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INSIGHTS 
From Grain to Chip: Cambodia's Journey into the Semiconductor Era* 

CHHEM Kieth Rethy1 , MD, PhD (Edu), and PhD (His) 

  

 
* Special Address at the Seminar on Establishing a Semiconductor Eco-system in Cambodia, 
hosted by ERIA (Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia) 
1 CHHEM Kieth Rethy is a Distinguished Professor of AI and Humanities, Center for Buddhist 
AI Ethics, Cambodia University of Science and Technology and Advisor to AI Forum 
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Dare to Dream 

Building a thriving semiconductor ecosystem in Cambodia begins with a bold vision rooted in 

an ambitious dream. Imagine a group of young technologists collecting sand from the pristine 

beaches of Koh Rong and transporting it to a high-tech facility in one of Sihanoukville’s special 

economic zones. There, the sand is refined into ultra-pure silicon using advanced machinery. 

These silicon ingots are then sliced into thin wafers and shipped via high-speed roadways to 

state-of-the-art laboratories in Phnom Penh. Skilled engineers etch intricate circuits onto the 

wafers, transforming them into high-performance chips ready to power the future of 

technology. 

A similar spirit of innovation has driven China’s rise in artificial intelligence. DeepSeek, 

China’s response to ChatGPT, was developed by a visionary innovator born in a small village 

and raised by parents who were both teachers-instilling in him the values of education and 

discipline. DeepSeek represents a “Sputnik moment” for China in the global AI race. By 

leveraging Moore’s Law, it delivers impressive performance at just 1/16th the cost of OpenAI’s 

ChatGPT. 

Looking ahead, imagine the emergence of a uniquely Cambodian model-DeepChlat. Drawing 

strength from intelligent prompting and deep historical knowledge, DeepChlat could one day 

match global benchmarks while operating at a mere 1/256th of the cost. More than just a 

technological achievement, it would be a symbol of Cambodia’s ability to leapfrog into the 

future through innovation rooted in culture, resilience, and vision. 

The Calling of a New Era 

Once, Cambodia's destiny flowed with its rivers. It was drawn in the irrigation channels of 

Angkor, built on the wisdom of kings, monks, and farmers. For centuries, rice fed our bodies, 

and tradition shaped our souls. But now, a different grain calls for our attention-not of rice, but 

of refined silicon, smaller than a human hair, yet powerful enough to drive the engines of a 

global civilization. 

This tiny chip, barely visible to the eye, is the heartbeat of modern life. It powers satellites, 

electric vehicles, smartphones, and even the machines that diagnose and save lives. And today, 

it powers something else: strategic decisions, geopolitical tensions, and national destinies. 
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Cambodia stands at a crossroads-not one of crisis, but of courage. The world's semiconductor 

map is being redrawn. As global giants seek resilience and redundancy, as the world shifts from 

centralization to diversification, Cambodia has a unique window to step forward-not to 

compete with the titans, but to complement them. 

Stages of National Ascent 

1. Laying the Ground 

Our journey begins with faith-faith in our human potential. We must invest in education and 

hands-on technical training. With mentorship, labs, and innovation hubs, every classroom 

becomes a launchpad for design. Meanwhile, infrastructure will evolve-smart power grids, 

high-speed internet, and SEZs that become "Chip Corridors." 

2. Entering the Global Supply Chain 

We start not with the ambition to compete with giants but to serve strategically in low-

complexity, high-precision areas-testing, packaging, and back-end assembly. 

Cambodia can become the preferred site for electronic manufacturing firms, building a 

reputation of trust and reliability. Our aim is not to compete, but to contribute meaningfully 

and earn trust as a partner in the global semiconductor ecosystem. 

3. The Rise of Silicon Sovereignty 

With time, Cambodia can scale up into design, automotive electronics, and embedded systems. 

Our engineers, supported by global scholarships and diaspora talent, will enter global 

innovation cycles. 

A national semiconductor authority will coordinate strategy with patience and foresight. Its role 

will be to guide investments toward sectors where Cambodia holds comparative resilience-

such as medical sensors, green technology, and agro-electronics-ensuring that national 

strengths are aligned with global opportunities. 
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Navigating a Geopolitical Crossroad 

As the US-China tech rivalry intensifies and tensions rise over Taiwan, global firms seek stable, 

non-aligned nations for semiconductor diversification. Cambodia's neutrality becomes a rare 

advantage. Without choosing sides, we can offer redundancy, continuity, and regional access. 

Cambodia becomes the "buffer zone of circuits", a bridge, not a battlefield. Cambodia, armed 

with the ASEAN spirit, should be able to meet the challenge of shifting geopolitical balance. 

At the same time, true sovereignty requires more than just semiconductor regulations-it 

demands the capability to produce them. 

A New Civilizational Ambition 

The transition from rice to silicon is not a betrayal of our past-it is a continuation of it. Just as 

Angkor's engineers mastered water, we will master electrons. Cambodia can re-emerge-not 

with temples alone, but with technologies. This goes beyond industrial policy; it is a 

civilizational ambition, aimed not only at producing chips, but at advancing humanity itself. 

And the story is just beginning! 

 
* Edited with ChatGPT for clarity; all views expressed are solely those of the author.  

* The opinions expressed are the author’s own and do not reflect the views of AI Forum. 

 


