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Location of Banteay Chhmar Community-Based Tourism (BCCBT) 

 
Source: Open Street Map and author’s own presentation 

 

The main temple and the adjacent villages 

 
Source: Open Street Map and author’s own presentation 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

BCCBT  Banteay Chhmar Community-Based Tourism  

CBT   community-based tourism 

NGO   non-governmental organisation 

UN   United Nations 

UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 

The application for the TO DO Award 2020 was submitted by Banteay Chhmar Community-Based 
Tourism (BCCBT) from Banteay Chhmar in Cambodia and nominated by the TO DO Award jury. From 3rd 
to 8th November 2019, expert Laura Jäger travelled in Cambodia on behalf of the Institute for Tourism 
and Development (Studienkreis für Tourismus und Entwicklung e. V.) to check the documents submitted 
by BCCBT on location. 

Contact persons of BCCBT’s tourism committee were available to her at any time. She was often 
accompanied by the general manager Tath Sophal and BCCBT’s vice president and tour guide Khlout 
Shopheng. However, she also moved around the villages on her own. She took part in most of the 
touristic activities and spoke with different players in tourism. In spontaneous encounters, she also 
exchanged views on the impacts of the project with market vendors, teachers, villagers, and tourists.  

On the basis of her insights and findings, the author recommends awarding Banteay Chhmar 
Community-Based Tourism with the TO DO Award 2020.  
 

2 BACKGROUND AND SETTING 

Cambodia is a country full of contrasts and contradictions. Thinking of Cambodia, images of the 
majestic temple complex of Angkor Wat and Khmer civilization instantly come to mind. In a second 
instant, you will also think of the dark shadows of the past, of the Khmer Rouge’s reign of terror and the 
bloody civil war which deprived the country of an entire generation. Cambodia today has a population of 
16 million, with more than half of them younger than 25 years of age. 

Even though the country’s economy grew by about seven percent annually over the past two decades, 
according to UNDP two thirds of all Cambodians still live in multidimensional poverty. Their standard of 
living is low; they have poor access to education or health care, or hardly any access at all. The gap 
between rich and poor, urban and rural areas continues to increase. 

Politically, the country is currently relatively stable. Formally, Cambodia is a parliamentary electoral 
democracy, with increasingly authoritarian features, though. Latest with the elections in July 2018, the 
country de facto developed into a one-party state in the hands of the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). 
The human rights situation is deteriorating. Corruption is prevalent. Whoever voices critical opinions is 
in danger, and the space for independent civil society engagement continues to shrink. 

It was last but not least the rapid growth of tourism that also contributed to the country’s economic 
success. Tourism has grown to directly contribute 14.1 percent and indirectly more than 30 percent to 
the Cambodian gross domestic product (GDP). According to the national ministry of tourism, 
international tourist arrivals tripled from 2.1 to 6.2 million between 2008 and 2018. Most of the tourists 
are from China, from the neighbouring states of Laos, Vietnam, and Thailand, and from South Korea. 
With just 15 percent, the share of European tourists is rather small. 

However, the negative consequences of tourism growth are becoming increasingly visible – especially 
around the country’s touristic highlight Angkor Wat, which is now time and again being put forward as a 
negative example of mass tourism and overtourism. In the nearby city of Siem Reap, hotels are lined up 
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one next to the other. Land prices are increasing, there are hardly any local inhabitants left living in the 
centre. 

The author was able to get a personal impression of the situation there. But contrary to her expectations, 
she neither found long queues at the ticket counter, nor masses of tourists at the temples of Angkor 
Wat. In Siem Reap, too, tuk tuk drivers, hotel owners, and local tour operators she spoke to complained 
about decreased numbers of tourists as compared to the previous year. Whether this downward trend 
will continue and will be confirmed by the statistics remains to be seen. It is clear, however, how 
dependent on tourism Cambodia’s third biggest city is, and how urgent it is to diversify tourism 
products and services and to improve their spatial distribution. 

