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ABSTRACT

Cambodia presents a revealing case for public management scholarship by combining
rapid Al-assisted surveillance expansion with large-scale illicit digital economies. Over
the past decade, the state has enhanced its monitoring capacity through attempted cen-
tralized internet routing and facial-recognition systems, aligning with data-intensive
“digital-era governance” (Dunleavy et al. 2006). Paradoxically, Cambodia simultane-
ously emerged as a regional hub for cyber-fraud, trafficking, and crypto-laundering. This
paper argues these developments represent a hybrid digital governance order where sur-
veillance and illicit accumulation coexist through political protection, selective enforce-
ment, and institutional fragmentation. These dynamics reflect challenges in accountabil-
ity and formal control under complex governance arrangements (Kettl 2002; Bovens
2007). The Huione ecosystem demonstrates how digital payment infrastructure facilitates
transnational laundering while remaining insulated from domestic oversight, highlight-
ing the role of regulatory intermediaries (Black 2008). Furthermore, the Prince Group
case illustrates how elite networks blur the boundaries between licit investment and illicit
enabling, capturing governance networks (Rhodes 1997). The analysis concludes that
effective responses require institutional reforms to constrain selective enforcement and
strengthen cross-border regulatory cooperation. Such reforms must prioritize public
value and accountability without further expanding authoritarian surveillance under the
guise of maintaining digital stability (Ansell and Gash 2008; Torfing et al. 2012).

Keywords - accountability, Cambodia, Digital governance, illicit finance, public man-
agement, surveillance.

INTRODUCTION

Public management scholarship has long been concerned with how states build adminis-
trative capacity, how public agencies maintain accountability, and how governance re-
forms travel across countries with different institutional baselines. Those questions have
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become more urgent as governments adopt Al-assisted tools in the name of moderniza-
tion, efficiency, and security. Cambodia offers a challenging test case for these literatures
because its recent trajectory combines two developments often treated as opposites. On
one hand, the Cambodian state has invested in digital surveillance and information con-
trol, including attempted centralized internet routing, expanded CCTV coverage with fa-
cial recognition, and legal mandates for telecommunications interception. On the other
hand, Cambodia has become a regional hub for cyber-fraud compounds linked to human
trafficking and coercive labor, alongside illicit financial infrastructures that move and
launder proceeds through crypto rails and informal networks. These two developments
are not happening in separate spheres. They coexist and, in important ways, reinforce one
another.

A common interpretation of such cases is that illicit economies thrive where the state is
weak. Another interpretation is that authoritarian surveillance capacity implies a strong
state that can crush unwanted activity. Cambodia unsettles both assumptions. It demon-
strates how a state can be strong in coercive surveillance and political control while re-
maining weak, permissive, or strategically inactive in regulating illicit economies that
intersect with elite interests. This is consistent with long-standing cautions in the public
administration literature: capacity is not a single attribute, and performance depends not
only on tools but also on institutional incentives, oversight arrangements, and the political
environment in which agencies operate (Hood 1991; Peters 2010; Fukuyama 2013). In
digital contexts, informational power can expand rapidly through procurement and ven-
dor partnerships, but accountability institutions often lag behind, creating predictable
gaps between control over citizens and control over markets (Dunleavy et al. 2006; Foun-
tain 2001; Meijer and Wessels 2019). Cambodia’s contemporary governance incentives
also reflect a longer political economy of rent distribution and external dependence that
has shaped institutional development since the 1990s (Ear 2013).

The key analytical move of this paper is to treat the coexistence of surveillance capacity
and illicit digital economies not as a paradox but as a governance configuration: a hybrid
digital order in which state agencies, politically connected conglomerates, foreign tech-
nology providers, and transnational illicit networks interact in ways that undermine rule-
bound public management while preserving regime stability. The public management rel-
evance lies in the way formal administrative instruments are repurposed within hybrid
governance settings, echoing work on governance networks and the distribution of au-
thority beyond hierarchies (Rhodes 1997; Kettl 2002; Sgrensen and Torfing 2005).

The immediate empirical context is a set of high-profile developments since 2025. Inter-
national enforcement actions placed unprecedented scrutiny on Cambodia’s digital-finan-
cial ecosystem. U.S. authorities designated the Huione Group a “financial institution of
primary money-laundering concern,” and moved to sever its access to the U.S. financial
system. Cambodian regulators responded by suspending and liquidating Huione Pay, a
domestically licensed payment entity, while questions remained about the persistence of
Huione’s wider ecosystem, including crypto and Telegram-based services. In parallel, the
Prince Group and its chairman Chen Zhi became focal points of regional and international
scrutiny, including revelations that Chen’s Cambodian citizenship was not legally ob-
tained and that he was later extradited to China. These developments can be described as
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discrete events, but for public management purposes they are windows into how account-
ability, enforcement, and institutional integrity operate in a hybrid digital governance en-
vironment.

This paper advances two arguments. The first is conceptual: Cambodia exemplifies hy-
brid digital governance failure, a condition in which state investments in digital surveil-
lance and administrative technologies do not translate into generalized regulatory capac-
ity or accountability. Instead, these tools are absorbed into a political settlement that en-
ables selective enforcement and strategic non-enforcement. The second argument is prac-
tical: external enforcement shocks can produce visible domestic actions, but these actions
frequently target the most legible or expendable nodes in the illicit ecosystem, while leav-
ing intact the underlying governance conditions that produced the problem. This is con-
sistent with the idea that regulation often operates through signaling and responsiveness
to external audiences as much as through domestic compliance logics, especially in con-
texts of limited institutional autonomy (Black 2008; Lodge and Wegrich 2014).

