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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor



CHAPTER I THE URBAN VALUE OF SIEM REAP IN THE ANGKOR REGION1 INTRODUCTION With a population of more than 80,0002 Siem Reap is the eponymous seat of the province located five kilometers from Angkor Wat and seven kilometers from the flooded plains of the south. It sits at the junction of two perpendicular routes, the Siem Reap stung (river) and National Road 6 (NR6). Beyond it’s administrative, commercial and residential urban functions, its proximity to Angkor is reshaping it into an international tourist hub. This position was reinforced in 1992 with the inscription of Angkor on the World Heritage List. In less than fifteen years economic development, a demographic boom and increases in tourism have drawn Siem Reap into a cycle of far-reaching and rapid changes with implications for its urban and rural landscape that together make the city a unique place. THE ORIGINS OF THE SIEM REAP PLAINS: ANGKORIAN AND TRADITIONAL HERITAGE Although Siem Reap is often presented as a “dormitory city,” or a hub for services, leisure and accommodation, the city is made up of a series of overlapping layers of Angkorian occupation with its environment shaped through several centuries of continuous agrarian human settlement that continues into the present day. Angkor’s heritage is not restricted to a collection of monumental architectural works built during the height of empire only to be “swallowed by the jungle.” Beyond these famous temples, many of them within present Angkor Archaeological Park, Angkor was also a set of agrarian cities partially superimposed over the other between the 9th and 15th centuries. This history forms the basis of the construction of Siem Reap and its surroundings. It is perhaps the presence of these ancient structures and an environment extensively cultivated by its habitants that provide the literal foundation of Siem Reap today.



FIGURE 1: Angkor complex with Siem Reap at lower left (NASA/JPL 1994). 1



Author: Aline Hétreau-Pottier. This chapter is based on her dissertation project, Development and heritage: forms and changes of the town of Siem Reap in the shadow of Angkor (1907-2007), National and International Discourses and Realities. École doctorale ville et environnement, École Nationale des Ponts et Chaussees, École nationale supérieure d’Architecture de Paris-Belleville. 2 2 The official population of Siem Reap District (approximately 350 km ) was estimated at 140,000 according to the 2005 census. “Urban” Siem Reap is considerably smaller with a population of at least 70,000 though the administrative area of Siem Reap is comprised of village clusters and is not officially classified as a municipality. Eighty thousand is an estimate based on demographic growth though the figure does not take into account rural migration into the town.
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor The Foundation of Siem Reap: Angkorian Human Settlement Part of the rich heritage of the Angkor-Siem Reap Plains include centuries of human settlement that shaped the landscape, not only visible in popular monumental form but also through nonmonumental constructions. They are no less impressive if not equally fundamental to the cultural traditions specific to the region. Inhabitation appears to have begun in the pre-historic era during the Bronze Age in areas hospitable to human settlement, namely the banks of the Tonle Sap and other natural waterways. Khmer society was concurrently undergoing profound changes (the Iron Age, religious shifts from Hinduism/Brahmanism to Theravada Buddhism, etc.) with likely impacts on the environment and human practices. Change was arguably greatest during the Angkorian period when Khmer kings adapted the whole of the landscape to their religious cosmology. This palimpsest of multiple planning interventions included an expansion of arable land to the north, establishing a continuum of human and environmental interaction. It is still strongly present, for example, in the geography of the “spirits,” or neak ta, and folk legends that proliferate and articulate space, the village and the home of Siem Reap’s dwellers. It would be wrong to assume that because Angkor was abandoned as the capital that there was a break in practice or the area vacant of people. On the contrary, the Siem Reap Plains continued to be inhabited from the 15th century onward. The centuries-long Angkorian period is best characterized by the strong and coherent planning of territory that organized space according to the topography of the land whether through the hydraulic potential of Mount Kulen or the Great Lake of Tonle Sap. The region’s hydrology is based on a system that originates in Kulen and includes the rivers in the area and the watershed of the alluvial plains. Land is enriched by overflow of the lake from the Mekong. The lake has been a protein source for Siem Reap even prior to Angkor. In the late 1990s, Tonle Sap was given biosphere status by UNESCO and Mount Kulen made a national reserve. It was this huge ecosystem harnessed by Khmer sovereigns and carried on by generations of farmers that led to both its rise and likely also its fall (see Fletcher et al. 2003, Lustig et al. 2008). The location selected for Angkor, at the foot of Mount Kulen, is a perfect example of the civilization’s identity organized around the symbols of water (the oceans) and mountains (ex. Mount Meru). The main rivers of the region, Roluos, Siem Reap and Puok, were compared to “the mythical Ganges” in ancient inscriptions, flowing and irrigating the plains enhanced by numerous dykes of varying sizes used to collect surface water throughout several hundred artificial ponds that still exist in the urban and rural areas of Siem Reap.



