Penh regarding 
its outreach to the junta in Myanmar, “the U.S. is 
not against engagement…but we’re quite clear 
that the engagement needs to have a purpose.” 
This maxim could easily be applied to argue 
against engagement with Cambodia.

Option 2: Sidelining Cambodia and 
Engaging Other ASEAN Member 
States
On the other end of the spectrum, “sidelining” 
would see Washington recalibrate its current 
mixed pressure and engagement policy while 
attempting to square the ASEAN circle by working 
around Phnom Penh in its role as ASEAN Chair. 
In some respects, sidelining appears to be the 
avenue Washington is leaning towards at the 
moment. The contours of this can already be 
seen in high-level visits to likeminded ASEAN 
member states, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, 
the Philippines, Singapore, and Vietnam, as 
compared with its very limited engagement in 

Phnom Penh. However, completely shunning the 
Chair of ASEAN would likely be counterproductive 
to U.S. policy towards the bloc, so Washington 
would have to continue its occasional tentative 
outreach to Phnom Penh and cooperation on non-
confrontational issues. In sum, a more strategic 
calibration of the mix of carrots and sticks is likely 
needed in light of past failures.

Diplomatic sidelining is perhaps best exemplified 
in expanding U.S.-Indonesia ties. It is increasingly 
clear that the United States views Indonesia 
as an informal leader in ASEAN regardless of 
the current Chair. The recent meeting between 
President Biden and President Joko Widodo of 
Indonesia set the stage, while Secretary of State 
Anthony J. Blinken’s meeting with the Indonesian 
president on December 13th emphasized “U.S. 
commitment to ASEAN centrality.” In his Indo-
Pacific framing speech in Jakarta, Secretary 
Blinken referenced U.S. commitments to ASEAN 
as a whole but specifically singled out Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Singapore, and Vietnam as priority 
strategic partners. Importantly, even holding 
the speech in Jakarta is telling because it points 
towards the country’s prime of place in the region. 
Indeed, the State Department fact sheet details 
an American emphasis on Indonesia as a “leader 
within ASEAN” and Washington’s “support [for] 
Indonesia’s strong efforts to safeguard its maritime 
rights and stand up to PRC aggression in the 
South China Sea.” Finally, U.S. bilateral initiatives 
with Indonesia remain framed within overarching 
ASEAN centrality to counter criticism that 
Washington’s bilateral engagement undermines 
the bloc.

With this bypassing in play regarding ASEAN 
and the wider region, the current approach’s 
Cambodia-specific failures do not have to be 
replicated in 2022. Instead of slowly ramping up 
sanctions and punishments after each provocation 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/12/22/cambodias-cowboy-diplomacy-in-myanmar-isolates-asean
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-envoy-urges-cambodia-make-no-concessions-myanmar-junta-asean-2021-12-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-envoy-urges-cambodia-make-no-concessions-myanmar-junta-asean-2021-12-10/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58277226
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Indo-Pacific/US-defense-chief-Austin-to-visit-Singapore-Vietnam-Philippines
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Indo-Pacific/US-defense-chief-Austin-to-visit-Singapore-Vietnam-Philippines
https://www.voanews.com/a/china-at-the-forefront-of-us-indonesia-meeting-/6296215.html
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-indonesian-president-joko-widodo/
https://www.state.gov/a-free-and-open-indo-pacific/
https://www.state.gov/a-free-and-open-indo-pacific/
https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-indonesia-relationship/
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while also extending a tentative hand, Washington 
would do better to recalibrate its mixed approach 
under sidelining. This would likely mean less 
simultaneous pressure and outreach, as occurred 
during Counselor Chollet’s December 2021 visit, 
and a more calibrated campaign matching desired 
policy outcomes on specific issues, such as 
implementing ASEAN’s Five-Point Consensus in 
Myanmar and the means, either through carrots or 
sticks. 

As Cambodia gears up for its 2023 election cycle 
and Hun Sen continues to undermine its already 
broken democratic institutions and scattered 
opposition figures, the United States should 
deftly mix pressure and engagement to advance 
its goals. For instance, Washington could work 
to amplify divides within the CPP over Hun Sen’s 
succession. The prime minister’s son, Hun Manet, 
hopes to take over from his father, but other elites 
reportedly also hope to make a play for power. 
Despite his ties to the United States, Hun Manet 
is unlikely to liberalize Cambodia, but rumors of 
division amongst the elite mean the succession is 
somewhat problematic for Hun Sen. This opens up 
opportunities for carrots or sticks from the United 

States to punish or improve ties with Cambodia, 
either through investments, reduced public 
criticism, or further engagement if events trend 
favorably, or expanded legal pressure, targeted 
sanctions, and “naming and shaming” if Phnom 
Penh proves obstinate in ASEAN or on Myanmar 
and China.

A more calibrated approach should also include 
a more focused democracy promotion effort that 
extends beyond mere punishment of the regime. 
Regarding the oft-divided opposition, the CNRP’s 
two most prominent leaders, Sam Rainsy and 
Kem Sokha have experienced a serious falling 
out, and the party remains weak after 2017. U.S. 
democracy funding and capacity building could 
help support the embattled opposition against CPP 
repression, as well as pave the way for younger 
leaders to take the reins in hope of longer-term 
democratization.

