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Abstract

Fish is one of the largest export items from Cambodia to Thailand. The current 
concept of regional trade in the Greater Mekong subregion focuses on special 
and physical planning. It does not take into consideration the role of small 
traders. Normally they are grouped together as informal traders and considered 
as smugglers. However, if regional trade is to benefit the poor people living in 
the border areas, it is important that the small border traders are given central 
attention. This study challenges the notion that access to infrastructure 
especially roads will benefit border traders, and attempts to contribute to the 
missing link in the regional trade framework—the link between trade and 
natural resources management. Women are the dominant players among the 
small border exporters. Women traders have always been under the “protection” 
of and exploitation by the state, either in the form of street-level bureaucrats or 
by the military, when doing their business. This study explores the obstacles 
that women face in a changing macroeconomic and political environment—
from a war zone to the state monopoly of the fish trade, and to the opening of 
borders and deregulation.



9�	 WorldFish Center | Global Symposium on Gender and Fisheries

Introduction

Cambodia’s inland fisheries are the fourth most productive in the world (yim and mcKenney 
2003), given the combined capacities of the tonle sap (Great lake) and the mekong river, 
where more than one million people depend on the fisheries sector for employment, income 
and food security. Freshwater capture fish production was recorded at 385,000 t in 2001 
(maFF 2004). Fisheries were estimated to account for 7-12% of Gdp in 2002 (yim and 
mcKenney 2003). on the other hand, in thailand, the amount of harvest from freshwater 
capture fisheries is half of that in Cambodia—around 200,000 t in 1997. thai fishers/farmers 
culture almost the same amount of fish as they capture (maC 2004). because the amount of 
domestic-captured fish is not enough for domestic consumption, thailand imports freshwater 
fish from Cambodia and it is the largest importer of freshwater fish from Cambodia. trade 
statistics in Cambodia show that the total fisheries export from Cambodia (including from 
marine fisheries) was around 35,000-45,000 t. however, this is not considered reliable due to 
under-reporting (yim and mcKenney 2003)1. according to leepayakoon (2004), who collected 
daily fish import data at the aranyaprathet at the Cambodia-thailand border checkpoint 
from 1999 to 2002, fish imports to thailand from Cambodia were 10,719.9 t (300.4 million 
baht) from June 1999 to may 2000, and 10,522.5 t (349.2 million baht) from June 2001 to 
may 2002.

the present study looked at trade between thailand and Cambodia after the democratic 
Kampuchea (dK) regime that ended in 1979. during the dK regime, commercial fisheries 
were banned, individual fishing was restricted, and trade between thailand and Cambodia 
was nonexistent. after 1979, with the exodus of refugees to the thai borders, commercial 
activities emerged in the border areas. With changes in the border trade policies and structures, 
such as the establishment of state-owned enterprises, market liberalization and formalization 
of border trade, actors and their relations have changed over the years. this study focused on 
women small-scale fish traders. they are important actors in the trade chain and the fish trade 
has created employment for these women who, with their meager incomes, can financially 
support their households. this paper examined the changing roles and positions of these 
traders with the changes in the border trade environment, and analyzed their relations with 
other actors. 

one of the important issues that distinguishes these traders’ businesses from that of other 
parts of the fisheries supply chain is the physical place and space that they work in. the 
study also examined how the international border influenced their way of doing business 
and their relations with other traders. the study interviewed fish traders both in Cambodia 
and in thailand. around 30 traders on the Cambodian side and 45 traders on the thai side 
were interviewed. discussions were held with custom officers, the department of Fisheries 
(doF), in both countries, as well as fishers and fish lot owners in tonle sap. a workshop 
that involved both Cambodian and thai fish border traders, fishers in tonle sap, customs, 
immigration and doF officers was organized to exchange ideas.

Fish Trade Network and the International Border

markets distribute and allocate resources, and the allocation is done based on the power 
relationships that each actor in the trade chain has. the relationships between actors in 
the trade chains reflect and construct gender relations and create certain advantages and 
disadvantages for women traders. polanyi’s non-market exchange depicts redistribution and 
reciprocity, but many of the agricultural markets in the developing countries operate mainly 
on relations of reciprocity. such market relations based on social relationships is what makes 
the market system gendered. harriss-White (1998) studied the gender construction of non-
labor, commodity markets, and described how grain markets are reinforcing institutional 
inequalities and social territorialization.