BCCBT show how it is possible to successfully develop small-scale rural community-based tourism and 
to consistently align it with sustainability criteria. 

3 Banteay Chhmar Community-Based Tourism and its significance 

BCCBT is situated in Thma Puok District in Banteay Meanchey Province in the North East of Cambodia. It 
is run by four out of a total of 16 villages of the community of Banteay Chhmar: Banteay Chhmar 
Cheung, Banteay Chhmar Khang Lech, Banteay Chhmar Tboung, and Srah Chrey. 

During the time of the bloody civil wars the region was severely shaken by combat. Most of the 
inhabitants had to leave their homeland and sought refuge in UN refugee camps in Thailand. It was not 
until the early 1990s that they were able to return to Banteay Chhmar. Till date, this rural area is one of 
the country’s poorest regions. Most of the people live on the cultivation of paddy or manioc. The young 
generation in particular is attracted to the urban centres or Thailand in search of better paid work. 

Infrastructure has improved significantly over the past few years. Since 2012, the village has been 
connected to the grid. Since 2016 there has been a paved road leading to the closest larger town, 
Sisophon. Thanks to the new road, Sisophon can now be reached by car in 1.5 hours, and Siem Reap in 
three hours. It is about two hours’ drive to the two Thai border crossings at Poipet and O’Smach. 

 

3.1 History and Objectives 
From 2005 to 2008, the French NGO ‘Agir pour le Cambodge‘ was active in Banteay Chhmar with the 
objective of improving the living conditions of the local paddy and manioc farmers and their families. 
They identified development needs and potentials through household surveys in the community of 
Banteay Chhmar. In village meetings they presented the results and discussed them with the villagers. 
There was a backlog especially with regard to drinking water suppliers, sanitation, and improvements in 
infrastructure and connectivity in the region. Both the NGO and the villagers saw major unused potential 
in the temple complex to generate alternative income opportunities. Time and again it was visited by 
individual tourists, but there were no restaurants, no accommodation, no tour guides in the area.  

‘Agir pour le Cambodge‘ found a small circle of volunteers. Together they elaborated strategies for a 
promising future development of tourism in the four villages adjacent to the main temple. In 2007, the 
villagers elected their first tourism committee and officially initiated the Banteay Chhmar Community-
Based Tourism Project. Till date, this committee has been managing and coordinating all their touristic 
activities. 

In 2009, the Global Heritage Fund (UK/USA) began to restore the temple complex which had until then 
been left entirely to nature. Simultaneously, the NGO supported BCCBT in developing a business and 
marketing plan and also supported them financially, for example by covering the salary of the general 
manager, Tath Sophal. The NGO Heritage Watch supported BCCBT with training measures for home stay 
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providers and cooks and with English classes for tour guides. Since 2019, BCCBT has been financially 
self-sustaining.  

The objectives of BCCBT are: 

● The villagers earn an additional income from tourism. 

● The villagers design tourism in a self-determined manner, according to their own ideas. 

● Tourism contributes to the preservation and protection of the temple complex and strengthens 
local identity and culture. 

● The income from tourism benefits all villagers – not only those directly employed in tourism. 

 

3.2 Concept and Programme 
Most of the guests travel in a self-organised manner as couples, families, or small groups, and came 
across BCCBT by recommendation or on the Internet. There are also more and more small groups 
coming by bus through specialised tour operators. The guests stay for two to three days on average. 
Individual travellers are usually picked up by BCCBT taxi from one of the Thai border crossings, or from 
Siem Reap, or Phnom Penh. On arrival in Banteay Chhmar, they usually approach the BCCBT centre. 
Here they meet their guide and usually also the general manager, Tath Sophal, who proudly present the 
concept of BCCBT, its history, and a few rules for culturally-sensitive and harmonious togetherness. 
Depending on the time available and on the guests‘ interests, they jointly compile an individual itinerary. 
The guides pass on the final programme to the tourism committee which coordinates preparations with 
the individual service providers. 