Methodologically, the paper proceeds as a structured case analysis informed by triangu-
lation across public documents, enforcement releases, regulatory announcements, and
credible investigative reporting. For public management audiences, the objective is not to
resolve every factual uncertainty surrounding illicit networks. The objective is to identify
governance mechanisms that repeatedly appear in cases where formal institutions coexist
with illicit economies at scale, including institutional fragmentation, politicized oversight,
selective enforcement, and reputational signaling to external actors. This approach is con-
sistent with comparative public administration traditions that use analytically informed
case studies to clarify mechanisms and scope conditions rather than to claim statistical
representativeness (George and Bennett 2005; Gerring 2007).

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 places the analysis in public management
literatures relevant to digital governance, accountability, regulatory capacity, and net-
worked authority. Section 3 develops the conceptual framework of hybrid digital govern-
ance failure and identifies mechanisms that link surveillance capability to illicit persis-
tence. Sections 4 and 5 provide the empirical analysis centered on the Huione ecosystem
and the Prince Group case, including recent regulatory and political developments. Sec-
tion 6 draws comparative implications for public management across Southeast Asia and
identifies institutional vulnerabilities that appear in scam economies. The conclusion
identifies actionable implications for regulators and public managers while highlighting
the risk that anti-scam efforts can be used to justify further surveillance without meaning-
ful accountability.

PUBLIC MANAGEMENT LITERATURES AND THE CAMBODIA PROBLEM

Cambodia’s hybrid digital order sits at the intersection of four public management de-
bates. The first concerns digital-era governance and the claim that information technolo-
gies can enable more capable and responsive public administration. Work on digital-era
governance emphasizes how information systems can reintegrate fragmented services,
strengthen monitoring, and enable new forms of performance management (Dunleavy et
al. 2006). Yet foundational scholarship in digital government also warns that information
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systems are political artifacts whose effects depend on institutional design, administrative
norms, and the distribution of power among agencies, vendors, and political principals
(Fountain 2001). In Al-assisted contexts, surveillance and automation can increase the
informational power of the state while simultaneously undermining transparency, con-
testability, and accountability if oversight is weak (Meijer and Wessels 2019).

The second debate concerns accountability and institutional integrity. Accountability is
not merely a normative ideal; it is a relationship that depends on clear lines of responsi-
bility, information availability, and meaningful sanctioning capacity (Bovens 2007).
Many public management reforms presume that accountability can be strengthened
through audit, reporting, performance indicators, and transparent procedures. However,
accountability regimes often falter in complex governance settings where authority is dis-
persed across networks, where information asymmetries are high, and where political ex-
ecutives can override administrative processes (Kettl 2002; Schillemans 2011). Cambo-
dia’s experience suggests that digital tools can increase monitoring of citizens while leav-
ing accountability for powerful private actors underdeveloped.

The third debate concerns regulation under complexity. Risk-based regulation and “really
responsive regulation” approaches emphasize that regulators must adapt to changing en-
vironments, anticipate strategic behavior by regulated actors, and address how enforce-
ment tools interact with institutional constraints (Hood et al. 2001; Black 2008). Digital
finance and platform-mediated markets exacerbate classic regulatory problems because
illicit actors can shift jurisdictions, exploit opaque systems, and move through intermedi-
aries that are difficult to supervise. Where regulators lack independence, enforcement can
become symbolic or episodic rather than systematic, producing the appearance of respon-
siveness without altering incentives (Lodge and Wegrich 2014).

The fourth debate concerns network governance and hybrid authority. Governance net-
work scholarship highlights how public authority is exercised through relationships
among public agencies, private actors, and civil society, raising questions of coordination,
accountability, and democratic legitimacy (Rhodes 1997; Provan and Kenis 2008; Sgren-
sen and Torfing 2005). Collaborative governance work, in turn, examines conditions un-
der which cross-sector cooperation can create public value, including trust, shared norms,
and institutional safeguards (Ansell and Gash 2008). In Cambodia, however, networks
may be organized less around collaboration for public value than around extraction, po-
litical protection, and control. This suggests the need to analyze not only network forms
but also network purposes and the incentives that govern them (Torfing et al. 2012).

These literatures provide the vocabulary needed to interpret Cambodia’s trajectory as a
public management problem rather than solely a criminology story. The question be-
comes: what kind of administrative system allows a state to centralize internet control
while failing to prevent trafficking and cyber-fraud compounds from operating at scale?
What institutional features make it possible for regulators to liquidate a payment platform
yet leave wider illicit infrastructures resilient? What does it mean for public administra-
tion when elite status, including citizenship, can be conferred and revoked in ways that
appear to respond to shifting political and reputational incentives rather than stable rule-
bound procedures? These questions push public management scholarship to consider how
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digital tools interact with hybrid political orders in which legality is conditional and en-
forcement is strategically deployed.

Conceptual Framework: Hybrid Digital Governance Failure

Hybrid digital governance failure describes a configuration in which the state’s adoption
of digital tools expands coercive and informational power while weakening or bypassing
institutional mechanisms of accountability and regulatory integrity. The term is intended
to capture a pattern increasingly visible in settings where digital transformation is pursued
through executive discretion, vendor partnerships, and security-sector control rather than
through rule-bound administrative reform (Fountain 2001; Meijer and Wessels 2019).
Cambodia provides a vivid illustration because the illicit digital economy has expanded
at scale while surveillance and information control have also deepened.

The framework consists of four mechanisms. The first mechanism is asymmetrical ca-
pacity. States can be highly capable in surveillance and coercion while remaining less
capable, or selectively inactive, in regulatory enforcement. Surveillance capacity can in-
crease rapidly through procurement, vendor partnerships, and centralized command struc-
tures. Regulatory capacity, by contrast, requires sustained investment in institutions, pro-
fessional norms, auditing capabilities, and independence from political interference (Fu-
kuyama 2013; Peters 2010). In Cambodia, surveillance investments appear to have out-
paced and overwhelmed the institutions that would normally constrain arbitrary admin-
istration and enforce consistent regulation.