�  This figure includes all exports. Thailand’s customs statistics in Sa Kaew province shows that official trade of freshwater fish from Cambodia to 
Thailand was 8.8 million baht (around US$���,��0) in �00�. However, this is the amount imported by registered importers who import in large 
quantities. This is said to be grossly under-reported. 
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“Female traders tend to operate through personalised ‘network’ trading contracts and are 
price takers. by contrast, shop-based trade is controlled by men. men control all derived 
markets (e.g., the rental markets for transport and storage) and all materially productive 
activity (mechanical milling). they are price makers and can and do practise collusive 
price formation.”

Crow (2001) in his study of south asian grain trade also pointed out how the structure of 
grain and finance markets assists accumulation by the rich and the impoverishment of the 
poor. as harris-White pointed out, the economic consequences of the gendering of the rice 
marketing system reduces both productive efficiency (in which outputs from given inputs 
are maximized) and adaptive efficiency (judgements about the flexibility of the norms 
and institutions shaping the way an economy develops) (north 1990 in harriss-White 
1998). yim and mcKenney (2003) in their study of fisheries in Cambodia pointed out that 
overexploitation of small traders can lead to the collapse of the trade and thus would not 
benefit the development of fish trade. studies of regional trade of livestock in africa similarly 
pointed out how institutional mechanisms, especially the state’s regulation, concretely hamper 
the viability of livestock trade. sidibe (2003) argued that marketing policies and institutional 
systems are not clearly defined, allowing the imposition of illegal tax tariffs and corruption 
to be rampant. amogu and salisu’s study (2003) showed how the imposition of taxes by 
authorities is leading to business failure.

the market system that is dealt with in this study is further complicated because it also takes 
into consideration the effect of international borders. international borders are a relatively 
new concept in this region. in southeast asia, the traditional state was defined by its center 
and not by its boundaries (anderson 1983; Winichakul 1994; Carsten 1998), and the power 
of the ruler was revealed not by its territory but by the number of people that they controlled. 
With the concept of modern states being introduced to the region, international borders, with 
their symbols of national identity and control, have exerted “real” changes on the capabilities 
and well-being of women and men living along the borders. the special feature of borderlands 
is that people directly face different economic and political systems at the same time. they 
juggle with the hegemony of the two states, and utilize the differences to turn them into their 
opportunities. thus, the phenomenon of borderlands gives a vivid picture of the effect that 
the centerlands will face under globalization in a more direct way. the geographical location 
sets certain culture, social norms, family structures and gender ideology, because of the history, 
topography, physical infrastructure, religious influence, natural resources, livelihood and 
economic systems, and state and political structure in the area. this study focuses on a certain 
geographical area, that is, a borderland. national borders are areas where two or more states 
come into direct contact with each other. this creates a margin for the hegemony of nation 
states, but a center for a dynamic movement of goods, people and information that strives to 
take advantage of this particular geographical location. especially with a global move towards 
market liberalization and free trade, cross-border movements of people and goods have not 
only increased in volume, but also changed forms and actors. in order to demonstrate such 
changes, the study will specifically set the focus on the border areas between Cambodia and 
thailand, and examines a trade of one commodity, that is, inland fish.

History of Fish Trade since 1980

during the dK regime (the so-called pol pot regime) until 1979, commercial fisheries 
were banned and individual fishing was restricted. trade between thailand and Cambodia 
was nonexistent. after 1979, with the exodus of refugees to the thai borders, commercial 
activities emerged in the border areas. in 1981, the Kampuchea Fish import export Company 
(KamFimeX), a state-owned enterprise managed by the ministry of agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries in Cambodia, was established to collect fish from fisheries solidarity groups and state 
fishing enterprises (touch and todd 2002). KamFimeX was the sole licensed exporter of fish 
products and all fish destined for export had to be sold to KamFimeX. in 1990, KamFimeX 
was officially established to manage marketing, distribution and export of fisheries products 
through agents stationed at landing sites, provincial and border offices (yim and mcKenney 
2003).



