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In the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, Cambodia’s emergency
health response was widely heralded by the international community
as a success (Heng 2020; Hyder and Ly 2020; Ratcliffe 2020). As of
January 2021, the country had recorded only 460 COVID-19 cases and
zero deaths. Yet its achievements in mitigating the worst health impacts
of the pandemic during this period did not insulate its population of 16
million people from the economic fallout wrought by COVID-19. Far
from it: Cambodia’s deep integration into and reliance upon the fal-
tering global market left at least 1.76 million jobs at risk (World Bank
2020) in Cambodia’s three most important economic sectors: garments,
tourism, and construction.

In this chapter, we focus attention on Cambodia’s garment industry,
which prior to the pandemic had a large and highly feminised labour
force, nearing one million workers, 80% of whom were women (ILO
2018). We present an analysis of the economic impact of COVID-19
on workers from January 2020, when the pandemic first took hold
in China, up until February 2021. Drawing on original research from
our UKRI GCRF-funded ReFashion study (www.ReFashionStudy.org),
we understand and contextualise the data on workers’ experiences
within the broader debate surrounding global value chains, and we ad-
vance the idea of global precarity chains.

Global value chains bring attention to links and relationships between
different sectors along the chain of production, including ‘all aspects of
the process of production, distribution and retailing across global sup-
ply networks’ (Barrientos 2001, p.83). Mainstream thinking in academ-
ic and policy circles has represented these chains as conducive to new
development opportunities for firms and regions in the global South
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(Selwyn 2019). However, there exists considerable empirical evidence
that these global value chains adversely ‘generate new forms of worker
poverty’ (Selwyn 2019, p.71) for those undertaking the ‘nimble finger’
work of garment production (Elson and Pearson 1981). Bolstering ex-
port-oriented growth, women in the global South have been enrolled
in labour-intensive patterns of low-skilled and low-paid garment work
that is associated with casualisation, excessive hours, and weak social
protection (Nadvi 2004). Under these conditions, women workers ‘ef-
fectively provide a subsidy to production under supply chains and pay
the price of government strategies that rely on precarious jobs’ (Kidder
and Raworth 2004, p.13).

Precarious jobs are generally understood as those which are inse-
cure, dangerous, and/or characterised by poor working conditions
and pay. Capitalism ‘works to divide and differentiate populations’
(Bhattacharyya 2018, p.147), leading certain individuals and groups
to ‘suffer from failing social and economic networks of support and
become differentially exposed to injury, violence, and death’ (Butler
2009, p.25). In this chapter we show the significance of what we call
‘global precarity chains’ for understanding lived experiences of work-
ers in (pre-)COVID-19 times. It begins with a contextual reading of
Cambodia’s development trajectory vis-a-vis the garment industry, be-
fore turning to two workers’ experiences of navigating this political
economy during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. The chapter
evidences, first, the precarious location of Cambodia’s garment indus-
try in the value chain and its long-term exposure to shocks like the pan-
demic; second, the dependency on debt that evolved in response to pre-
carious work in the industry prior to COVID-19 but escalated during
the pandemic among poorly paid, suspended, and terminated garment
workers; and, third, the precarious nature of development more widely
in Cambodia, epitomised by the struggle to diversify economically and
create alternative livelihoods outside the garment industry. These were
significant issues that predated the pandemic and extended beyond its
bounds, calling into further question the ability of Cambodia’s elected
development pathway to create decent work for all through integration
into volatile and exploitative global precarity chains.

Precarious development in Cambodia

It is by now almost a truism to attribute the ‘miracle’ (World Bank
2018) of Cambodia’s transition to the heady growth of its garment
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manufacturing sector, catalysing a remarkable three-decade turna-
round from post-conflict state to ‘Asia’s new tiger economy’ (ADB
2016). It is easy to overlook that this take-off occurred as much by ac-
cident as design: a feat of industrial serendipity rather than strategy, as
Cambodia’s re-entry to the global marketplace in the mid-1990s coin-
cided with regional volatility in the wider garment supply chain. Here,
the ‘business-friendly investment regime’ (Bargawi 2005, p.5) pursued
by the Cambodian government following the signing of the Paris Peace
Accords in 1991 caught the eye of other Asian garment exporters,
whose growth at the time was impeded by quotas restricting access to
the US market. Preferential trade access bestowed on Cambodia, first
by the US in 1997 and then by the EU in 2001, accelerated the reshor-
ing of garment production from original East Asian outsourcing hubs
to these new frontiers in a neat spatial fix for manufacturers. Where,
in 1995, Cambodia had 20 factories, employing 18,000 workers and
generating exports worth US$27 million (Bargawi 2005, p.9), in 2018
there were more than 600, with a workforce nearing 1 million, gener-
ating a combined export value of US$8 billion annually (ILO 2018).