FIGURE 2 (l): Extensive medieval "hydraulic city” during the 13th century (Groslier 1979); FIGURE 3 (r): Environmental and territorial analysis of the Angkor area (ARTE-BCEOM, 1995).
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor The Siem Reap Plains, not only symbolically but physically, can be divided into three distinctive areas. To the north are the major ancient capitals in what is now the Park. To the south are the inundated lands surrounding the Great Lake. And between the two are the agricultural and alluvial plains or the present-day town of Siem Reap.



FIGURE 4: Angkor Thom, Victory Gate (P. Dieulefils 1909).



The Angkorian kings through each of their capitals deeply reshaped the landscape, establishing hydraulic systems to serve social, economic and religious functions. While these systems were changed in subsequent periods after Angkor, traces of Khmer civilization and its extensive agricultural focus can be found in areas comprised of scattered villages and local and minor temples. For one, the town of Siem Reap sits at the junction of three major canals, evidence of an Angkorian environment with its many villages, ponds, square paddy fields and religious foundations. The town then can be considered as the heart of the richest Angkorian suburb and part of a massive 1,000km2 agrarian city defined by an unparalleled urban-rural continuum.



FIGURE 5: Villages and surrounding countryside of Siem Reap (Photo by A. Hétreau-Pottier 1994).
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor Living with Heritage: Traditional Village Features Since then, villages have developed within these plains according to specific traditional spatial configurations, whether scattered hamlets centered around ponds and/or monasteries, as neatly lined settlements along the river; or those grouped at the foot of hills (phnom). In the south, the inundated floodplains around Tonle Sap and the base of Siem Reap River have required a different kind of organization in the form of migratory floating villages or stationary villages built on stilts. It follows that according to its topography that Siem Reap was settled in an orderly manner with the river playing a decisive role in fixing the town’s main components and axes. Recent research based on Angkor’s spatial organization (Hetreau-Pottier 2007) and on twentieth-century maps (Pottier 1999) demonstrates that the organization and planning of the present city was indeed much more complex than originally thought with its advanced road networks and hydraulic structures. For example, Siem Reap River had originally served as an Angkorian canal (Pottier 2007). Established before the twentieth century, central Siem Reap was located at the intersection of this river canal with another coming from the west of Angkor (Puok to Roluos), and a third from the moat of Angkor Wat heading towards the Lake. These canals were fundamental to the development of the town, evident in the remains of the ancient temples of which Preah Enkosei and Wat Athvea are the most visible. Traces of human settlement are also evident throughout the area and together with the concentration of monasteries along Siem Reap River (built almost systematically above Angkorian settlements) are indications that the spatial composition of residential housing can be traced to this period. Archaeological maps moreover reveal that the town’s economic center was near Wat Bo monastery. This prevailing pattern of spatial organization points to a continuity in social and religious activity, even after Angkor had been abandoned. The first recorded European accounts written in the mid-nineteenth century note that stung Siem Reap was flanked by continuous rows of gardens and orchards tended by a series of farming villages for a full ten kilometers. According to the accounts by Spanish missionaries, the royal residence in the 16th century was located not in Angkor Thom, but further south in a village along the river. The first European descriptions written in the midnineteenth century describe the river as a succession of gardens. Siem Reap was formed by a gradual amalgamation of line villages ten kilometers in length, each clustered around a Buddhist monastery, now numbering a dozen, with each wat a place for worship, education, and socializing, or in other words, the center of public life. This configuration of social life and spatial organization continued into the twentieth century, still deeply rooted in unique archaeological, historical and cultural heritage. Town development was never really disconnected from its past as the town continued to maintain and function in harmony with its traditional features even as Cambodia reopened its doors to the world in the 1990s.