9�	 WorldFish Center | Global Symposium on Gender and Fisheries

the first official border checkpoint, between poipet in Cambodia and aranyaprathet 
in thailand, was a war zone until the early 1990s. it was initially opened to supply daily 
necessities to Cambodia2. in the 1980s, fish could be exported to thailand only with the help 
of the military. traders would contract military drivers to transport their fish to the border, 
and since they could not join the convoy, they would cycle across following their ware. in later 
days, traders were able to access romoh (modified tractors that transport people) and did not 
need to cycle. traders paid a fixed price of 300-400 baht per trip to the military. some traded 
in the refugee camps, while others sold to thai traders. the trade was risky, but lucrative3.

KamFimeX collected 4% of the total sale as a commission from small companies, as well as 
bought fishes from provincial distributors who held licenses from the ministry of agriculture, 
Forestry and Fisheries (maFF). as the civil war subsided, and more traders joined the border 
trade, traders could transport their fish to the border without the help of military personnel. in 
1990, KamFimeX established a warehouse in poipet town, and all fish needed to go through 
them and pay fees to them.

in the early 1990s, fish trade was carried out in ra market in poipet, Cambodia. this later 
moved to the newly constructed akeak market. however, during 1994-1995, due to the war 
between royal government forces and the Khmer rouge, it became increasingly difficult to 
continue trade in Cambodia. With the coup d’état in Cambodia in 1997, the market was 
completely shifted to rong Kluer market in aranyaprathet, thailand, and it remains there 
until today. rong Kluer market is a modern market with a concrete floor, a high steel roof and 
with large concrete roads. trade is done in thai baht. in poipet itself, most of the transactions 
are done in thai baht4.

KamFimeX used to control the fish export market until 1997. but several factors led to the fall 
of KamFimeX. internal conflict led to some managers leaving KamFimeX and establishing 
the import export and Civil development Construction Company (CdCo)5. at the same 
time, the amount of fish going through poipet and KamFimeX was decreasing. before the 
establishment of CdCo, some unlicensed exporters had been changing their export route 
to other informal border openings to avoid paying high fees to KamFimeX (field interview). 
When CdCo was established, it wooed these unlicensed exporters, even asking them to be 
shareholders of CdCo to secure fish for trade. With the establishment of CdCo, unlicensed 
exporters either started working with it, or simply stopped paying fees to KamFimeX. 

at the same time, a growing number of checkpoints and agents were collecting fees from 
fish traders. yim and mcKenney’s study in 2002-2003 identified 27 payments done to 15 
institutions in 16 locations to get from the landing site in Kampong Chhnang, Cambodia 
to rong Kluer market in thailand. according to their study, 69% of the potential profit was 
paid for fees, and exporters were able to cash in only 31% of what they were supposed to earn. 
of the payments, 68% was done in Cambodia, and of this, only 17.4% was for customs and 
duties; 9.5% went to KamFimeX, while payments without official basis amounted to 50.1%.

because of such large and frequent payments involved in transporting fish from Cambodian 
landing sites to thailand, transporting agents were contracted by exporters to manage all 
these payments. exporters pay 3 baht/kg to transport fish from a landing site to the border 
town of poipet, and 2 baht/kg to transport fish across the border to rong Kluer market6. 

� The characteristics of the early market remain in the present name of the market “Rong Kluer” (salt warehouse). 
� One Thai respondent reported that the price was �0 times less if they bought fish inside Cambodia.
� This is different in other smaller checkpoints. In the checkpoint of Ban Laem (Chanthaburi, Thailand) – Komrieng (Battambang, Cambodia), 

transactions were mainly in Thai baht, but Cambodian riels were also accepted in the Thai side of the border. This was not the case for Aranyaprathet. 
Although all the sellers and many buyers were Cambodians, Cambodian riels were not accepted in Rong Kluer Market.

� One of the high-level managers of KAMFIMEX had a sister who already had a registered construction company. He used her company to register as an 
exporter of fish as well, thus CDCO’s company name showed this history of establishment.