The second mechanism is selective enforcement as governance strategy. In hybrid orders,
enforcement is not simply a function of law and capacity but a tool used to protect core
political coalitions, discipline rivals, and manage reputational pressure. Selective enforce-
ment can be visible and forceful against low-level actors and vulnerable populations while
remaining muted against those with political protection, a pattern consistent with schol-
arship on how accountability regimes operate under dispersed authority and weak sanc-
tioning (Bovens 2007; Schillemans 2011). Selective enforcement also includes sacrificial
compliance, where specific entities are targeted to signal action while the broader ecosys-
tem adapts and persists.

The third mechanism is conglomerate embedding. Hybrid governance often relies on po-
litically connected business groups that serve as intermediaries between the state, foreign
capital, and markets. These conglomerates can facilitate infrastructure development, pro-
vide rents and patronage, and create channels for illicit flows. Their formal legality and
informal influence can shield them from scrutiny and blur accountability, echoing work
on governance networks and captured regulatory environments (Rhodes 1997; Provan
and Kenis 2008; Lodge and Wegrich 2014). Where conglomerates become integral to the
political settlement, regulatory agencies may lack autonomy to investigate or sanction
them.

The fourth mechanism is externalized accountability. In settings where domestic account-
ability institutions are weak or captured, external actors can function as de facto regula-
tors. Foreign financial intelligence units, sanctions regimes, and investigative bodies im-
pose costs that domestic institutions do not. Domestic actions then become calibrated
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responses to external pressure rather than internally generated reforms, aligning with ac-
counts of regulation as a politically mediated and reputationally sensitive practice (Black
2008). Cambodia’s Huione and Prince developments provide examples of how external
pressure can trigger visible actions while leaving systemic arrangements largely intact.

Empirical Context: Digital Transformation, State Power, and the Scam Compound
Economy

Cambodia’s digital transformation has proceeded through two channels that are often an-
alytically separated but empirically intertwined. The first is the state’s drive to build dig-
ital infrastructures that increase administrative reach and political control, including at-
tempted centralized internet routing, telecom interception requirements, and the expan-
sion of camera networks that increasingly incorporate facial recognition. These projects
have been presented publicly as modernization, public safety, and cyber governance.
They also align with a broader pattern in which executive institutions consolidate infor-
mational control while bypassing deliberative oversight, a dynamic that public manage-
ment scholarship associates with accountability gaps under conditions of centralized dis-
cretion (Bovens 2007; Schillemans 2011).

The second channel is the rapid growth of an illicit digital economy centered on cyber-
fraud compounds and cross-border laundering networks. By 2024 and 2025, multiple in-
vestigative accounts and international organizations were documenting that Cambodia
had become one of the region’s primary hubs for industrial-scale scams, including online
fraud operations run from guarded compounds, frequently staffed by trafficked workers
coerced through threats, confinement, and violence (UNODC 2025). For public manage-
ment analysis, the key point is not simply that criminality exists, but that this criminality
has persisted at scale for years in a setting where the state’s surveillance and security
capabilities are visibly expanding. The coexistence of these developments is better ex-
plained by hybrid digital governance failure than by a simple “weak state” framing. In
such settings, the state may be capable of monitoring citizens and controlling information
while remaining strategically permissive toward illicit economies that may generate rents,
political leverage, and relationships with powerful private actors. Viewed through the lens
of crisis governance and institutional legitimacy, this pattern is consistent with the
broader finding that coercive and informational capabilities can expand faster than ac-
countable public authority, producing durable gaps between monitoring and effective reg-
ulation (Ear 2022; Fukuyama 2013).

The public record in 2025 provides a useful window into this hybrid pattern. Cambodia
publicized large numbers of anti-scam raids and arrests across provinces, yet the distri-
bution of enforcement suggested that outcomes were calibrated to demonstrate respon-
siveness rather than to dismantle enabling networks. In practical terms, this means that
enforcement pressure was concentrated on compound workers and mid-level operators,
while the governance and financial infrastructures that make large-scale scam economies
possible remained resilient. This is consistent with regulatory theory that emphasizes how
enforcement in politically sensitive environments often functions as signaling and dam-
age management rather than systematic compliance (Black 2008; Lodge and Wegrich
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2014). Cambodia’s response to external scrutiny illustrates this dynamic clearly, espe-
cially in relation to the Huione ecosystem and the Prince Group case.

The Huione Ecosystem: lllicit Infrastructure, Regulatory Action, and Institutional
Ambiguity

The Huione case is central because it clarifies what “illicit digital economy” means in
governance terms. Huione should not be treated simply as one firm that engaged in
wrongdoing. It is better understood as a set of interlocking infrastructures: a domestically
licensed payment entity, cross-border digital financial services, and a market-place eco-
system embedded in encrypted communication channels and crypto rails. This matters for
public management because shutting down a licensed entity can be a visible regulatory
act while leaving intact the operational capacity of the wider ecosystem. The difference
between Huione Pay and the broader Huione ecosystem is therefore a difference between
what regulators can easily touch and what persists through networked, cross-border, and
technologically opaque arrangements.