FIGURE 6 (l): Travel to Khmer monuments. Siem Reap Aroyo and sala (A.T.); FIGURE 7 (r): Traditional noria atmosphere along the river (Photo by A. Hétreau-Pottier 1994).
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor A CHRONICLE OF DEVELOPMENT: FROM VILLAGES TO A TOWN The spectacular urban growth of the past ten years sits in stark contrast to the relatively slow development that has historically characterized Siem Reap. Earlier development took over half a century with each stage deeply related to political events. A Siamese province: between greed, expansion and exploration (1794-1907)



FIGURE 8: Angkor Wat as seen by a Western explorer (L. Delaporte 1873).



Siem Reap, which means “Siam conquered” or the “subdued Siamese,” along with the provinces of Sisophon and Battambang had been occupied by the Siamese from 1794 until their retrocession under the Franco-Siamese Treaty of 1907. However there were explorers to the town beginning in the late nineteenth century, prompted by the exciting "discovery" of Angkor and underwritten by colonial interests in Indochina. Both late nineteenth century descriptions by western explorers along with Siamese maps clearly reflect the town’s outlines and structures, and landscape defined by its waterways and vegetation oriented specifically around the river with village life centered around monasteries or places to worship and to socialize. From the late nineteenth century onward, Siem Reap was identified as the gateway to Angkor Wat, essential to the itineraries of Buddhist pilgrims. Siem Reap during this period developed into an administrative, commercial and agricultural center spanning over ten kilometers north to south. Along the river were a succession of wooden and thatched houses built under canopies of vegetation and surrounded by irrigated orchards and rice paddies. This linear organization of town life features in the descriptions of European explorers, particularly the route necessary to reach this “burgh” by boat from the Tonle Sap Lake and the canoes used for travel along the river. To the north of town was the Siamese governor’s citadel surrounded by ramparts and bastions, built in 1834. It later served as the residence of the governor of the province.



FIGURES 9 and 10: Doudart de Lagrée missions (Gsell 1866); Map of Angkor Region (Aymonier 1901).
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor Provincial seat of the protectorate (1907-1953) Cambodia became a French protectorate in 1863 though the Siamese retroceded Siem Reap Province to the French only in 1907. It took ten years before the French administration began to develop the town and the temple sites. To the south was the town’s first market located at the junction of ancient canals, or the site of present-day Wat Bo monastery. The market was relocated to Psar Chas (Old Market) which exists today. Based on the town’s site plan, on the south, the first row of brick shophouses were built around Psar Chas market hall and in the north, the citadel was cleared to create an administrative area following a street grid. These first endeavors in urban planning produced a post office, prison, a hospital and other infrastructure vital to what would become the provincial seat. Later, the Grand Hotel and park were built in the northern quarter which was also the home of the shrine of Neak Ta Ya Tep, the spirit-protector of the town. While the town still developed along the river, in the 1920s the city was reorganized along a grid pattern with the construction of the new colonial road N°1bis that linked Angkor to Saigon via Phnom Penh; what is today National Road 6. This new east-west arterial fundamentally altered the traditional means of accessing the town through its waterways. It was around this time that Angkor Archaeological Park was created in 1925 along with two visitor roads circuits. The protectorate continued to enhance infrastructure and shape the growth of Siem Reap and Angkor, gradually defining each by a separate set of characteristics with one a modest administrative county town and the other a great monumental attraction.