� Large-scale traders hire fee brokers to negotiate with authorities. Small traders depend on transporters who are not as well-connected as fee 
brokers. The payment is higher for smaller-scale trade. The exact cutting point of the amount is not clear, but for micro-scale traders, the payment to 
transporters is �.� baht/kg, making it more cost-effective if the shipment is combined and done together for smaller traders.
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the traders did not passively accept such charges. in 2001-2002, small-scale transporters 
and traders came together and demonstrated against the fee charged by KamFimeX7. they 
demanded free trade for fish exports, and state support in stabilization of prices and markets. 
the leader was one transporter/broker, who is a native of poipet. he collected thumbprints 
from 96 traders and transporters, among whom more than half were women. they also went 
to make the demands in the banteay meanchey governor’s house. the demand was finally 
approved in 2004, giving victory to the traders-transporters against KamFimeX. With their 
increasing bargaining power, the leader of the uprising said that the payment in Cambodia is 
much less than before. 

at the same time as the Cambodian fees have decreased, the thai fees have increased dramatically. 
before 2001, only the thai customs were collecting fees. other payments included water and 
sanitation fees to the rong Kluer market. in 2001, a doF booth and a department of livestock 
booth were established in the border checkpoint, and all imported aquatic animals needed 
to go through the checkpoint. at the same time, import registration was strictly enforced. 
only thais can register as importers, and all fish that come into thailand need to be under a 
registered importer. there are currently three importers registered at the aranyaprathet border, 
and fish traders need to pay a fee to the registered company they use. this fee is not large, but 
coinciding with the period that the doF set up their checkpoint, the amount charged at the 
thai customs has increased 2-5 fold or more. sophea8, a Cambodian woman exporter, said 
that before 2000, she paid 6,000 baht to thai customs. now she pays 10,000-15,000 baht per 
cart. neary, a Cambodian woman small trader, said that before 2000, she paid 20 baht per 
basket. now she pays 100 baht and sometimes 200 baht depending on the “mood (arom)” of 
the customs officer. according to pany, a Cambodian small trader, thai customs used to ask 
for a lump sum payment per pushcart. nowadays, they are stricter. the exporters said that 
nowadays, payment on the thai side is the largest of all the costs.

along the thai-Cambodian borders, there are six official checkpoints (where they have customs 
offices). during the time the poipet-aranyaprathet border was closed due to the bilateral 
political conflict, other smaller checkpoints were operating as usual. so, some of the traders 
sent their fish through other border checkpoints. however, road conditions in Cambodia are 
very bad around the other checkpoints, and there is no large market like rong Kluer market 
on the thai side, making it difficult for exporters to send their fish in bulk. 

the official data that show fish trade in the border cover only the amount that the registered 
companies declare for import. these do not cover the small-scale fish trade which comprises 
a significant part of the trade. the data that we were able to collect through the cooperation 
of the thai doF officers at the border checkpoint were able to capture the trade by these small 
traders that has been invisible till now. it shows large seasonal fluctuation as well as yearly 
fluctuation (Figure 1). the figure shows that whenever the import amount from Cambodia to 
thailand decreased, the export of fish (cultured fish) from thailand to Cambodia increased. 
the trend has increased in the past year. 

the price fluctuation is also significant, and is one of the largest problems that the traders faced. 
Figure 2 shows the price fluctuation of snakehead in three areas: poipet, Cambodia; rong 
Kluer market, thailand; and angthong, thailand. angthong is located in central thailand, in 
the heart of the thai territory. the traders who are the focus of our study are trading across 
poipet to rong Kluer market. this figure only shows one week’s price fluctuation. Fish lot 
owners are able to stock fish in cages in the Great lake to sell during the off-season, when 
the price is much better. large traders in rong Kluer market are able to stock fish in freezers 
for months to take advantage of the fluctuating price. however, small traders do not have 
access to these facilities. they only use ice in order to store fish. When the negotiation with 
authorities and thai traders takes time, fish can rot very fast. this squeezes their already small 

� Small-scale traders and transporters refer to those who trade around �00-�00 kg/day on average. There is a large seasonal fluctuation in the traded 
amount.

8 The names are changed in order to maintain anonymity.
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profit margins. they need to cover all the price fluctuations, and if they encounter several days 
of losses, it can take them out of business. it was also noted that the price difference between 
rong Kluer market and angthong market is larger than between poipet and rong Kluer. even 
though geographically, rong Kluer and angthong are farther, there are more places to pay 
fees between poipet and rong Kluer. seen in this light, traders in poipet would have smaller 
profit margins than traders between rong Kluer and angthong. however, this study was able 
to get only one week’s price data and testimonies from traders. more investigation and data 
collection on this issue are needed in the future.

