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In reading accounts of survivors of the Khmer Rouge regime, a consistent theme emerges.  More than the killings, they discuss the lack of food.  “Food was my God” is a common refrain.[1]  Survivors talk about how each meal they eat evokes a visceral memory of the hunger they endured 30 years ago.  For many, this feeling of hunger encompasses their impression of the Khmer Rouge regime.  
 
The Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC) was created to provide some sort of justice to the victims of the Khmer Rouge. It is now in the process of investigating senior leaders of the Democratic Kampuchea (DK) regime as well as those most responsible for crimes committed during this period (1975-1979).  In order to maximize the tribunal’s impact, it is important that the crimes prosecuted are those most important to the victims.  The prosecutors will probably charge Khmer Rouge leaders with murder and torture, but what about starvation?  
 
There is no doubt that hundreds of thousands of people died of starvation during the Khmer Rouge period.[2]  However, prosecuting Khmer Rouge leaders for those deaths would be challenging. Not only would it be necessary to show that Khmer Rouge policies resulted in starvation, but also that the accused either intended these policies to result in starvation or took the foreseeable risk that starvation would occur as a consequence. In their defense, the leadership would likely argue that, due to poor communications and a weak central control, they had no knowledge that starvation occurred or expectation that it would occur.  They can point to the fact that conditions throughout the country were by no means uniform and that reports about the food situation differed greatly even between neighboring cooperatives (co-ops).  Moreover, there is some documentation showing that co-op leaders sought and were able to conceal the extent of the food shortage from the central Khmer Rouge authorities. Nevertheless, Khmer Rouge policies of forced migration and rice exportation had a clear potential for causing starvation, and there are indications that the leadership must have known that starvation was in fact taking place as a consequence.
 
Forced Migration
 
One of the Khmer Rouge’s most extreme and controversial policies was the forced relocation of the urban population.  After capturing Phnom Penh in 1975, 1.5 million city inhabitants were evacuated to the countryside.  At the time, the population of the cities was already being subsidized by international food aid. USAID, which had been providing 50,000 tons of aid before the capture of Phnom Penh, issued an ominous report about the food situation in Cambodia, warning that action needed to be taken to avoid a severe shortage.  
 
One of the defenses of the evacuation was that it was intended to prevent famine.  Some reports state that, at the time of the evacuation, warehouses in Phnom Penh contained only an eight-day supply of food.  It thus could be argued that by evacuating city residents to rural communities the Khmer Rouge were moving people closer to agricultural food sources, reducing any potential distribution problems.  However, much of the information available about the evacuation, including the brutal manner in which it was carried out, suggests that a humanitarian rationale is unlikely.  The Khmer Rouge appears to have viewed cities as a haven for people who opposed the revolution and undertaken the evacuation with the intent of displacing city residents, whom they viewed as a threat.  For example, Chap Lonh, the deputy secretary of region 37, stated that the evacuation of Phnom Penh was a “long-standing plan.”  “The slogan was ‘Dry up the people from the enemy’.”[3]   
 
A 1975 article published in the party publication Revolutionary Flag further articulated this rationale for the deportation:  “If we had kept Phnom Penh, it would have had much strength.  It was true that we were stronger and had more influence than the private sector when we were in the countryside.  But, in Phnom Penh we would have become their satellite.  However, we did not keep them in Phnom Penh.”  Thus, “the bourgeoisie have nowhere to go.  They have become satellite to the worker-peasant power.  They have been forced into carrying out manual labor as peasants… Their classes have already collapsed, but THEIR VIEWS STILL REMAIN, THEIR ASPIRATIONS STILL REMAIN.  Therefore, they continue to conflict with the revolution.  Whether they can carry out activities against us is the concrete condition which prompts us to continue the revolution.”[4] This statement not only indicates why Phnom Penh likely was evacuated, but demonstrates the animus that Khmer Rouge leaders felt for city residents.  This may help explain why the evacuation was carried out in a manner that caused so many deaths.  
 
Shortly after the initial evacuation of the cities, the Khmer Rouge leadership instituted a policy of deporting people from the Southwest and West to the Northwest. 800,000 people, mostly former Phnom Penh residents, were again forcibly relocated.[5] This second deportation appears to have had two main goals.  First the Khmer Rouge leadership wanted to clear the Southwest, long a Khmer Rouge stronghold, of all city residents – labeled “new” people to denote their purported anti-revolutionary background. The Northwest, long a stronghold of the Lon Nol government, was a logical choice to which to send the new people because even the peasants there were not considered loyal to the revolution.  This second deportation would therefore cleanse the Southwest from all new people and concentrate the majority of undesirables in one place.[6]  
 