FIGURE 11 (l): Beginnings of tourism in Indochina (D. de Montpensier 1910); FIGURE 12 (r): Grand Hotel d’Angkor, Siem Reap circa 1933.



FIGURE 13: Houses on the riverbank (L. Busy 1921).
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor Independent Siem Reap and Angkor’s attractions (1953-1975) Following Cambodia’s independence in 1953, the town continued to define its urban aspects. The central area densified with features that represented a new Cambodia including modern buildings such as the prince’s villa, the courthouse, the stadium, schools and the former Suryavarman II high school bordering the Angkor forest. Tourism started to expand to approximately 50,000 visitors per annum in the late 1960s, with accommodations found in the town’s few hotels, the Grand Hotel, Hotel de la Paix and the Auberge des temples located opposite Angkor Wat. The Air France Hotel was built later in 1970 also in the vicinity of Angkor Wat. But the city remained modest in size with a population of 10,000. The compact commercial area was a contrast to other parts of the city, whether administrative or residential buildings located in the middle of large open plots. Although the airport was expanded, modernized and given international rights, authorities prioritized the development of other provincial towns in the country. Public works continued to be carried out including the expansion of rice paddies to the south of the western baray followed by the construction of a large irrigation network to cover the entire western span of Siem Reap. This work began in the early 1930s, halted during World War II and restarted with Cambodia’s independence and lasted until the end of the 1950s. Between 1992 and 2002, development proposals advocated that this area be conserved as an agricultural reserve. At present one of the main canals has been filled in and turned into a bypass road in the south of Siem Reap. Hundreds of agricultural plots have been sold, subject to land speculation or used for large-scale private projects. At the beginning of the 1970s new development projects in proximity to the temples and on the north of Siem Reap were planned but not implemented, or they were later destroyed and razed as the Khmer Rouge began its occupation of the temples during this period. Sitting between two combat zones, the town began to turn inwards and away from the rest of the country finally falling at the same time as Phnom Penh in 1975.



FIGURE 14: Siem Reap International Airport circa 1965.



Siem Reap emptied and besieged (1975-1992) In 1975, the town was emptied. Only after the fall of the Khmer Rouge in 1979 did the population slowly return to Siem Reap, though it remained largely a defensive zone until 1992. Yet there are several important developments that date from this period, including a defensive dike built around the city as well as the present “south circular road” which, for the first time, delimited the town to an area of approximately 25km2. While the Old Market remained abandoned, two new markets Psar Leu (the upper market) on NR6 and Psar Krom (the lower market) were built on the town’s edge located far from the town center for security reasons though still within limits of the defensive line. Phum Thmey, or new village, was established in 1990 on over nine hundred hectares to the northwest of the town as a relocation site for displaced persons. This area has since tripled in size encroaching on Zone 2, which is part of the archaeological park.
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor COMPLETING THE TRANSFORMATION (1992-2008) Since reopening to the international world, Siem Reap has been subjected to the new forces of globalization, as has much of the country, profoundly altering the town’s original patterns of development and changing the pace of its construction. The current wave of tourism differs radically from that of the 1960s for reasons highlighted below. The beginning years: conservation vs. development (1992-2000) When the country reopened in the early 1990s, Siem Reap town had continued to develop, albeit slowly, along two main and still viable routes: the stung, the original river axis and NR6, the commercial axis linking the city to Phnom Penh to the east and the airport to the west. In 1993, the town’s urban population was 40,000. Population figures and urban growth are difficult to compare across time because the town’s borders are not fully demarcated. Reconstruction and extension of the road network supported the orientation of the town around these two axes but precipitated encroachment and development of new neighborhoods beyond the river, on agricultural lands. The town maintained a kind of continuity in terms of its landscape and culture, at least with the temples and the countryside. In 1993, tourism infrastructure included a half a dozen hotels to accommodate 8,000 visitors per year. In the years that followed, tourism picked up slowly though uniformly. Tourism stalled slightly with the internal political infighting and the regional economic crises of 1997. However this was offset by the first international flights to land directly at Siem Reap airport. In 1995 the number of hotel rooms in the town totaled 1,100, adding to an existing 550 guesthouse rooms. It was only late in 1997 that the first hotel with international standards opened, the restored Grand Hotel, with the next hotel to open in 2000. During this period of slow economic growth, development increased along the two main road axes, in particular along NR6. Psar Chas reopened in 1996 revitalizing the historic commercial district of the town.