Figure 1. Amount of trade by year.
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Figure 2. Price of snakehead in three areas over one week.
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Market Route and Actors Involved

Figure 3 shows the market route of the fish trade from tonle sap Great lake to markets in 
thailand. the following are brief descriptions of the major actors along the route.

Figure 3. Market route of fish between Cambodia and Thailand.

Lot owner

since the reforms in late 2000, there are 83 fishing lots in Cambodia. lot owners buy 
conditional fishing rights in a state auction. the owner is usually an individual or close 
family/friend group. lot owners are generally registered under men’s names, since the man is 
the head of a household. Women mainly deal with financial management and the clients. lot 
owners have control over the fish product and of selling fish to clients. Wholesalers, collectors 
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and exporters buy fish from them at the farm gate. lot owners never export fish to thailand 
directly by themselves, but, in some cases, lot owners take stock fish to sell in phnom penh.

Collector

Collectors buy fish, directly or through their network, from fishers or lot owners at fishing 
villages. they have one or several boats containing several iceboxes for fish storage during 
the fish collection period. Collectors extend credit to fishers, and fishers are required to 
sell to collectors. some collectors get loans from wholesalers, middlepersons and exporters. 
Collectors sell their fish collected from fishers to middlepersons, wholesalers, retailers and 
exporters at fish landing sites. there are about 1,000 collectors around tonle sap river and 
the Great lake. most of the collectors operate as a family business. Generally, one collector 
has around 30-70 regular fishers who are his own clients.

Middleperson

middlepersons buy fish from one or several fish collectors at landing sites and sell to 
wholesalers, exporters and retailers. they also sell to domestic fish sellers. both women and 
men are found working as middlepersons. those who sell to exporters have their own trucks 
and boats, since they need to collect large amounts of fish. it is estimated that more than 
1,000 middlepersons trade fish to domestic and cross-border market.

Wholesaler

Wholesalers have permanent fish stalls at fish landing sites or floating village where they can 
stock several tons of fish. they buy fish from middlepersons, collectors, fishers or lot owners 
and resell fish to exporters, retailers and restaurant owners. often wholesalers operate as 
family businesses.

Transporter

transporters provide fish transportation services to fish traders. they do not engage in direct 
buying and selling of fish, and they provide services with a fixed price per quantity of fish. 
some transport fish from fish landing sites, while others only offer transport across the thai-
Cambodian border. all transporters are men.

Exporter

exporters buy fish from fish landing sites and domestic markets. they have permanent stalls 
at fish landing sites. in order to get a sufficient quantity of fish for external markets, exporters 
often advance funds to collectors for them to buy fish. they sometimes collect fish directly 
from fishers and lot owners. in Cambodia, 29 large fish exporters were counted during our 
survey. some exporters get advance payments from thai traders. smaller exporters are often 
managed only by women. larger exporters often operate as family businesses.

Small-scale trader

small-scale traders buy fish from exporters and wholesalers, and bring the fish to the thai 
side. sometimes, they buy fish from the domestic market. they normally do not have credit 
relations with others. all of them are women, although often their husbands or other male 
kin will help out.

Intermediary or broker

brokers negotiate on behalf of exporters at the border gate, with Cambodian and thai 
custom offices for tax payments in bringing fish across the border. there are four brokers 
at the aranyaprathet border gate. all of them are Cambodian men and were ex-officials in 
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government, military or military police. they established special relationship with customs 
authorities and officials dealing with fish export procedures to hasten the process of passing 
the border checkpoint and lowering fees. 

Thai trader in Rong Kluer

thai traders in rong Kluer are mostly women. most operate as family businesses, but women 
are the ones who manage the business. many of the traders that have stalls in the market have 
been traders since the 1980s. there are some temporary traders who come by pickup trucks 
and motorbikes. these are also usually family (husband and wife) teams. 