Hardly any of the villagers speak English. That’s why most of the time guests are accompanied by their 
guide who translates the questions curious guests want to ask their hosts, as well as the questions 
inquisitive hosts want to ask their guests. 

The temple complex of Banteay Chhmar is the main attraction of the Banteay Chhmar Community-Based 
Tourism Initiative, and they derived their name from it. Archaeologists disagree whether the name is to 
be translated as “citadel of the cat” or as “small citadel”. However, it is neither small nor insignificant at 
all. It is the fourth biggest temple complex of the Khmer era after Angkor Wat, Angkor Thom, and Preah 
Khan. The complex built in the 12th century by King Jayavarman VII is regarded as one of the country’s 
most important cultural treasures. Since it was completed about 800 years ago, it has remained largely 
untouched, so that nature soon reclaimed the compound. Today, about 80 percent of the complex lies in 
ruins. Restoration works did not begin until 2009, when parts of the complex were started to be restored 
bit by bit. Thanks to its relatively wild look the temple got a very special allure. Unlike at the much visited 
temple complex of Angkor Wat, guests at Banteay Chhmar hardly ever meet local people inside the 
temple complex, and even more rarely would they meet other tourists. Apart from the main complex at 
Banteay Chhmar, tourists may explore other satellite temples in the area. 

During the guided temple tours, the guides vividly explain the temple’s cultural significance, showing the 
detailed reliefs with Buddhist motives, the history of the Khmer empire, and the way people used to live 
around the temple in the old days. A popular highlight in this unique setting is a candle light dinner with 
traditional Khmer music right in front of the main temple. 

However, a visit to Banteay Chhmar is about much more than just the temples. As soon as visitors step 
out of the temple complex, they find themselves in the centre of the village and get immersed in the lives 
of the villagers. The families of the 16 home stay providers welcome their guests with great hospitality. 
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If necessary, on these occasions, too, the guide helps with the introduction in English and clarifies the 
rules of living together. From then on, communication between hosts and guests will work very well, 
with a few words in English, and should it be necessary also without words, non-verbally with gestures 
and eye contact. 

During their stay, the guests are treated with traditional Khmer cuisine. Depending on the programme 
they either have their meals at the home stay or at the CBT centre. During cooking classes the guests 
may also rattle the pots and pans themselves, buy local and seasonal ingredients at the market, or assist 
with the traditional rice flattening ceremony. During the so-called “day in the life tour”, guests assume 
the role of a villager for one day. In the field they help with the planting or harvesting of paddy, manioc, 
or vegetables, as required. Furthermore, the guests may explore the surroundings by bicycle, traditional 
ox cart, or the very popular kuyon (electric ox) – a mini tractor. They may visit the pagoda or the silk 
centre. 

Life never gets boring at Banteay Chhmar. There are many traditional festivals and holidays, such as 
weddings, birthdays, or the Cambodian water festival. If the opportunity arises, guests are readily 
welcomed to join in the celebrations. 

 

4 Evaluation Against the TO DO Award Criteria 

Assessing the activities of Banteay Chhmar Community-Based Tourism against the contest criteria for 
the TO DO Award leads to the following evaluation. 

4.1. Participation 

How were/are the interests and needs of the local population taken into account in the planning 
phase and throughout the project? 
None of the NGOs came to Banteay Chhmar with the declared objective of setting up touristic 
infrastructure. Only in exchange with the population did the idea come up to consider tourism as a 
development option. The tourism committee has been playing a key role in developing and designing the 
tourism strategy. In 2007, the committee was elected democratically for the first time, for a period of 
two years. Now it is elected every five years by all the active players of BCCBT, the members of the local 
council, and the four community leaders. 

