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Excellencies, 
Distinguished Guests, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
Foremost, let me welcome you all to Cambodia, and particularly to this historical city of Siem Reap, home of the Angkor Wat Temples, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.
Somehow I am glad that the conference organizers have chosen this city as the host city for their Seventh International CEO Forum, particularly when the thematic of the conference is all about prospects for new sources of growth in post financial crisis. There is a strong parallelism here. For those who are here for the time, for all of us who live in this particular town and in Cambodia as a whole, we know what crisis is, I mean “extreme crisis for nearly 3 decades”, “a genocide which has wiped out more than 2 million Cambodians”, “ghost towns and cities”, “utmost poverty and famine beyond human imagination”. But we also know what “rebirth and regeneration” means, as much as the meaning of “resilience in the face of extreme hardship”, and “a strong will to overcome and to thrive for a better future”. 
The proof is that this town was once a ghost town; 15 years ago there were barely two hotels or perhaps guest houses. Today, it boasts nearly 9,000 rooms, nearly sixty four and five star hotels, golf courses, international airport, all of these to welcome about 2 millions tourists annually.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

For the country as a whole, Cambodia has succeeded in generating high economic growth in its recent history. In fact, let me impress you with a few statistics.  According to the World Bank’s recent world survey, Cambodia is one of the few countries that have achieved sustained rapid growth: of 194 countries with data, 46 have achieved 7 percent annual growth on average for 14 consecutive years. Over 1998-2007, Cambodia’s growth performance ranks 6th across all countries in the world.
Honestly, not all are of Cambodia’s own making. We were lucky also. Cambodia went through a unique window of opportunity with the establishment of peace coinciding with a favorable external environment. Cambodia has benefited from its recent history with the end of the multi-decade conflict and the establishment of political stability, a period of rapid growth of global trade, which stimulated policies to encourage Cambodia’s fast track accession to the World Trade Organization. Cambodia has also benefited from its geography, being a coastal country in dynamic South East Asia, and harnessing regional integration.
A profound structural transformation took place with an aggressive pace of economic integration into the global economy; a shift of jobs from agriculture to manufacturing; a demographic transition; and a migration from rural to urban areas. 
The results are that this decade long of rapid growth had a significant impact on income per capita with more than a doubling from US$288 in 2000 to US$900 in 2009. 

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In life, nothing lasts forever. Then came the global financial crisis: the alarm clock, which rocks all of us out of our sweet dreams of never ending prosperity. Cambodia was not spared either. In fact, personally I sort of felt that a reality check is needed occasionally, as we tend to be complacent and sit on our laurels when the good times lasts too long. 

I frequently said that the development effects of peace are a one time off.  Entering the WTO and reaping the benefits are economic liberalization are also another one time off: it buys us time and give a breathing space. That is it.
Cambodia’s remarkable economic growth of the past decade could not be sustained if Cambodia does not increase its competitiveness and diversifies away from its current narrowly based form of growth, driven by only four leading sectors, namely, garments, tourism, construction, and agriculture. In fact, for many years very little diversification has occurred beyond garment, which accounts for 88 percent of all recorded exports. 

The global crisis and the collapse of the garment demand made us rethink our development  paradigm. In their best days the garment industry employed 300,000 workers. The recent slowdown in the garment industry has been estimated to have affected (either permanently or temporarily) around 100,000 jobs, or one-third of the ‘pre-crisis’ workforce. 
Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Agricultural, on the other hand, employs millions of Cambodians. The rice sector alone employs around 2.9 million people and its growth in recent years was impressive. And so are for the other types of agriculture like cassava, rubber, cashew nuts, soybean, corn, in addition to fruits and vegetables. These are Cambodia’s new sources of growth. 
In realizing the vision of agriculture development, the Royal Government, in particular the Prime Minister himself, has promoted a three-pronged strategy — productivity enhancement, diversification and agricultural commercialization. In the current context of food shortage, rising population and regular national disasters, agricultural commercialization has become more dynamic in light of these global economic changes, which have and will certainly drive high the food demand and prices. 
Clearly, this trend has important implications on Cambodia’s post crisis strategy, and that explains the impetus of paddy rice and other crops production, which have the potential for further higher growth. 

Here I see the critical role of development financial institutions as represented today by so many of their CEOs from the Asia Pacific region. In the context of a crisis, we all have to think creative and outside the box. Traditional banking alone would not work. Micro finance is not adequate. The pressure from the private sector for more innovative ways of banking and financing will inevitably lead us to do major rethinking. I am not saying that this is not already happening in your respective countries. But here, there is a Cambodian slogan which says “there is no need to teach a crocodile how to swim” but perhaps “swim faster and better”. I must say that in Cambodia, we know how to swim but that’s about it. We have not yet broken out of our cocoon. We still like the comfort of safety, of being ultra conservative, yet we want high yield and high return. If you know how much Cambodian banks charge for their interest, you will either be shocked or you will laugh. Be that it may, that is the Cambodian reality. The banks are not to be blamed or criticized. It is just that the country’s legal framework is not yet adequate and as such lending risks are still high. Banking still prefer to lend in real estate with hard titles as collateral, revolving credit lines are few and in between.

What I am saying is that for this country to move to their next level of development, through export driven intensive agriculture development, with large plantations, and massive contract farming, traditional financing would not suffice. A quantum leap is possible for Cambodia to enter the global market of rice exporters with the like of Thailand and Vietnam, but so much depends on the role of financing: not just for export, but through the entire value chain of production, from securing agricultural inputs, seeds and fertilizers, through equipping the best and modern milling equipment, collateralized rice stock, sophisticated laboratories to ensure export quality acceptance, and the list goes on. And the challenges remain.
Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In closing, I am so humbled that I was given the honor to give this keynote address after the inaugural address by His Excellency Deputy Prime Minister Keat Chhon, and I can only resound his vision of a better and prosperous Cambodia through the development of a dynamic SME private sector.  And I will not do him justice if I do not make the same call to you all, experienced financial and banking sector CEOs as you are, to share us your views, wisdom, and recommendations so that we could learn from you and hopefully but forcefully put these lessons to practice and help take Cambodia to succeed in its second generation of sustained growth. We did it once and we will do it again….of course, with your sharing of knowledge and know how.

Let me now wish you all a fruitful debate and experiences sharing.

Thank You.  
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