Gender Segregation in Fish Trade

along the fish trade chain, women are concentrated in small-scale trading, men more in 
transportation. there are several reasons why women are in small-scale trading. First, women 
dominate the domestic fish retail trade, and small-scale export is seen as the extension of such 
a role. second, women small-scale traders normally have little capital. they also have less 
connection with government officers or with fishers/fish lot owners, and they have less capital 
to extend credit to fishers to ensure their supplies of fish. to become exporters and wholesalers, 
they need to build up relations with fishers and fish lot owners as well as other traders in 
order to secure enough fish. transporters need to build connections with government officers 
in order to get favorable treatment from them. small-scale traders are poor in both financial 
and social/political capital, and thus remain small. third, small-scale trade is considered 
unsuitable for men. according to women traders, small-scale traders need to be subservient 
to all other actors. “We beg others (som ke)” for the trade. Women traders said “men will 
soon start fighting” since they cannot tolerate (or are conditioned not to tolerate) degrading 
attitudes from others such as government officers and police officers to whom they have to 
pay fees. Combined with the expected behavior that women are (or should be) not aggressive 
but obedient, and are subjects for pity and sympathy, women can use strategies such as acting 
out subservience to authorities without being sensitive about what others will think about 
them. during the time traders depended on soldiers, sokha, an old-hand woman trader, said 
that it was better if women did the business and talked to the soldiers. it was easier to ask for 
their favor. even after they were free to travel to the border, it was still the women who were 
in the forefront negotiating for fees with economic police, soldiers and other government 
officers. “it is better if women negotiate. if men negotiate (with authorities for petty amounts 
of fish), they will start fighting soon because both sides think that the other is looking down 
on him.” For women, this is not the case, sokha says.

such sex segregation in fish trade, which keeps women in the small-scale border trade, makes 
women vulnerable in several ways. First, women small-scale border traders have difficulty in 
securing fish. since they do not have capital to extend credit, their fish supply is controlled by 
exporters/wholesalers/middle traders who give credit to fishers. small-scale traders are at the 
mercy of these actors in terms of access to fish supply. 

second, because small-scale traders are not able to stock fish, and have little money to invest 
in ice, they need to sell their fish as soon as possible. Considering that fish prices fluctuate, 
small-scale traders are vulnerable to the fluctuations and are not able to cushion large changes. 
this makes their businesses riskier. 

third, because they have less connection with government officers and are not able to hire 
brokers because of their small quantities of fish, they are more vulnerable to fee collections 
by officers and others at the border. they are not able to predict beforehand the amount that 
they have to pay. Combined with the unpredictability of fish prices, this also adds to their 
business risks since they cannot foresee the selling price or the cost for their business. they 
also need to pay higher prices per kilogram to transporters compared to larger traders when 
crossing the border. it is also noted that the profit margins for Cambodian traders would be 
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smaller than those for thai traders considering the price difference as well as the costs that 
they have to bear in order to carry the fish across border (see Figure 2).

Fourth, even though they share similar problems, the small traders are scattered geographically, 
making it difficult for them to unite. they are actually better linked vertically (with exporters 
and with thai traders) rather than horizontally (with other small-scale traders), making it even 
more difficult for them to construct a sense of fellowship and deal with common problems.

the physical area of the international border makes their marginalized position even more 
invisible. the borderland is already a marginalized area from the centerland perspective, where 
rules and regulations are formed. the thai border trade tariff rules say that only imports of less 
than 20,000 baht are able to make the tax payment at the border. For larger amounts than this, 
the traders need to go to the district customs office for payment. this regulation is impractical 
for small-scale traders, who have too small an amount to go through the official process, but 
too large to pay officially at the border. this mismatch between practice and regulation creates 
a fuzzy space where the amount of fees and taxes can be decided arbitrarily.

Towards a Gender-sensitive Fish Trade Chain 

this study showed how the fish trade chain is currently working as a tool to strengthen 
present gender inequality by maintaining the social/gender relations of the actors involved. it 
also highlighted how the existence of small-scale traders is made more invisible by the trade 
being located in a marginalized geographical region—the international border. in order to 
improve the situation of women small-scale traders in the border area, this study suggests the 
need to review the tariff regime of the border trade to be more realistic and practical for the 
traders operating in the border area, and through the review to establish clear procedures for 
fee payments. small-scale traders also need access to fish storage places in order to cushion 
themselves against the large fluctuations of fish price. this study argues the importance of 
encouraging fair grounds for small traders so that they can fully contribute to the development 
of fish trade and also for the economic development of the border area.
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