For much of the intervening period, Cambodia’s economy outpaced
other post-conflict societies globally (Hill and Menon 2014), with 10
years of GDP growth averaging double-digit figures to 2008 and secur-
ing graduation to lower-middle-income status in 2015. Over a similar
timeframe, the national poverty rate fell dramatically, from 47.8% in
2007 to 13.5% in 2014 (World Bank 2017, p.12). It has been hard to
refute the unbridled optimism of initial accounts of the industry’s suc-
cess in pioneering Cambodia’s development. Early analyses hailed the
‘wonderful job opportunity’ (Yamagata 2006, p.3) the sector afforded
to women, their labour steering a ‘blistering’ (World Bank 2017, p.43)
trajectory emulating historical precedent, where ‘the textile and apparel
industries have led industrialization at the early stage of development
in many countries of the world” (Yamagata 2006, p.4).

Voices from the factory floor, however, offer a competing narrative
that challenges the industry’s developmental credentials. As further
trade liberalisation fostered increasing international competition in an
already densely crowded garments market, downwards pressure on unit
prices has been exacted on industry profits. Where forecasters have long
divined that such falls ‘should be readily absorbable by Cambodian ex-
porters’ (Bargawi 2005), in practice it is workers who have borne cuts
to balance to the books. Between 2001 and 2011, as GDP growth and
consumer inflation soared, real wages in the sector fell by 22%, locked
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in at rates below reproduction requirements (Selwyn 2019). A sponta-
neous eruption of mass labour unrest at the end of 2013 evidenced the
scale of mounting discontent. Dispelled with lethal violence by state
security forces, the prospect of further collective action has since been
thwarted by ‘authoritarian innovations’ (Ford, Gillan, and Ward 2020)
in labour governance that stymie and criminalise the organisation of
independent trade union activity. Flexibilisation and intensification of
work patterns resulted, with employers resorting to the increasing use
of three- and six-month fixed-duration contracts and escalating pro-
duction targets to extract ever greater margins from an increasingly
exploited workforce (Human Rights Watch 2o0175).

Yet, beyond GDP growth and job creation, it is not clear how the
industry has contributed to wider national development objectives.
Cambodian manufacturing remains stubbornly located at the ‘down-
stream, mass market’ (Bargawi 2005, p.§5) section of the garment value
chain, focused on so-called ‘cut-make-trim’ operations that turn ready-
made fabrics and fibres into packaged products, shipped ready to hang
on retail shelves. It is an activity where the share of value added to the
final output is already relatively low, further reduced by reliance on im-
ports for inputs like textiles, threads, and trimmings. The Cambodian
government’s business-friendly policies including tax breaks for im-
ports and tax holidays for new firms lured investment but permit-
ted the industry to get away with injecting little cash into the coffers
of the national budget in return. Unlike Cambodia’s competitors in the
sector, such as Bangladesh, there is no protection for domestic firms.
The resulting high proportion of foreign ownership, hovering around
90% since the 1990s, means that ‘a significant part of the profits are
repatriated’ (Ear 2013, p.93).

As the garment sector has grown to dominate Cambodia’s share of
employment and exports, its shallow integration and weak contribu-
tion to the national economy have prompted repeated calls to devel-
op and diversify beyond cut-make-trim manufacturing, incorporating
higher-value-added segments or sectors (World Bank 2017). Yet the
continued growth of garments, rebounding even following the 2008
crash, provided little incentive to work at levelling up. As such, repeat-
ed warnings went unheeded. Heading into 2020, then, Cambodia’s
post-conflict recovery resembled a paper tiger: GDP and jobs had yield-
ed only a ‘mirage of development’ (Crossa and Ebner 2020, p.1218),
shielding a precariously lopsided and trade-dependent economy and
seeming particularly prone to external crisis.
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Precarious work and precarious debt