The U.S. action in 2025 made Huione legible to international enforcement in a way that
Cambodian regulatory institutions had not made legible domestically. In May 2025, the
U.S. Treasury’s Financial Crimes Enforcement Network identified Cambodia-based
Huione Group as a primary money-laundering concern and moved to restrict its access to
the U.S. financial system under Section 311 (FinCEN 2025a; Reuters 2025). The Reuters
reporting on the FINCEN action emphasized the scale of illicit flows and the claim that
Huione had facilitated laundering tied to online scams and cyber heists (Reuters 2025).
From a public management standpoint, this is not only a story of external enforcement. It
is an illustration of externalized accountability: in settings where domestic oversight is
weak or politically constrained, foreign financial intelligence units can become de facto
regulators whose actions reshape domestic incentives (Black 2008).

Cambodian regulators had already taken formal steps regarding Huione Pay before the
most dramatic external scrutiny peaked, but the timing and communication around these
steps reinforced the ambiguity of the governance environment. Reporting in 2025 indi-
cated that Cambodia’s financial regulator withdrew Huione Pay’s banking license for
regulatory noncompliance, and contemporaneous accounts framed the firm as insisting
that operations would continue through other channels (Scamurai 2025; Business and
Human Rights Resource Centre 2025). By late 2025, public notices attributed to the Na-
tional Bank of Cambodia stated that Huione Pay’s license had been revoked and that the
firm had been liguidated in accordance with legal procedures, with creditors asked to
come forward to establish claims (National Bank of Cambodia 2025; Vietstock 2025).
The same notice warned the public about unlicensed crypto assets and urged caution,
indicating a regulator that was at least attempting to reassert formal boundaries (National
Bank of Cambodia 2025).

Yet the lived experience of users and the continuing public reporting suggested that the
liquidation did not function as a clean administrative shutdown. A Cambodia-based report
in early 2026 described how branches formerly associated with Huione Pay had rebranded
as H-Pay and were permitting withdrawals only under restricted conditions, including
priority withdrawals for small balances and staged notifications through the application,
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implying a deferred payout approach rather than a conventional liquidation resolution
(CamboJA News 2026). This is analytically important. It indicates that the operational
interface with customers could persist even after regulators declared the license revoked,
producing a governance condition in which formal legality and practical reality diverge.
For public management, that divergence is a marker of institutional weakness and con-
tested authority. It undermines public trust not only because illicit activity may persist,
but because regulatory pronouncements do not reliably map onto lived outcomes. Ac-
countability, in the Bovens sense, requires that information and sanctioning power oper-
ate credibly; a liquidation that does not clearly resolve obligations produces precisely the
opposite (Bovens 2007).

The Huione ecosystem also matters because it connects illicit finance to human security.
UNODOC reporting in 2025 described scam centers as an inflection point for global impli-
cations, including trafficking and coercion as operational inputs to fraud schemes
(UNODC 2025). This framing matters for public management because it links the gov-
ernance of digital finance to the governance of labor protection and policing. In Cambo-
dia’s case, the problem is not only financial crime. It is the co-location of coercive labor
arrangements with digital infrastructures that can move proceeds quickly across borders.
The public management challenge is therefore cross-sectoral and multi-agency: financial
regulators, police, labor officials, and local authorities would need to operate coherently
to dismantle the ecosystem. Hybrid digital governance failure implies they do not, and
that fragmentation is not accidental but politically structured.

Seen through the framework developed in Part 1, Huione illustrates asymmetrical capac-
ity and selective enforcement. Cambodia could build centralized surveillance infrastruc-
ture and could liquidate a licensed entity when reputational pressure demanded action.
Yet the wider ecosystem continued to be described as deeply embedded in transnational
scam and trafficking economies, suggesting that enforcement was calibrated to touch
what was easiest to touch and what signaled compliance to external audiences. This is
consistent with theories of regulation as responsiveness and signaling in politically con-
strained environments (Lodge and Wegrich 2014). It is also consistent with the logic of
sacrificial compliance: the closure of a formal node creates visible evidence of action
while the network adapts

Prince Group and Chen Zhi: Conglomerate Embedding, Legal Status, and the
Mechanics of Selective Accountability

If Huione helps explain the infrastructure of illicit finance, Prince Group helps explain
the political economy that sustains protection. The Prince case is analytically valuable
because it clarifies how a conglomerate can occupy a liminal position between licit de-
velopment, political patronage, and alleged enabling of illicit activities. For public man-
agement scholarship, conglomerate embedding matters because it changes the nature of
regulation. Regulators do not simply enforce rules against an independent private sector.
They operate within an environment where powerful private actors are part of the gov-
erning coalition and may be integrated into state strategy, status hierarchies, and the dis-
tribution of rents.
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Public reporting over 2025 already reflected this tension. An Associated Press story from
2025 described Cambodia’s response to U.S. and U.K. actions against Chen Zhi and
Prince Group, noting Cambodian statements that the government would require evidence
and that Prince Group was compliant with Cambodian regulations, even as foreign au-
thorities pursued sanctions and allegations (Associated Press 2025). For public manage-
ment, this type of statement is revealing: it uses the language of legality and evidentiary
threshold to defend a politically connected entity, while deferring meaningful domestic
accountability to external actors. It also illustrates how legality can be invoked selec-
tively, not as a general principle but as a protective boundary around a favored actor.

The developments in early 2026 make the governance dynamics starker. Cambodian au-
thorities publicly defended the extradition of Chen Zhi to China and stated that the move
followed findings that he had illegally obtained Cambodian nationality (Cambodianess
2026; AGB 2026). In January 2026, reporting emphasized that Cambodia framed the ex-
tradition as lawful, sovereign, and consistent with Cambodian law and judicial coopera-
tion commitments, while highlighting the discovery of irregular nationality as the basis
for revocation (Cambodianess 2026). This is crucial for your analytical question about
vetting. A figure can be treated as a model investor and even serve in advisory roles, yet
once the political calculus changes, the same system can reclassify his legal status as
irregular and revoke it. In public management terms, this reflects a regime where admin-
istrative legality is conditional and can be activated retroactively when protection col-
lapses. It is not that the bureaucracy had no information. It is that enforcement and legal
classification are mediated by political incentives and external pressure.

