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The evolution of the global geopolitical landscape has placed the Kingdom of Cambodia at a 

unique strategic crossroads. As the People’s Republic of China (PRC) marches toward its "Second 

Centennial Goal" of becoming a great modern socialist country by 2049, Cambodia has the historic 

opportunity to align its own development trajectory with this momentum (Hu & Zhou, 2024; 

Stevens, 2020). The relationship, defined as an "All-Weather Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 

for a New Era," provides a robust framework for Cambodia to leverage Chinese capital, 

technology, and market access to realize its goal of becoming a high-income economy by 2050 

(Pham, 2026; Tung, 2025). By adopting a proactive and strategic agency, Cambodia can transform 

the influx of Chinese products and investment into a catalyst for national industrialization, 

agricultural modernization, and human capital development (Tung, 2025). 

Strategic Alignment: The 2025, 2035, and 2049 Milestones 

To maximize the benefits of this partnership, Cambodia must understand China’s internal strategic 

milestones. The Made in China 2025 initiative aims to transition China into an innovation-driven 

manufacturing powerhouse focusing on high-tech sectors like robotics, AI, and green energy (Li 

& Branstetter, 2024; Nawaz et al., 2024). As China moves up the value chain, its lower-to-medium 

end manufacturing and labor-intensive industries will naturally seek new hubs. Cambodia, through 

its Special Economic Zones (SEZs), is perfectly positioned to absorb these industries, creating a 

domestic manufacturing base that moves beyond simple assembly (Nawaz et al., 2024; Tung, 

2025). 

Furthermore, China’s 2035 goal of basically realizing socialist modernization and its 2049 goal of 

national rejuvenation imply a massive expansion of its domestic middle class (Hu & Zhou, 2024; 

Stevens, 2020). For Cambodia, this represents an unprecedented market for high-quality 

agricultural exports and tourism. The strategic convergence of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

with Cambodia’s own development plans ensures that infrastructure, the prerequisite for growth, 

is prioritized (Chheang, 2021; Hoang, 2020). 

Leveraging the Economic Catalyst: Trade and Agriculture 

The Cambodia-China Free Trade Agreement (CCFTA) and the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RCEP) have effectively integrated Cambodia into the world’s most 

dynamic economic orbit (Tung, 2025). The CCFTA, which provides zero-tariff treatment for over 

97% of Cambodian products, serves as a powerful engine for export growth (Pu, 2026). 

The real "win-win" opportunity lies in agricultural modernization. China’s growing demand for 

food security and high-quality organic products allows Cambodia to transition from subsistence 

farming to high-value agribusiness (Aggarwal, 2020). Recent agreements have already opened the 

Chinese market to Cambodian rice, mangoes, and bananas (Tung, 2025). To leverage this, 

Cambodia should utilize Chinese satellite factories and agricultural technology transfers to 

enhance productivity, ensuring that "Cambodian food is firmly clasped in Chinese hands" through 

mutually beneficial supply chains (Aggarwal, 2020). 



Infrastructural Sovereignty: The BRI and the Funan Techo Canal 

A cornerstone of Cambodia’s strategic agency is the development of its logistics independence. 

The Funan Techo Canal, a 151-kilometer waterway project backed by Chinese investment, is a 

transformative project that will link the Bassac River to the Gulf of Thailand (Pham, 2026; Tung, 

2025). Strategically, this canal reduces Cambodia’s reliance on foreign ports and lowers logistics 

costs, thereby enhancing the competitiveness of its exports (Pham, 2026). 

By framing such projects under the "Community with a Shared Future," Cambodia ensures that its 

infrastructure serves as a regional hub for the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) (Hoang, 2020; 

Tung, 2025). Rather than viewing these projects as debt traps, the Cambodian government has 

demonstrated agency by utilizing a Build-Operate-Transfer (BOT) model, ensuring that the 

projects eventually return to state control while stimulating immediate economic activity (Tung, 

2025). 

Human Capital and the Digital Frontier 

As China leads the world in 5G technology, artificial intelligence, and digital payments, Cambodia 

has the opportunity to leapfrog traditional development stages (Nguyen, 2020; Nawaz et al., 2024). 

The integration of Chinese digital infrastructure provides the software for a modern Cambodian 

economy. To leverage this, Cambodia must prioritize human capital. 

China has already provided thousands of scholarships and technical training programs for 

Cambodian students and workers (Tung, 2025). Collaborative centers, such as the training center 

at the Sihanoukville SEZ, equip local labor with Mandarin language skills and technical expertise 

in high-tech manufacturing (Liu, 2020). This creates a "win-win" where Chinese firms find a 

skilled workforce, and Cambodian citizens gain high-paying, future-proof employment (Hoang, 

2020). 

Strategic Behavior: Dynamic Hedging and Agency 

While China is Cambodia’s most reliable friend, Cambodia’s strategic success depends on its 

ability to maintain dynamic hedging (Pu, 2026). This does not mean moving away from China, but 

rather using the strength gained from the Sino-Cambodian partnership to engage more effectively 

with the West and ASEAN. Cambodia’s agency is demonstrated by its ability to accept Chinese 

investment while simultaneously expanding trade with the U.S. and EU markets, which account 

for approximately 60% of its exports (Tung, 2025). 

Cambodia can act as a strategic bridge. By maintaining ironclad ties with Beijing, Phnom Penh 

gains the political stability and infrastructure necessary to attract Western firms looking to diversify 

their supply chains (Pu, 2026; Tung, 2025). This limited alignment ensures that Cambodia remains 

a sovereign, non-aligned actor that benefits from the resources of all major powers while remaining 

a core node in China’s regional vision (Pham, 2026). 



Conclusion: A Vision of Shared Prosperity 

Toward 2050, the China-Cambodia relationship stands as a model for how a small state can 

exercise big agency within an asymmetric partnership (Tung, 2025). By fair and strategic 

engagement with China’s 2025-2049 milestones, Cambodia is not merely a recipient of aid but a 

proactive partner in a Community of Shared Future (Pu, 2026; Tung, 2025). 

The opportunities are manifest: transformative infrastructure like the Funan Techo Canal, a 

modernized agricultural sector feeding a massive Chinese market, and a digital-ready workforce 

trained in leading-edge technologies. As Cambodia continues to implement its development 

strategies, its ironclad friendship with China will remain the bedrock of its journey toward a 

prosperous, high-income, and culturally advanced future (Hu & Zhou, 2024; Tung, 2025). 
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