FIGURE 15 (l): Siem Reap and its villages along the river (US Army 1971); FIGURE 16 (r): Siem Reap – a “green city” or a “rural town” (Photo by A. Hétreau-Pottier 1993).



During the 1990s the Cambodian authorities began efforts in planning. The first years following the reopening of the country included several recommendations and ideas for town conservation and development along with a management plan for Angkor park after the latter was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1992. The first study, the ZEMP adapted to the scale of Siem Reap and Angkor was proposed as early as 1993 to balance both protection and development needs, while respecting the area’s human, cultural and natural environments. Recognizing the inherent ”values” of the traditional town of Siem Reap as a green city or rural town, the ZEMP included measures to preserve this rural, urban and traditional landscape in continuity with the archaeological site. Siem Reap at the time was a garden town with an abundance of trees, ponds, and canals that carved out a rich landscape.
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor Colonial buildings and others dating from the 1960s and the town’s vernacular architecture endowed Siem Reap with unequivocal value and heritage. The Cambodian government agreed to its zoning plan in a 1994 Royal Decree. In particular it established Siem Reap as part of a “protected cultural landscape” zone integrating the “colonial” and “modern” parts of the town down to the lake. Then in 1995 an urban plan, Plan d’Urbanisme et de Référence et Projets prioritaires (PUR), was proposed by ARTE-BCEOM (1995a) in order to specify the administrative capacities following the decree. It proposed among other things regulating construction along NR6, preserving the town center for administrative and commercial functions and having town development town to take place in the east in order to safeguard the agricultural area to the west. The study also recommended implementing a conservation and development policy for each area, according to the specific characteristics of each. APSARA and Groupe 8 proposed some changes (in 1999) with the PUSC (Land Management and Construction Plan of the Siem Reap/Angkor region) that was later revised in 2002 (see chapter on institutional geography).



FIGURES 17 and 18: ZEMP map and Zone 3 (1994).



While legally, some of these projects and proposals were supported by sub-decrees, at other times legislation was overridden if not rescinded. Therefore no plan was legally adopted by the government and it follows that no plans were fully implemented. National Sub-decree 86 (1997) on building permits is the only approved framework on construction and land management. Laws on land-use planning (1994) and on national cultural heritage protection (1996 and 2002) have not been adequate to protect the town’s cultural, archaeological and historical capital. The latest master plan proposal for sustainable development of the town with its target the year 2020 was drafted by the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA). Asia Urbs (20042006) put forward a set of principles to guide construction and future development but did not include analysis, define or recommendations on legacy values or on the town’s inherent values beyond a few monasteries and temples outside the Park like Wat Atvear and Wat Tchetdei. The JICA study plan characterizes Siem Reap as a “compact town” though such a characterization is more ideal-typic and less reflective of present development practices. Since 2000 with the creation of the Land Planning Ministry, building permits are as much the jurisdiction of the district as they are of provincial government and APSARA. This overlap of jurisdiction complicates urban planning as APSARA Authority, the Province and the District each have their own distinctive master plans.