A second Associated Press story in January 2026 reported Cambodia’s extradition of
Chen Zhi to China, noting that his Cambodian citizenship had been revoked in late 2025
and that the extradition followed requests by Chinese authorities, with implications for
how Cambodia navigated competing external pressures from Western governments and
Beijing (Associated Press 2026). Other regional reporting similarly described Chen’s ar-
rest and extradition to China, emphasizing cooperative investigative work with China and
framing the removal as part of combating transnational crime (SCMP 2026). These ac-
counts, taken together, strongly support the idea that Cambodian enforcement decisions
in high-profile cases can be shaped by international political relationships as much as by
domestic institutional procedures. This aligns with the externalized accountability mech-
anism described in Part 1: where domestic institutions are constrained, enforcement may
occur when external actors impose costs or provide incentives that alter domestic calcu-
lations (Black 2008).

From a hybrid governance perspective, Chen’s case provides unusually clean evidence of
the relationship between legal status and political protection. The reported illegality of
citizenship is the kind of issue that, in rule-bound systems, would prevent access to high-
level advisory roles. Yet Cambodia’s public defense in 2025 of Prince’s compliance, fol-
lowed by citizenship revocation and extradition in 2026, suggests that vetting does not
operate as an independent administrative safeguard. It operates as a discretionary tool that
can validate and later invalidate status. This is not merely scandal; it is a governance
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mechanism. It allows the system to benefit from capital inflows and patronage while re-
taining the option to sacrifice a figure to manage reputational damage when protection
becomes too costly.

The Prince case also demonstrates why your work must distinguish between targeting and
transformation. Extradition of a high-profile figure can be framed domestically as rule of
law and internationally as cooperation. But it does not necessarily imply that the institu-
tional conditions that enabled the rise of conglomerate power and illicit linkages have
changed. If conglomerate embedding and selective enforcement remain, then the system
can reproduce new patrons, new intermediaries, and new illicit infrastructures. The public
management question therefore becomes: what kinds of institutional reforms would make
such a system less dependent on discretionary status, and more dependent on predictable
regulatory procedures? That question is not only about anti-corruption. It is about the
design of accountability regimes that can function even when powerful actors are impli-
cated.

In Cambodia, the linkage between surveillance capacity and selective enforcement is par-
ticularly troubling. Surveillance technologies increase the state’s ability to identify and
punish low-level actors, including workers and intermediaries, while leaving elites insu-
lated. When crackdowns do occur, they can be targeted toward visible sites of illegality
while preserving the political settlement. This is why the Prince case, like the Huione
case, supports a public management argument rather than only a criminal justice argu-
ment. It is evidence of an accountability regime that is structurally asymmetrical: strong
downward enforcement, weak upward accountability.

Regional Dynamics and the Internationalization of Enforcement

Cambodia’s hybrid digital order is not only a domestic governance story. It is increasingly
shaped by regional displacement dynamics and by external enforcement that is uneven,
episodic, and politically conditioned. UNODC’s 2025 threat assessment situates scam
centres, underground banking, and illicit online marketplaces as rapidly evolving features
of transnational organized crime in Southeast Asia, emphasizing that crackdowns in one
locality tend to displace operations rather than eliminate them (UNODC 2025). The im-
plication for public management is familiar: when illicit systems are networked and mo-
bile, enforcement produces adaptation, and the effectiveness of domestic interventions
depends on the credibility of cross-border coordination, shared intelligence, and con-
sistent incentives. More broadly, Cambodia’s experience reinforces how transboundary
threats and governance weaknesses interact to produce risks that spill across sectors and
borders, a dynamic that has also been visible in the governance politics of cross-border
public health and other regional shocks (Ear and Quitzon 2020).

In that light, the Cambodian case illustrates two connected regional patterns. The first is
displacement and diffusion. The scam economy grew in part because Cambodia offered
a permissive environment where compounds could operate, recruit workers, and move
proceeds through financial infrastructure. As enforcement increased in some corridors,
operators adjusted by shifting sites, outsourcing recruitment, and changing laundering
pathways, including through crypto rails that are difficult to regulate even in higher-ca-
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pacity systems. UNODC’s assessment makes clear that this is not a Cambodia-only prob-
lem but a regional ecosystem problem, with linkages across Myanmar, Laos, and the Phil-
ippines, and with global spillovers as networks relocate to jurisdictions with weaker en-
forcement capacity (UNODC 2025).

The second pattern is the externalization of accountability. Cambodia’s most consequen-
tial moves against high-profile nodes of the ecosystem emerged in the context of external
actions. FInCEN’s Section 311 finding and subsequent final rule exemplify a form of
international regulatory leverage that Cambodia’s domestic institutions did not generate
autonomously (FinCEN 2025a; FinCEN 2025b). Reuters’ reporting on the proposed ban
underscored FinCEN’s claim that Huione laundered at least $4 billion in illicit funds be-
tween 2021 and early 2025, including funds linked to DPRK cyber heists and scam pro-
ceeds (Reuters 2025). Domestic regulators then acted visibly against Huione Pay, but the
CamboJA reporting on H-Pay, frozen withdrawals, and deferred payout practices sug-
gested a messy, contested, and incomplete resolution for users and a continuing ambiguity
around the ecosystem’s broader services (CamboJA News 2025; CamboJA News 2026).
In public management terms, external enforcement created a reputational shock and a
compliance demand, while domestic administration struggled to translate formal decrees
into credible, rule-bound outcomes.