At the same time, sidelining carries its own 
drawbacks. Ignoring Cambodia risks hampering 
U.S. efforts to support ASEAN centrality and unity 
so long as Phnom Penh is the Chair, as well as 
angering an influential actor within the grouping. 

https://thediplomat.com/2021/09/the-election-bells-are-ringing-early-in-cambodia-again/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/12/23/a-new-hun-rises-cambodias-ruling-party-meets-to-plot-its-future
https://thediplomat.com/2022/01/cambodias-hun-sen-moves-ahead-on-shoring-up-sons-leadership-prospects/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/dec/29/who-is-hun-manet-pms-son-anointed-as-cambodias-next-leader
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/cambodias-hun-manet-04142016171630.html
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Hun-Sen-s-succession-plan-Cambodian-PM-backs-son-to-take-over
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/intraparty-dispute-11292021190807.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/intraparty-dispute-11292021190807.html
https://thediplomat.com/2017/10/what-went-wrong-with-cambodias-opposition-party/
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On Myanmar, angering Cambodia also runs the 
risk of further ceding the initiative to Hun Sen and 
Beijing at a time when the ASEAN-led Five Point 
Consensus is on life support and both Cambodia 
and China now lean towards the junta. Finally, it 
also effectively drops any attempts to win back 
Phnom Penh over the long-term by conceding that 
Beijing will maintain a firm friend and proxy within 
ASEAN indefinitely. Without a strong and united 
ASEAN, it will be difficult for Southeast Asia to 
assert itself against Beijing or serve as a reliable 
partner for the United States.

The Deeper Challenge in 
Washington’s Southeast Asia 
Approach
In some respects, Washington’s dilemma with 
Phnom Penh, whether to engage or pressure 
on human rights and China, speaks to a 
deeper challenge for U.S. policy in Southeast 
Asia: ideology and alignment. This critical 
region is increasingly an arena for U.S.-China 
competition, but most ASEAN countries resist 
outright alignment. It is also at the forefront of 
democratic decline, but even a U.S. administration 
emphasizing human rights and democracy feels 
the need to engage more authoritarian allies and 
partners for geostrategic reasons. Cambodia is a 
microcosm of this dilemma, as well the difficulties 
inherent in expanding the U.S. role in the region. 
Current U.S. policy of alternating engagement and 
pressure appears of limited effectiveness, and 
Cambodia only grows closer to Beijing and more 
authoritarian. Meanwhile, the situation in Myanmar 
grown more severe just as Phnom Penh asserts 
more control over ASEAN’s policy. 

These issues can only be ignored at Washington’s 
peril, but neither policy option presented in this 
brief is likely to be a panacea. On the merits, 
sidelining would allow the United States to stand 

up against Phnom Penh’s human rights violations 
and China ties while bypassing the ASEAN Chair 
issue to the greatest extent possible, but there 
is little to show for U.S. policy towards Cambodia 
over the past five years and it would largely 
constitute that approach’s continuation with a few 
improvements. At the same time, engagement 
has its own drawbacks, and much has worsened 
since 2012 when President Obama attended 
the ASEAN summit while Cambodia was last 
Chair. Indeed, an Executive Branch that adopts 
engagement might even find itself constrained 
towards pressure by a bipartisan desire to hold 
Phnom Penh accountable. 

Of the two, sidelining is therefore likely the 
easier of the two options to adopt, as it would 
require recalibration rather than a complete 
180 degree shift from both the Executive and 
Legislative branches. Importantly, minimizing the 
contradictions in U.S. policy towards Cambodia 
will be key to its success. This likely means 
the development of a longer-term strategy for 
Cambodia with a clearly articulated end-state in 
mind, as well as fewer instances of uncoordinated 
punishment followed by outreach. 

Sidelining must also demonstrate finesse, and the 
United States will have to step carefully to avoid 
unintentionally undermining ASEAN unity and 
centrality. In 2022, this likely means that expanded 
engagement and carrots for Hun Sen will be 
necessary to advance Washington’s priorities on 
acquiring a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 
with ASEAN, countering the Myanmar coup, 
and shoring up the region’s response to China. 
Given the risk of Cambodia’s legitimization of 
the coup and undermining ASEAN’s coordinated 
response to the Myanmar crisis after Hun Sen’s 
January 2022 visit, incentivizing or coercing Hun 
Sen to play ball on holding the junta accountable 
should likely take priority, either through carrots or 
sticks. However, after Phnom Penh’s Chair tenure 

https://apnews.com/article/business-asia-myanmar-global-trade-southeast-asia-57ccda7666c13fd9bd81b584c05a93e3
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/01/09/asia-pacific/politics-diplomacy-asia-pacific/cambodia-myanmar-asean/
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/when-us-democracy-promotion-hits-wall
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/when-us-democracy-promotion-hits-wall
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/cambodia-to-appoint-foreign-minister-as-aseans-new-envoy-to-myanmar
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/cambodia-to-appoint-foreign-minister-as-aseans-new-envoy-to-myanmar
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concludes, the United States can then feel more 
secure in ramping up pressure on the regime 
and support for the opposition during the 2023 
elections in Cambodia.

In either case, whether sidelining or engagement 
holds the keys to a successful U.S. policy towards 
Cambodia remains to be seen, but it is now time 
carefully consider Cambodia policy and how to 
best accomplish U.S. goals in Southeast Asia. 
Ignoring the country will be increasingly difficult 
as the United States turns towards the Indo-
Pacific, and current policy appears confused 
and contradictory. As seen in several instances 
over the past year, from Myanmar’s coup to 
Phnom Penh’s assumption of the Chair and 
Indonesia’s clash with China in the South China 
Sea, ASEAN and Southeast Asian countries must 
be approached both bilaterally and as a collective 
whole. In a complex region plagued by rising 
authoritarianism and internal divides, this is easier 
said than done, but any U.S. strategy in the Indo-
Pacific and Southeast Asia needs to consider 
Phnom Penh.
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