Any villager may stand for election – irrespective of their ethnic background, sex, or religion. The 
committee consists of a total of 16 members: a president, a vice president, a secretary, a treasurer, two 
advisors from the communities as well as one representative each representing the ten groups of 
players in tourism (accountant; home stay providers, tourism activities, cooks, musicians, tour guides, 
taxi drivers, waste disposal, and English teacher). 
The committee is in charge of managing tourism. It ensures that all tourism activities are implemented 
successfully and that all the players abide by the rules they jointly established. These rules were 
elaborated by the committee and are laid down in a book of rules. Changes are possible only if a 
majority in the committee agrees. Furthermore, the committee is the link to the entire village community. 
It confers with the community leaders and villagers who are not directly involved in the BCCBT, and it 
manages the community fund depending on the requirements. 

The only person involved in BCCBT who is not from any of the four villages, but lives 15 km from there, 
is the general manager, Tath Sophal. He has been supporting BCCBT from the beginning and is 
respected and held in high regard by the villagers. Initially, he conducted the household surveys for ‘Agir 
pour le Cambodge’. Since 2009, he has been working with BCCBT as general manager. He is mainly in 
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charge of technical tasks – such as electronic accounting, servicing the website, and marketing. 
Gradually, members of the committee are getting trained and will be assigned with these tasks, too. 
 

4.2. Economic Benefit 

Ensuring the economic participation of broad local population strata in tourism 

65 percent of BCCBT’s total income goes to the individual service providers: tour guides, home stay 
providers, taxi drivers, cooks, musicians, artisans, and those who organise the various activities and 
excursions. On the whole, about 90 out of around 1,650 families in the four BCCBT villages earn a direct 
income from BCCBT.  

In order to avoid major dependencies and because visitor numbers show significant seasonal variations 
over time, a deliberate decision was made not to create full-time jobs. The tourism income remains an 
additional income. Most of the people working in tourism continue to work in agriculture or run small 
businesses. Tasks are assigned on the basis of a rotational system, offering enough flexibility, e.g. when 
paddy needs to be harvested or family festivals are coming up. 

15 percent of BCCBT’s income goes to the members of the tourism committee. They receive a small, 
rather symbolic allowance for being reachable at all times to coordinate the touristic activities for the 
guests. The tour guide representative in the committee coordinates with all the guides who will guide 
which group and when, ensuring that the rotational system is being observed. The other representatives 
in the committee organise their service providers according to the same principle. 

Another 20 percent of the income feeds into the development fund. It is used to implement projects that 
also benefit villagers who are not directly involved in the BCCBT. For instance, this fund has so far been 
used to repair roads and the toilet at the primary school, and to improve drinking water supplies of 
individual households. Furthermore, a library was built at the BCCBT centre, so that children from the 
neighbourhood may borrow books free of charge and may be taught English, also free of charge. 
Currently, part of the money is used to fund a project for environmental education and recycling (see 
4.7). 

The entire income generated from community-based tourism benefits the tourism players from the four 
villages. If possible, all the products needed by BCCBT are sourced locally. In this way the project also 
boosts the local economy in indirect ways, creating job perspectives and helping to reduce labour 
migration to the urban centres. For some of the villagers, BCCBT even offers an opportunity to return to 
their native village once they completed their studies. One example is Sorng Chan Chum, who, after 
studying in Phnom Penh, now works as a librarian with BCCBT, teaches English, and also does a tour 
guide training. 
 

4.3. Awareness Raising 

Enhancing the awareness of local people with regard to the chances and risks of tourism 
development for their economic, social and cultural lives  

Before taking the decision to set up a community-based tourism project, the villagers visited existing 
CBT projects in Cambodia, including TO DO Award winner Chambok. In this way, the representatives of 
Banteay Chhmar experienced by themselves what it means to be tourists. The familiarised themselves 
with the concept of community-based tourism and the opportunities and risks associated with it. 