The second objective of the re-deportation may have been related to the Khmer Rouge leadership’s goal of increasing rice production in the Northwest.  However, the relocation almost doubled the population of the region, which did not have the resources to feed such a large influx of people. From the outset of the re-deportation, people died of starvation.  For example, many people were dropped in Pursat and told to wait for a train to Battambang.  While some were lucky enough to board a train immediately, others waited one month or more.  The people left waiting were not given any food and many died of starvation.[7]  
 
Once the deportees’ journey ended they were put to work planting rice in agricultural co-ops.  Although people sometimes received adequate rations, especially in the couple months after a harvest, most of the time people received only rice gruel.  Hundreds of thousands of people died of starvation and malnutrition despite living in co-ops with an apparently sufficient rice supply.  Lock Leng, a cook in Sya commune Kandang District Pursat, said that the co-op chief restricted the amount of rice the people received, despite the warehouses being full.  The co-op chief gave strict orders on how much rice Leng was allowed to take from the warehouse to cook for the co-op.  This amount varied from three to fifteen cans for 60 people.[8]  People who became sick were especially prone to starvation because they did not receive a full ration if they did not work.[9]  Although “base” people – those who were living in areas under the control of the Khmer Rouge before the fall of Phnom Penh – sometimes requested and received extra rice, new people rarely were given more than their daily ration.  Moreover, foraging for food without permission was forbidden. If people were caught foraging more than once they would usually be arrested, and sometimes executed.[10]  
 
Exportation of Rice
 
One of the reasons the people did not get to eat the rice that they planted was that much of it was sent away to meet the Khmer Rouge leadership’s export goals.  The 4-year plan, which was supposed to outline the country’s “super-great-leap forward” from 1977-1980, called for 29% of Cambodia’s rice to be exported.[11]  The plan projected that Cambodia would export 400,000 tons of rice in 1977, increasing to 1.3 million tons in 1980.  These projections were a dramatic increase from the 150,000 tons of rice Cambodia exported in 1976.  According to the plan, rice exports would generate $1.4 billion – 90% of the country’s expected foreign trade.[12]  In order to meet these goals, rice yields would have had to increase from just over one ton per hectare to three tons per hectare (six tons on land that was to be cultivated twice).[13]    
 
The four-year plan called for the Northwest to shoulder a disproportionate share of the rice production.  According to the plan, by 1980 the Northwest zone would have been responsible for 60% of Cambodia’s rice exports.  The Northwest was supposed to increase the amount of land it was harvesting twice by 140,000 hectares without reducing the amount of land it was harvesting once.  No explanation was given as to where these 140,000 hectares of land were to come from.[14]  In addition, unlike other zones, no provisions for feeding the people were set out. The Northwest zone was expected to produce 1.62 million tons of rice, but was not allocated any consumption rations. In contrast 470,000 tons out of the 1.14 millions tons that the Southwest produced was set aside to feed the people.[15]  The Northwest was also taxed more heavily.  While the plan called for all other zones to give 20% of their rice production as a tax, one half of the Northwest zone’s rice was earmarked as a “gift to the state.”[16]
 
Although the four-year plan was never officially implemented, the Khmer Rouge leadership placed tremendous importance on exporting rice.  Much of the rice that was grown in the Northwest was shipped to China and Phnom Penh.  Beginning in 1976, a ship loaded with rice departed the port of Kampong Som destined for China nearly every day.[17]  One document shows that in 1976 the Northwest region exported 50,000 tons of rice, while the country as a whole exported 150,000 tons of rice.  There is also documentation showing that the exports continued despite the worsening food situation.  A document sent to Khieu Samphan, head of state during the DK regime, states that from January to September 1978, Cambodia exported 29,758 tons of rice valued at $5,911,883 to China.[18]  Other documents show that tons of rice were also exported to Madagascar, Yugoslavia and Hong Kong.[19]  Moreover, despite the apparent existence of “thousands of tons” of rice in Phnom Penh, rice grown in the Northwest was shipped to the capital to feed the army and party workers.  A boat pilot has reported that in contrast, “[T]here was no transportation of rice to the Northwest or North.”    
 
Through its food distribution strategies the Khmer Rouge regime created new distinct classes, each with special privileges.  While base people were often given extra rations or granted permission to grow vegetables for personal consumption, new people were hardly ever granted these potentially life-saving advantages.  In addition, soldiers received a much larger ration than most people living in co-ops.  One DK document states that from April 10 to May 10, 1977, soldiers received 0.7 kg of rice per day, compared with the rice gruel that most survivors report receiving.  Other documents show that soldiers received rations of meat, cheese and salt.  Subordinate cadre received extra rations and more senior leaders enjoyed elaborate feasts.  
 