COVID-19 provided this long-anticipated shock, and its impacts ex-
posed the precarious foundations of development in Cambodia. The
global garment industry was severely impacted by the pandemic.
Cambodia’s precarious location within the wider supply chain brought
sustained damage from different waves of the outbreak (Lawreniuk
2020). First came upstream delays of raw material delivery due to man-
ufacturing disruptions in China. Then, dramatic falls in demand from
consumer lockdowns in Europe and the US led to the subsequent can-
cellation of orders by international retailers. The consequence of this
was the temporary suspension or firing of garment workers in factories
where production was interrupted or permanently ceased, with more
than 1oo factories closed. The ramifications of this situation were acute
for women in Cambodia. Outside the agriculture sector, there was a
pronounced segregation of occupations by sex, with women in a nar-
row range of traditional ‘female’ occupations, including trade, crafts,
sewing, and the entertainment industry (UNIFEM et al. 2004, p.43).
Women remained under-represented in managerial and technical roles
in the country (ILO 2020), and there were high levels of inequality in
higher education attainment (UNDP 2019). Cambodia’s precarious
development therefore left garment factory workers with few options
to make a viable living outside the garment industry, whose legacies
of precarious work rendered day-to-day existence a challenge even for
those who were able to return to work.

This acute lack of alternatives to garment work and markedness of
gender inequality in Cambodia are evident in garment worker Lida’s
experiences of the gendered burdens of managing household finances.*
Lida had been married since 2008 and began factory work soon after.
After three years, the couple had their first baby, and she moved to
live with her mother-in-law because of childcare needs. At this time,
her son had an allergy to powdered milk, and she stopped working to
breastfeed him. Several years later, Lida started searching and applying
for a job at a garment factory to make ends meet. She struggled jug-
gling factory work and childcare. Furthermore, her husband failed to
contribute any of his salary to support the family. COVID-19 led to
Lida’s suspension from her garment job for several months at the end
of 2020. During the suspension, she received US$40 per month from
a government support fund and US$30 per month from the factory. In
2021, the situation only worsened:
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The factory announced that they had cancelled product orders; therefore,
they don’t have much work for all workers. They decided to change the
shift patterns, meaning that I can only work between 10 to 14 days for the
whole of January. At the same time, the factory opened up job announce-
ments for new workers. I don’t understand ... T always think of finding
another job, but I don’t have any ability or capacity. I think that I can sell
vegetables in the village or at the market, but I don’t have any support from
my husband, so it is not easy to do. I can only dream, but I can’t find a way
to follow my dream.

The reduction in working hours put Lida in a precarious financial po-
sition, and the factory’s decision to hire new workers made her feel
discriminated against. Her teammates made complaints about her slow
work rate on the normally fast-paced production line. Other workers
began to resent her lack of ability, as it placed a further burden on them
to work harder and compensate in order to reach production targets.
At the same time, Lida felt compelled to accept these conditions given
the lack of alternative options. The consequences of completely losing
her garment job therefore weighed upon her heavily:

Nowadays, I feel like I am a single mother. I need to handle all my family
burdens and support my two children. I am so depressed about this. I am
afraid to lose my job because if I lost my job, I will have no money to sup-
port my family. I seem to have mental health problems ... I keep thinking
all night about these worries.

Lida’s experiences of anxiety and depression were shared more widely
among garment workers and, for many women, were exacerbated by
the burdens of debt they were carrying. This was the case for Chantou,
who was orphaned at an early age. In 2018, §8-year-old Chantou had
taken out a bank loan of US$6,000 to pay for her disabled sister’s
healthcare costs in her rural homeland. Although garment workers
pay into a contributory health insurance scheme, their dependents are
not covered. The garment sector’s limited contributions to the nation-
al budget, despite its contribution to record GDP growth, had stalled
the development of wider healthcare provision and other social protec-
tions. Healthcare costs expended by family members could be finan-
cially ruinous for workers. Prior to her May 2020 suspension, Chantou
had been paying US$150 from her US$230 salary as a factory security
guard to repay the outstanding US$4,000 loan. Once suspended, her
source of repayment dried up:

I begged them not to suspend me. I begged them for work because I had no
money to repay the loan. They did not agree ... I had no money to pay the
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private loans ... I was screaming and crying loudly. I have endured hunger. I
am having to endure eating salt and fermented fish until I have a full salary
... I borrowed more money from the money lenders for four months con-
secutively, and my monthly borrowing was US$100, combined with cash
support of US$70 per month from the factory and the Ministry to repay
the private loan.