A key insight was to rely on quality rather than quantity from the beginning. BCCBT has deliberately been 
keeping the number of tourism players relatively small. For especially during the initial phase, when 
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visitor flows are still irregular and the rotational system also causes major gaps in between the 
encounters with guests, the things people have learned are quickly forgotten and service quality would 
suffer. Therefore, the number of players is only being increased slowly, as the number of guests 
increases. 

As direct competitors of Angkor Wat, the supporting NGOs and the BCCBT players have been very much 
aware of the negative impacts of mass tourism and overtourism. At the beginning of the project, a 
maximum number of 5,000 visitors per year was agreed upon. The project currently receives about 
2,000 visitors per year – still far less than the maximum. 

At the beginning of the project, a training on child protection was organised for all tourism players 
involved in BCCBT. There are currently discussions going on with an NGO to repeat this training as soon 
as possible. 

 

4.4. Cultural Identity 

Strengthening local culture and the cultural identity of local people, avoiding/minimising any social 
and cultural damage caused by tourism, supporting intercultural encounters and exchange between 
hosts and guests 
After the fall of the Khmer empire, the temple complex sank into oblivion and hardly played a role in the 
daily lives of the villagers, until the community-based tourism project was launched and Heritage Watch 
started restoration measures. Since then, the villagers have a renewed interest in their culture and are 
proud of living there. 

The local government has also recognised the cultural and touristic value of temple complex. When the 
Heritage Fund withdrew from Banteay Chhmar, they continued to finance the restoration works. Apart 
from Cambodian archaeologists, they employ 90 local workers. 

 

4.5. Decent Work 

Creation of qualified jobs and/or improvement of the working conditions in tourism with regard to 
social security, working hours, education and training, and remuneration 
What needs to be emphasized is how BCCBT manages to create new job profiles through qualification 
and to increase the self-confidence and self-esteem of the tourism players – in a rural region severely 
affected by civil war, where poverty and a lack of perspectives used to be widely spread, and which had 
for many years been financially dependent on external donors. 

About one in five adults in the region can neither read nor write. Many of today’s tourism players have 
not completed school. When BCCBT started in 2007, none of the villagers spoke English. The only one 
who did was the manager Tath Sophal. In the meantime, the project managed to train five highly 
qualified guides who guide their guests in an experienced manner and are able to interpret at any time 
between the villagers and the guests. The home stay providers, cooks, and taxi drivers are visibly proud 
of being part of BCCBT. Thanks to intensive training and continuous refreshing of what has been learnt, 
e.g. at the monthly meetings of the tourism committee, the tourism players won’t be irritated by 
unannounced spontaneous visitors or other unexpected events. The BCCBT staff at the back office is 
also more and more qualified, now doing the accounting themselves and writing invoices in English or 
Khmer. In the future, they are increasingly to be trained in working on the computer in order to be able 
to respond to e-mails and manage bookings.  

In the meantime, tourist numbers have been developing so favourably that the circle of BCCBT players 
can slowly be expanded. There is a lively interest on the side of the villagers. Importance is not only 
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placed on the qualification and competence of the applicants, but also on making additional families 
benefit directly from BCCBT. 

 

4.6. Gender Equality 

Equal participation of women and men in planning and implementation processes within the frame 
of their cultural background and values  

In this rural region, traditional gender roles predominate. Transporting guests by taxi, ox cart, or tractor 
(koyoun) remains the men’s job. However, it is important to BCCBT that women and men work together 
as equals. In most of the tourism activities men and women work together side by side. Certain activities 
are restricted to women in order to help them gain more economic independence. These include the 
traditional ceremony of pounding rice, and cooking at the BCCBT centre. Close to one third of the 
tourism committee members are female (5/16). Out of a total of 88 tourism players 23 are female. 

With targeted training, BCCBT contributes to breaking up traditional gender roles. Two female tour 
guides are just about to complete their trainings. Recently, all active BCCBT members – men as well as 
women – took cooking classes. In the meantime, some of the men have started to take over household 
chores or cook for the guests at their home stays. 
 