Although much of the Khmer Rouge propaganda discusses the goal of producing three tons of rice per hectare, very little technical explanation was given as to how this goal was to be met.  Instead, revolutionary zeal and the unproven method of cultivating land twice were the means by which these dramatically increased expectations were to be achieved.  The belief that faith in the revolution could surmount any obstacle often hurt production.  People were chosen to supervise agricultural projects based on their dedication to the revolution, rather than expertise.  Peasant knowledge of the land that they had cultivated for years was dismissed as imperialist.  As a result, farming and irrigation projects were often inefficient.[20]    
Not surprisingly, co-ops found it impossible to meet their production goals.  However, for many co-op chiefs, failing to live up to the central leadership’s expectations was not an option.  Many were indoctrinated with party propaganda and believed that failing to achieve the party’s goals was a sign of disloyalty.  Others feared the repercussions of failing to achieve targets.  As such, co-op chiefs often reported better yields to their supervisors than they had actually achieved.  The co-ops were then taxed on the rice they never produced.    
Indications that the Khmer Rouge Leaders Knew about Starvation  
 
Some evidence suggests that top Khmer Rouge leaders were aware that their policies could and did lead to starvation, but did nothing to stop it.[21]  For example, the leadership was likely aware that mass deportations had the potential to be disastrous.  Hang Teav, a member of the Northwest zone CPK committee, says that Moul Sambath, one of the cadres in charge of the Northwest, resisted the re-deportation to his zone.  “When he learned of the [leadership]’s plans in 1975, he warned [them], “Don’t transport them here.”  “They were throwing them away.”[22]
 
Moreover, there is evidence that specific reports detailing the starvation in the Northwest reached Phnom Penh.  In mid-1976 Pol Pot sent Ieng Thirith, the minister of social action, to “investigate charges of shortcomings in the health, diet, and housing of the workers” in the Northwest.  She reported that people did not have enough to eat and were dying of malaria and diarrhea.  Although Ieng blamed these horrendous conditions on enemies that infiltrated the Northwest zone’s ranks, this report, which presumably reached Phnom Penh, indicates that the Khmer Rouge leadership knew that the people in the Northwest were dying of starvation as early as 1976.[23]  
 
Nhik Ly, a co-op chief in Odambang sub-district, reported seeing other senior leaders visiting the co-ops in the Northwest and claimed that the leadership sent spies into co-ops to report back what was happening.  Although there is apparently no record of these reports or whether they reached the leadership in Phnom Penh, it unlikely that these trips could have taken place without the visiting leaders being alerted to the fact that people in the co-ops were starving to death.   
 
Knowledge of the dire situation in the Northwest can also be demonstrated from reports of party meetings.  In early 1977 at a meeting of the “standing committee” Hu Nim, the minister of information and one of the leaders of the revolution, spoke about the lack of food in the Northwest.  In response to the food shortage in the Northwest, Nim reportedly requested that money be re-introduced in order to create an incentive for increased production.  Nim’s account has been confirmed by Lim Mean, a CPK regional commander who defected to Thailand in 1978.  Mean reported that several leaders including Hu Nim asked the party to have mercy on the people and reintroduce money.  Mean also named Ros Nhim, the head of the Northwest zone until 1977, as one who intervened on behalf of the starving people.  Nhim reportedly went as far as to ask the Khmer Rouge leadership to go against the constitution and accept foreign aid in order to prevent the Cambodian people from suffering.[24]  However, the leadership viewed both the reintroduction of money and foreign aid as anathema to the revolution and dismissed these suggestions.
 
At the same time, there is evidence that the lack of food was a cause of some concern for Khmer Rouge leadership.  Malnutrition was so rampant that, according to the estimates of a nurse working in a DK hospital, 90% of women stopped menstruating.[25]  As a consequence, birthrates drastically diminished.  Over the four year Khmer Rouge regime it is estimated that living conditions reduced the number of births by 570,000.[26] The infant and child mortality rate also dramatically increased. To solve this problem, the party arranged forced marriages.  Because malnourished brides were not able to conceive, they were given increased rations, including meat protein. This suggests that Khmer Rouge cadres who were in positions to implement and change food rationing policies knew that people were starving.  Furthermore, it demonstrates that provisions existed to alleviate these conditions when it suited the party.  
 
Conclusion
 
The ECCC prosecutors would likely not have a difficult time showing that starvation occurred, or even showing that it was the result of criminal action. On the other hand, showing that senior Khmer Rouge leaders acted with criminal intent in implementing their policies of forced displacement and rice exportation would be extremely challenging.  Nevertheless, because for many survivors starvation defines their experience under the DK regime, the tribunal should make every attempt to prosecute those most responsible for this serious crime. 
 
End. 
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