I-9



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor Strong “spontaneous” growth (2000-2008)



FIGURE 19: Present skyline in the former administrative district (Photo by A. Hétreau-Pottier 2008).



FIGURE 20: Urban growth along one of the main roads (Photo by S. Constable 2008).



The millennium heralded a new era of town development. A construction boom dovetailed with renewed political stability following the political skirmishes in 1997-1998. In the last decade, Cambodia’s economic growth has averaged 7.6% (+10% in 2008). These conditions have allowed for a densification of the urban center, making it a real tourism hub with a concentration of hotel and commercial developments on major roads (NR6 and temple road), and a continuing extension of residential areas. Development seems, however, to have been out of touch with the principles set out in the number of proposed plans drafted in preceding years. Thus, the town’s area has increased tenfold during the past ten years with a lot of uncontrolled construction scattered in both urban and rural areas. Recent developments have happened in the hotel and service industries with residential and commercial projects scattered throughout the town’s “suburban” edges. The most visible developments in the town have involved the hotel sector. From 1999 to 2002 the number of hotel rooms doubled from 1,650 to 3,500 and for the 239,000 visitors who bought entry passes, there were approximately 60 hotels and as many guesthouses. Currently, now there are more than 10,000 rooms in town and millions of foreign visitors expected with tourism increases of 35 percent a year. With a five-fold increase in accommodation capacity during this short period, tourism facilities exist nearly in every part of town. Many are large commercial operations that often occupy huge tracts of land. But the hotel industry is not the largest sector in terms of land occupancy. It occupies 20% of the town’s land and commerce 10%. In contrast residences take up 60 percent of Siem Reap’s area. Road network development is one evident means for the expansion of the city as a pioneer of growth. At various stages of rehabilitation, road extensions or new networks orientate and influence growth. Rehabilitation itself relies on financing and urban development carried out under planning projects, at least initially, had been funded almost entirely by international
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor agencies. The rehabilitation efforts of NR6, financed by the World Bank and JICA in 2002, is such an example. The first two stages of operation clearly increased development to the east with the complete reconstruction of Psar Leu, and then road rehabilitation to the west with the airport. Hotels have become increasingly concentrated along the road since 1993. More recently the NR6 section that connects Phnom Penh to Siem Reap was completed in 2004 and triggered an acceleration of trade. Construction work to the east of the town expanded rapidly to include huge shophouse developments. A third access road to the temple was completed in 2003. This road was originally designed as part of the north-south axis to the Hotel City, renamed the Gates of Angkor, and renamed again to the Tourist and Cultural City (see chapter on institutional geography). While the zoned area remains vacant, the road has further stimulated hotel development at junctions with the others roads. Developments along the main axes facilitated building construction further away from these arterials as well as the need for a secondary road network. Other examples of transport construction during this period include the defensive dike built in the 1980s converted into a bypass road south of the town in 2003. This conversion triggered speculation in neighboring rural areas and induced accelerated demand for a secondary road network from existing rural roads which is currently being built. A more recent example of transport development are the plans for a marina at the foot of Phnom Krom which will change the ecosystem of the inundated fields and the traditional organization of villages on the shores of the lake in the south of Siem Reap. The airport has undergone rehabilitation as well beginning in 1996 with ADB and governmental funds. This has modified the infrastructure network of the town. Since the 2001 concession of the airport’s operation to the VINCI group, the airport has seen extensions including a new international terminal in 2006.



FIGURE 21: Road work (Photo by A. Hétreau-Pottier 2008).