4.7. Environmental Sustainability 

Taking into account criteria of low environmental and climate impact and sustainable use of natural 
resources 
The ecological footprint of the tourism activities at the destination is rather small. Distances are short 
and can generally be covered on foot. The ingredients used to prepare meals are fresh and seasonal and 
are mainly from the fields nearby. There is no running tap water in the village. Drinking water must be 
bought, generally in plastic bottles. However, the BCCBT centre and the home stays have water 
dispensers where guests may refill their water bottles.  

For a long time, there was no waste collection in Banteay Chhmar. Most of the inhabitants burnt their 
waste or disposed of it at the roadside. So there was waste, especially plastics scattered all around. With 
resources from the community fund, BCCBT started in 2010 to educate the villagers on waste avoidance 
and recycling. They installed bins for waste and plastics in the villages. BCCBT has organised waste 
collection twice a week for individual households and public institutions such as the school and the 
pagoda: two workers take the plastics to a recycling unit and the residual waste to a waste dump away 
from the villages. 

 

4.8. Future Sustainability 

Ensuring the economic and institutional sustainability of the project  
Between 2007 and 2018 BCCBT managed to increase visitor numbers from around 300 to 2.000 visitors 
per year, and to increase the length of stay per visitor almost six-fold. BCCBT is now able to cover all the 
costs themselves and is thus independent of external donors and NGOs. BCCBT has become more and 
more professional; the villagers involved in tourism are self-confident and experienced. While the author 
was present, BCCBT not only managed the change from low season to peak season with a significant 
increase in visitor numbers, they also took care of a team of documentary film makers and took part in 
the preparations of Cambodia’s most important festival, the water festival. 

BCCBT does not lack ideas to continuously develop the programmes and activities and emphasise the 
unique selling points of Banteay Chhmar. As of late, guests may also go camping inside the temple 
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complex – in luxury tents as well in the rather sporty models. Furthermore, there has been the idea of 
organising a marathon around one of the satellite temples for publicity of the project. 

Despite all the great visions, the sustainable development of the villages remains the highest priority. 
Tourist numbers still remain comparatively low and are capped at 5,000 visitors per year. 

For the meantime, the general manager’s role remains key, for he is the only one who is able to manage 
the bookings and the website on the computer. But in these areas, too, the tourism committee is getting 
more and more involved, step by step. 

 

5 CONCLUSION 

In a region ravaged by civil war, the villagers with BCCBT take their fate into their own hands. With the 
help of community-based tourism around the temple they rediscover their cultural heritage and proudly 
present it to curious visitors. In this way, BCCBT builds an important bridge between tradition and 
modernity. The villagers are able to continue their traditional agricultural activities while at the same time 
creating new, attractive income opportunities in tourism, reducing migration to the cities. 

BCCBT fulfils all the contest criteria of the TO DO Award and is worthy of winning the TO DO Award 
2020. 

 

About the author: Laura Jäger studied tourism (B.A) and geography (M.A.). Since then she has been 
working with different NGOs promoting eco-friendly and socially responsible tourism. She has been a 
member of the TO DO Award jury since 2018.  
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Contact Award Winner: 
 
Mr. Tath Sophal (General Manager)   Phone: +855 (0)97 516 5533 
Banteay Chhmar Community-Based Tourism  e-mail: info@visitbanteaychhmar.org 
National Road No. 56A    https://www.visitbanteaychhmar.org  
Banteay Chhmar Commune 
Thmor Puok District 
Cambodia 
 

Organiser of the 
TO DO Award 2020 – Contest Socially Responsible Tourism: 

  

 
 
 

Studienkreis für Tourismus und Entwicklung e.V. 
Bahnhofstraße 8, D-82229 Seefeld 

Phone +49-(0)8152-999010, Fax: +49-(0)8152-9990166 
E-Mail: info@studienkreis.org 

www.studienkreis.org 
www.todo-contest.org 
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https://www.visitbanteaychhmar.org/
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