Chantou’s account illuminates the pandemic’s toll on garment workers
whose lives were trapped by a downward cycle of debt commitments,
where they were forced to take out new loans with higher interest rates
to repay existing debts. While Chantou returned to work after four
months, she encountered partial and irregular payments of her wages,
which again made loan repayments difficult. She held a deep-seated
fear that she would soon lose the residential land she had secured as
collateral for the loan.

COVID-19’s economic impact, then, was not only limited to income
loss; it also entrenched households’ growing reliance on debt to finance
everyday consumption and survival. The lack of affordable healthcare in
Cambodia is a key structural reason for reliance on credit (Van Damme
et al. 2004). Rather than improving people’s developmental prospects
through driving entrepreneurship, microfinance loans are typically used
for daily expenditures on household costs (Bylander 2014; Bylander
2015). This reliance on debt to smooth immediate needs is, as Selwyn
(2019) has expounded, a longer-term product of the industry’s super-ex-
ploitation of workers, where wage rates fail to meet basic reproduction
requirements. As Brickell et al. (2020, p.2) have explained, even:

prior to the pandemic, the microfinance sector’s expansion in Cambodia
temporarily papered over gaps in public service provision experienced
strongly in rural areas, where liquidity was used to deal with household
cash-flow uncertainties linked to education, health, and food.

As a result, the economic fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic was a ma-
jor risk to borrowers, the majority of whom, like Chantou, were reliant
on labour wages to repay loans (Green and Estes 2019). Media cover-
age in Cambodia suggests that the sacrifices that Chantou was making
to repay the debts were not unusual. As journalist Gerald Flynn (2020)
has written, ‘debts to MFIs [microfinance institutions] are a more im-
mediate threat than the virus’, with workers facing a decision between
eating or repaying loans.

Although microfinance loans assist workers like Chantou in
the short term, the long-term burden of newly acquired loans from the
COVID-19 shutdowns, on top of existing ones, would only aggravate
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over-indebtedness and the severity of sacrifices needed to repay them.
The World Health Organization (2021), for example, expressed concern
that the economic impact of COVID-19 would worsen inequalities and
fuel malnutrition for billions in Asia. These inequalities are intensely
gendered; the pressures of COVID-19 in Cambodia manifested in pre-
carities tied to women’s predominant status in the garment industry and
as household managers responsible for social reproduction.

Conclusion: from paper tiger to papering over the cracks

In this chapter, we have introduced the experiences of two Cambodian
workers grappling with the economic consequences of the pandemic
on a global garment industry in turmoil. The most severe hardships
presented by COVID-19 fell on workers inhabiting the most vulner-
able positions in the global value chain. To try to cope amid a global
crisis, garment workers in Cambodia turned to credit borrowing to
paper over the cracks and meet urgent survival needs. In doing so, their
fates became intimately connected with the global financial institutions
seeking a high return from the unfettered growth of Cambodia’s micro-
finance sector (Bateman 2017). Garment workers’ lives are, more than
ever, embedded within cross-cutting global precarity chains tied to the
manufacturing and finance sectors. Their experiences underscore, first,
the vulnerability of the Cambodian economy given its reliance on ex-
port earnings coming from the garment sector and, second, that, if de-
cent work for all is to have any hope of being possible in practice, then
the country needs to address its structural gender inequalities, which
hinder women’s educational and career progress outside the garment
industry. The COVID-19 pandemic did not make value chains newly
precarious but rather exposed and compounded long-standing vulnera-
bilities that women had already been confronting on a daily basis years
before its devastating arrival.

Note

1. All names of garment workers in this chapter are pseudonyms. Their stories
arise from 60 semi-structured interviews we conducted with workers between
January and February 2021. Given this, the chapter reflects on the indirect
economic impacts of the pandemic, as experienced through the first year of the
crisis. All worker interviews were conducted in Khmer by Cambodian mem-
bers of the research team and later transcribed into English. They were recruit-
ed to participate in the study with the assistance of independent labour unions
and the Ministry of Labor in Cambodia.
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