
The global commitment to reducing 
inequality index (CRII) shows that only 26 out of 
158 countries were spending a recommended 15% of their 
budgets on health prior to the pandemic, and in 103 countries, 
at least 1 in 3 workers lacked basic labour rights and protection, 
such as sick pay, when the virus struck. In 2018, the index ranked 
Cambodia at 121 out of 158 countries, and today the country 
has climbed to 111. The increase in rank demonstrates the 
positive progress that Cambodia has made in policies on public 
services, tax and workers’ rights - 3 areas that are essential 
to reducing inequality and weathering the COVID-19 storm. 
While Cambodia performs well on taxation (ranking at 33) thanks 
to various reforms being introduced over the last 2 years, 
its lower labour (ranking at 114) and public services (ranking 
at 128) policies drag the overall score in the index to 
ranking at 111. 
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For months on end, governments worldwide 
have shown their commitment in tackling the 
rippling effects of the COVID-19 outbreak. Their 
commitment has been demonstrated by the allocation of additional 
resources to assist sectors and vulnerable groups heavily affected 
by the outbreak, and the review of policies to optimise the impacts 
of response and recovery measures. Despite the investments that 
governments have pledged, a new report from Oxfam and Development 
Finance International (DFI), released in October 2020, reveals that 
low spending on public healthcare, weak social safety nets and poor 
labour rights have meant that the majority of the world’s countries 
were sadly ill-equipped to fight the COVID-19 outbreak.
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Among the lower-middle income 
countries, Cambodia has established 
itself as one of the leading nations on 
taxation policies, showing increased 
progressivity, particularly on personal 
income tax.  On labour rights and minimum wage, 
despite improvements in the minimum wage, it remains 
relatively low when compared to other countries in the 
region, such as Myanmar or Thailand, and the cost of 
living. The minimum wage has a major impact on reducing 
inequality, as it is based on an estimated cost of living. 
The minimum wage should, in theory, be sufficient to afford 
a decent standard of living for workers and their families, 
covering essential needs such as food, water, housing, 
education, healthcare, transportation, clothing and 
provisions for unexpected events. 

South east Asia in
fighting inequality

#68*
#77*
#78*

#93*
#98*

#107*
#109*

#111*

#124*
#144*

#1 Thailiand
#2 Vietnam
#3 Malaysia
#4 Indonesia
#5 Myanmar

#6 Singapore
#7 Philippines

#8 Cambodia

#9 T. Leste

#10 Lao PDR

*Global Ranking Commitment to Reducing
Inequality Score 2020

REDUCING INEQUALITY THROUGH 
PROGRESSIVE TAX POLICIES 
Ranking among ASEAN Countries 

#1 Vietnam
#2 Cambodia
#3 Indonesia
#4 Thailiand
#5 Myanmar

#6 Malaysia
#7 Lao PDR

#8 Philippines

#9 T. Leste

#10 Singapore

TAX RANK
*Global Ranking

#12*
#33*

#34*
#40*

#63*

#85*
#98*

#106*

#126*
#145*

REDUCING INEQUALITY THROUGH RESPECT 
FOR LABOUR RIGHTS AND FAIR WAGES
Ranking among ASEAN Countries 

#1 Singapore
#2 Malaysia 
#3 Myanmar
#4 Philippines
#5 Thailiand

#6 T. Leste
#7 Indonesia 

#8 Cambodia  

#9  Vietman 

#10 Lao PDR 

LABOUR RANK
*Global Ranking

#67*
#69*

#77*
#96*

#103*

#106*
#111*

#114*
#119*
#143*



https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/fighting-inequality-time-
covid-19-commitment-reducing-inequality-index-2020
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Concerning investment in public services, including spending on 
healthcare, and social protection, Cambodia ranks comparatively 
low, maintaining a similar rank to 2018. In the last few decades, Cambodia has 
made tremendous progress in poverty reduction, lifting millions of people out of extreme poverty. 
This exemplary achievement was possible through a combination of economic development efforts 
and increasing public service delivery to the poorest communities. The COVID-19 outbreak has 
highlighted new challenges for the Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC); to contain the pandemic 
on the one hand, and to respond to its economic impacts on the other hand. The government's 
response to date has been unprecedented and reached millions of people. Various measures 
have been deployed to mitigate the impact through, for example, the introduction of a social 
assistance mechanism, cash transfers for the most vulnerable people, wage subsidies for the 
most affect sectors. These are without doubt life saving measures.



However, given the scale of the crisis, now more than ever, 
it is critical that investment in public services are increased. The COVID-19 outbreak has 
highlighted gaps in social protection and wide-scale awareness of the importance of reducing 
inequalities and ensuring income security. The impacts of the pandemic show that Cambodia 
remains highly vulnerable to external shocks. Thousands of people are at risk of falling into 
poverty, deepening inequalities when faced with such as crisis. The new general equilibrium 
model scenario (CGE) of the United Nations Development Programme estimates that without a 
social protection stimulus, the poverty rate could rise to 17.6%, adding approximately 8% 
to the pre-COVID-19 poverty rate.

Ways of achieving this include 
improving public services, advancing 
social protection by increasing the 
level of benefits and extending 
coverage to unprotected segments 
of the population. This could further 
strengthen the national social protection system in 
the long term and contribute to the reduction of 
inequality in the country. Resource mobilization and 
amplifying the range of options to increase the fiscal 
space for social protection and public services, 
such as more progressive tax reforms, should be 
considered to prevent future shocks, ensure a fairer 
society where everyone can benefit from the 
economic development, and guarantee a minimum 
level of protection for all. 

The RGC has already generated an incredible momentum to drive social development, and there is 
confidence that further investment in social protection will enable it to promote more inclusive 
and shock-responsive coverage for its citizens for years to come. 
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