The same logic extends to Prince Group and Chen Zhi. In October 2025, the Cambodian
government’s posture toward the U.S. and U.K. actions remained defensive, with official
statements emphasizing evidentiary thresholds and the group’s compliance with Cambo-
dian regulations (Associated Press 2025). That position shifted markedly once Chen’s
citizenship was revoked and he was extradited to China. Cambodian authorities framed
this as a lawful, sovereign decision based on an irregularly obtained nationality (Cambo-
dianess 2026). Associated Press reporting on the matter described Cambodia’s extradition
of Chen to China after his citizenship was revoked in late 2025 and emphasized the pres-
sure Cambodia faced as accusations mounted about large-scale scam networks (Associ-
ated Press 2026). These episodes highlight a public management reality that is uncom-
fortable but analytically central: the effective “principal” in accountability for powerful
actors may not be domestic oversight bodies at all, but foreign regulators and foreign
governments whose actions create costs or provide exit pathways.

Regional governance initiatives are therefore relevant but limited. ASEAN’s cybersecu-
rity and cybercrime coordination mechanisms illustrate the growing institutional aware-
ness of cross-border threats, yet effectiveness depends on voluntary cooperation and on
the willingness of states to share intelligence, allow operational coordination, and pursue
politically sensitive targets. A useful illustration is the ASEAN Cybercrime Operations
Desk established in collaboration with INTERPOL, which provides intelligence develop-
ment, investigative support, and operational coordination across member states, and cir-
culates cyber activity reporting to inform enforcement (CSIS 2024). Such initiatives can
strengthen capacity at the margins, but they do not address the underlying incentive prob-
lem that hybrid digital governance failure highlights: where powerful domestic actors
benefit from selective enforcement, cross-border coordination will be constrained by pol-
itics, not by technical capacity alone.
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The Cambodia case also complicates simplistic accounts of China’s role. External report-
ing has sometimes blurred distinctions among Chinese state actors, Chinese businesses,
and Chinese criminal networks. For public management purposes, the key point is that
enforcement and non-enforcement are both selective and multi-layered. In Chen Zhi’s
case, the extradition to China suggests that Chinese preferences and Cambodia’s depend-
ence on Chinese relations may have become decisive in shaping the exit pathway. That is
not evidence of a unitary Chinese hand controlling the ecosystem. It is evidence of a
governance environment in which external relationships can substitute for domestic ac-
countability, with outcomes shaped by the relative bargaining power of foreign actors.

Implications for Public Management and Governance Interventions

The Cambodian case offers several implications for public management scholarship and
practice, especially for work concerned with digital transformation, accountability, and
regulatory governance under hybrid authority.

First, it reinforces the need to disaggregate state capacity. Public management research
often treats capacity as a general property of the state, but Cambodia shows how capacity
can be asymmetrical and politically allocated. Surveillance and information control can
expand quickly through procurement, legal mandates, and centralized security-sector au-
thority, while regulatory capacity remains weak, strategically constrained, or selectively
applied. This supports the view that administrative strength in one domain does not imply
integrity or capability in others (Fukuyama 2013; Peters 2010). It also suggests that digi-
tal-era governance claims about reintegration, responsiveness, and data-driven accounta-
bility are highly contingent on institutional context and oversight arrangements (Dun-
leavy et al. 2006; Fountain 2001).

Second, Cambodia illustrates how hybrid governance networks can produce order with-
out public value. Network governance scholarship emphasizes that authority is increas-
ingly exercised through interdependent relationships among public and private actors
(Rhodes 1997; Provan and Kenis 2008). In many public management contexts this is as-
sociated with collaboration and co-production. In Cambodia, the same structural form can
support extraction and impunity. Conglomerates can operate as governance intermediar-
ies, connecting foreign investment, domestic elites, and enforcement discretion. Illicit
networks can then piggyback on the same infrastructure and relationships. The conse-
quence is that “network governance” may require normative differentiation: networks that
produce public value are governed by very different incentives than networks that pro-
duce rents and protection.

Third, the case highlights accountability as an institutional relationship rather than a rhe-
torical claim. Bovens’ definition of accountability emphasizes information, justification,
and sanctioning capacity (Bovens 2007). Cambodia’s Huione liquidation and H-Pay epi-
sode show how formal regulatory actions can fail the test of credible sanctioning and clear
resolution. Citizens and customers encounter uncertainty, while politically protected
nodes may adapt and continue. Similarly, Chen Zhi’s citizenship irregularity and extradi-
tion raise questions about ex ante vetting, institutional responsibility, and rule-bound pro-
cedures. Even if extradition signals action, the public management challenge remains:
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why did the system confer privileged status in the first place, and what institutional re-
forms prevent repetition?

Fourth, the cases underscore the centrality of regulatory governance in digital finance.
Risk-based regulation and responsive regulation approaches stress that regulators must
adapt to strategic behavior, shifting risks, and complex market intermediaries (Hood et
al. 2001; Black 2008). Digital finance creates extreme information asymmetries, espe-
cially where laundering occurs via unhosted wallets, mixers, and encrypted communica-
tions. Domestic regulators in Cambodia appear to have lacked either the autonomy or
capacity to impose proactive standards, including enforceable AML and KYC require-
ments, until external pressure forced action. FinCEN’s finding explicitly cited ineffective
AML and KYC practices across Huione components, framing governance failure as both
a compliance issue and an institutional deficiency (FINCEN 2025a). This points to a pub-
lic management lesson: in hybrid digital orders, effective regulation requires not only
rules, but enforcement institutions insulated from elite protection.