These developments taken together have altered existing rural, environmental and archaeological landscapes and threatened the urban heritage of the town, as most are built with crude materials and reflect poor architectural design while hastening the loss of public open spaces. Recent development has significantly altered the “garden town” features of Siem Reap, which have always been celebrated in the tourism literature and in official speeches and expert studies. This reconfiguration also has altered the relationship of the town to the countryside leading to fragmentation and a disarticulation of Siem Reap’s urbanism, due to a succession of projects mainly coming from opportunistic individuals and private investors. Privatization, land speculation, the absence of a master plan, lack of regulations and of their implementation, the lack of management of publics space coupled with emerging national and international stakeholders, and new tourism streams together constitute urban configurations that modify the former identity of the town and its territory. Land value and short-term profitability of private investments have direct impacts on urban and architectural forms. As in Phnom Penh, Siem Reap
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Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor has become a favorite real estate market. In 1992 land values were a few dollars per square meter and now prices for land in the town center are estimated to reach $1,500/m2. This boom has spectacular and irreversible consequences on land division, distribution and architectural form. SIEM REAP IN THE SHADOW OF ANGKOR AND A SEARCH FOR AN IDENTITY With uncontrolled build-up of existing areas, the scale and pattern of development is changing and becoming more divided and repetitive. Height restrictions are ignored, and most developments are of poor design and construction. Modifications in architectural configurations and urban morphology are increasing building densities, raising heights, introducing exogenous models in architecture without real local adaptation, and wiping out vegetation. Setback requirements have generally gone ignored while concrete buildings have proliferated, preventing natural ventilation and circumscribing sustainable development. Hotel development dominates the landscape with buildings scattered within the town center and along the roads to the airport road and temples now numbering more than 10,000 rooms. Anarchic development is disrupting existing spatial and temporal continuities between the water from the canals or river with dense and varied vegetation, as recent development is being constructed further back from the road. Markets, shopping centers, souvenir warehouses and restaurants continue to sprout. Shophouse development has become increasingly common in real estate and contributes as much to the town’s transformation as to urban form when built either at the doorsteps of Angkor or deep in the countryside. Whereas shophouses were previously located near markets, and clustered together as small scale and homogenous quarters, shophouse projects that started in 2005 have been of a completely different scale with 50 to 300 and in some instances of upwards of 2,500 units. Private cultural projects like the Angkor national museum or other exhibition halls, leisure projects like golf courses or “cultural villages” are being constructed with complete autonomy and are put up at random whether in the town center as well as in the periphery. Administrative offices formerly located in the administrative district in the town center are being relocated to the far reaches of the periphery to favor private land transactions. Residential areas being developed away from the town’s two main roads have started to reveal a different set of trends. To the northwest, the area of Phum Thmey has tripled in size extending over the protected zones of the archaeological park. Older villages to the northeast have been blocked by the borders of the zoned Hotel City, whereas the southeast has become a vast area dedicated to residential development. As the southwest remains relatively untouched, it will become a likely target for future large-scale real estate transactions.



FIGURE 22: Borey Sokleap project – a new scale of landscape (Photo by A. Hétreau-Pottier 2008).



I-12



Siem Reap: Urban Development in the Shadow of Angkor Unregulated development has led to the lack of proper planning needed particularly in urban infrastructure and community services including public parks and schools. Recognition of this gap in the provision of public infrastructure has been noted in ICC meetings since 2003 with recommendations for better management of Siem Reap’s urban development, its growth, infrastructure (roads, water, public health) and the need improve the living conditions of the town’s residents. Privatization, insufficient regulation, emerging stakeholders and new tourism practices all are factors that testify to a break with the past. In contrast to its earlier uniform development, urbanization is taking place across the region to the detriment of the town’s own heritage and urban identity. This is a paradox. As Siem Reap grows alongside tourism, there are opportunities and benefits for the town’s development and its identity. But on the contrary, recent trends have run antithetical to this prospect, eroding the character of town. However there are still opportunities to simultaneously engage tradition and modernity along with the town’s own traditional urban culture. If such opportunities are cast aside, however, Siem Reap may have to change its name in the future to “Angkor City” to confirm its position in the shadow of Angkor.



FIGURES 23-27: Break between past and present with change in rhythms (Photos by A. Hétreau-Pottier 2008).
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