Fifth, the Cambodia case suggests concrete governance intervention priorities that are
compatible with public management principles but sensitive to authoritarian risk. One
priority is platform accountability in payment and marketplace ecosystems. When illicit
economies depend on identifiable intermediaries, including payment platforms and mes-
saging marketplaces, regulators need mechanisms that impose obligations on those inter-
mediaries, including documentation, reporting, and cooperation with investigations. A
second priority is joint investigative frameworks and intelligence-sharing that reduce ju-
risdictional gaps exploited by grayzone actors, recognizing that domestic capacity is in-
sufficient when networks are regional. A third priority is safeguards against authoritarian
misuse of anti-scam measures. Governments can justify expanded surveillance as an-
ticrime reform. Without independent oversight, the result can be stronger political repres-
sion with little effect on elite-protected illicit networks. This concern is consistent with
the broader literature on accountability deficits when executive power expands under cri-
sis rhetoric (Kettl 2002; Lodge and Wegrich 2014).

These implications align with the kinds of institutional and governance questions that
IPMR has long published on, including network governance and anti-corruption mecha-
nisms, institutional change and resistance, and performance and administrative quality.
For instance, IPMR’s work on trust and transparency in network governance in Taiwan
emphasizes the centrality of anti-corruption networks and the perceived effectiveness of
integrity mechanisms, a contrast that underscores the Cambodian case’s institutional gaps
(Shih 2012). IPMR’s recent systematic review on performance measurement in local au-
thorities highlights governance challenges tied to digitalization and accountability,
providing a public management bridge for readers who approach Cambodia through ad-
ministrative performance rather than security studies (Arena et al. 2025). IPMR’s recent
work on organizational change in public administration, including resistance to imple-
menting smart working, illustrates how institutional culture and implementation barriers
shape reform outcomes even in relatively rule-bound settings, which provides a useful
contrast when considering why reforms in Cambodia produce symbolic compliance rather
than structural change (Ceci, Costa, and lannotta 2025). Older IPMR articles on collabo-
rative network activities in Thailand and on emerging governances in integrated services
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similarly provide conceptual language for understanding governance beyond formal hi-
erarchies, while also highlighting the risks of misclassifying ecosystems as benign col-
laboration when incentives and accountability are misaligned (Krueathep 2010; Kinder et
al. 2021).

CONCLUSIONS

Cambodia’s digital trajectory is best understood as a hybrid digital governance order in
which Al-assisted surveillance, conglomerate embedding, and illicit digital economies
coexist through selective enforcement and externalized accountability. The Huione case
demonstrates how an illicit financial ecosystem can persist even after a licensed entity is
liquidated, particularly when operational capacity is distributed across cross-border and
encrypted infrastructures. FinCEN’s Section 311 designation and final rule illustrate how
external actors can impose meaningful constraints where domestic institutions cannot or
will not act, while CamboJA reporting indicates how domestic administrative resolution
can remain ambiguous for citizens. The Prince Group and Chen Zhi case demonstrates
how elite protection and legal status can be conferred and later revoked, suggesting that
vetting and accountability operate as discretionary tools within a patronage-based politi-
cal settlement. Cambodia’s subsequent extradition of Chen to China, framed domestically
as lawful sovereignty, illustrates the extent to which high-level accountability can be
shaped by international relationships rather than domestic institutional discipline.

For public management scholarship, the case calls for a more disaggregated understand-
ing of state capacity and a sharper focus on how digital tools can strengthen coercive
capability while weakening institutional integrity. It also calls for greater attention to the
governance of illicit digital economies as a public administration problem, not only a
security problem. The policy implications point toward platform accountability, cross-
border investigative coordination, and institutional safeguards that prevent anti-scam
measures from becoming a pretext for expanded political surveillance. The broader com-
parative implication is that Cambodia’s experience is not an anomaly. It is an early warn-
ing of how digital modernization can be absorbed into hybrid governance arrangements
in which public authority and illicit accumulation become mutually reinforcing.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The author gratefully acknowledges Olive Zimbudzana and Sanchit Gupta, Principled
Innovation Fellows at the Thunderbird School of Global Management at Arizona State
University, for their outstanding assistance in an earlier draft of this manuscript, and
2025-2026 Principled Innovation Artificial Intelligence grants from ASU Thunderbird.
The author also confirms that generative artificial intelligence tools, including OpenAl's
ChatGPT-5.2 and Google’s Gemini 3, were used solely for editorial refinement and for-
matting suggestions. All substantive intellectual contributions and analysis are the au-
thor’s own.

Sophal Ear, PhD, is an Associate Professor at Arizona State University’s Thunderbird School of
Global Management, Phoenix, Arizona, USA. E-mail: sophal.ear@thunderbird.asu.edu

International Public Management Review Vol. 26, Iss. 1, 2026
www.ipmr.net 14



Sophal Ear

REFERENCES

Black, Julia. 2008. Constructing and contesting legitimacy and accountability in polycen-
tric regulatory regimes. Regulation and Governance 2 (2): 137-164.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-5991.2008.00034.x

Bovens, Mark. 2007. Analysing and assessing accountability: A conceptual framework.
European Law Journal 13 (4): 447-468. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
0386.2007.00378.x

Business & Human Rights Resource Centre. 2025. “Cambodia: Huione Pay’s banking
license withdrawn following allegations of money laundering and illicit activities
including facilitating scams; incl. co. response.” March 12, 2025. https://www.busi-
ness-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/cambodia-huione-pays-banking-license-
withdrawn-following-allegations-of-money-laundering-and-illicit-activities-in-
cluding-facilitating-scams-incl-co-response/

CamboJA News. 2025. Huione Pay pulls rebrand sign, freezes accounts after CamboJA
report. December 3, 2025. https://cambojanews.com/huione-pay-pulls-rebrand-
sign-freezes-accounts-after-camboja-report/

CamboJA News. 2026. After a month of suspension, H-Pay allows withdrawals for
Huione Pay accounts under $500. January 6, 2026. https://cambojanews.com/after-
a-month-of-suspension-h-pay-allows-withdrawals-for-huione-pay-accounts-un-
der-500/

Cambodianess. 2026. Cambodia defends deportation of Chen Zhi. January 27, 2026.
https://cambodianess.com/article/cambodia-defends-deportation-of-chen-zhi

Ceci, Giuseppe, Vincenzo Costa, and Michela lannotta. 2025. Resistance to change: im-
plementing smart working in Italian public administrations. International Public
Management Review 25 (1): 30-54. https://ipmr.net/index.php/ipmr/arti-
cle/view/486

CSIS. 2024. ASEAN’s cyber initiatives: A select list. Center for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies. https://www.csis.org/blogs/strategic-technologies-blog/aseans-
cyber-initiatives-select-list

Dunleavy, Patrick, Helen Margetts, Simon Bastow, and Jane Tinkler. 2006. New public
management is dead: Long live digital-era governance. Journal of Public Admin-
istration Research and Theory 16 (3): 467-494. https://doi.org/10.1093/jop-
art/mui057

Ear, Sophal. 2013. Aid Dependence in Cambodia: How Foreign Assistance Undermines
Democracy. New York: Columbia University Press.

Ear, Sophal. 2022. Viral Sovereignty and the Political Economy of Pandemics. London:
Routledge.

International Public Management Review Vol. 26, Iss. 1, 2026
www.ipmr.net 15



Al-Assisted Surveillance, Illicit Digital Economies, and Hybrid Digital Governance Failure in Cambodia

Ear, Sophal, and Japhet Quitzon, eds. 2020. Coronavirus: Politics, Economics, and Pan-
demics. Special issue of Politics and the Life Sciences. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

FinCEN. 2025a. FinCEN finds Cambodia-based Huione Group to be of primary money
laundering concern, proposes a rule to combat cyber scams and heists. May 1, 2025.
https://www.fincen.gov/news/news-releases/fincen-finds-cambodia-based-huione-
group-be-primary-money-laundering-concern

FinCEN. 2025b. FinCEN issues final rule severing Huione Group from the U.S. financial
system. October 14, 2025. https://www.fincen.gov/news/news-releases/fincen-is-
sues-final-rule-severing-huione-group-us-financial-system

Fountain, Jane E. 2001. Building the virtual state: Information technology and institu-
tional change. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press. https://www.brook-
ings.edu/books/building-the-virtual-state/

Fukuyama, Francis. 2013. What is governance? Governance 26 (3): 347-368.
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12035

George, Alexander L., and Andrew Bennett. 2005. Case studies and theory development
in the social sciences. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. https://mit-
press.mit.edu/9780262572224/case-studies-and-theory-development-in-the-social-
sciences/

Gerring, John. 2007. Case study research: Principles and practices. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09780511803123

Hood, Christopher. 1991. A public management for all seasons? Public Administration
69 (1): 3-19. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9299.1991.tb00779.x

Hood, Christopher, Henry Rothstein, and Robert Baldwin. 2001. The government of risk:
Understanding risk regulation regimes. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-government-of-risk-9780199243637

Kettl, Donald F. 2002. The transformation of governance: Public administration for
twenty-first century America. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/transformation-governance

Kinder, Tony, Frédérique Six, Jari Stenvall, Antti Talonen, and Ally Memon. 2021.
Emerging governances, different perspectives. International Public Management
Review 22 (1). https://ipmr.net/index.php/ipmr/article/view/419

Krueathep, Weerasak. 2010. Collaborative network activities of Thai subnational govern-
ments: Current practices. International Public Management Review 11 (1).
https://ipmr.net/index.php/ipmr/article/view/54

Lodge, Martin, and Kai Wegrich. 2014. The problem-solving capacity of the modern
state: Governance challenges and administrative capacities. Policy and Society 33
(4): 313-321. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polsoc.2014.10.002

International Public Management Review Vol. 26, Iss. 1, 2026
www.ipmr.net 16



Sophal Ear

Margetts, Helen, and Patrick Dunleavy. 2013. The second wave of digital-era govern-
ance: A quasi-paradigm for government on the Web. Philosophical Transactions of
the Royal Society A 371 (1987): 20120382. https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2012.0382

Meijer, Albert, and Marijn Wessels. 2019. Predictive policing: Review of benefits and
drawbacks. International Journal of Public Administration 42 (12): 1031-1039.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01900692.2019.1575664

National Bank of Cambodia. 2025. “Notification for claimants of Huione Pay PLC to
identify themselves.” December 5, 2025. https://opendevelopmentcambo-
dia.net/announcements/notification-for-claimants-of-huione-pay-plc-to-identify-
themselves/

Peters, B. Guy. 2010. Bureaucracy and democracy. Public Organization Review 10 (3):
209-222. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-010-0126-1

Provan, Keith G., and Patrick Kenis. 2008. Modes of network governance: Structure,
management, and effectiveness. Journal of Public Administration Research and
Theory 18 (2): 229-252. https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mum015

Reuters. 2025. US moves to ban Cambodia’s Huione over alleged money laundering.
May 2, 2025. https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/boards-policy-regulation/us-
moves-ban-cambodias-huione-over-alleged-money-laundering-2025-05-02/

Rhodes, R. A. W. 1997. Understanding governance: Policy networks, governance, re-
flexivity —and accountability. Buckingham: Open  University  Press.
https://books.google.com/books?id=6gg9AAAAMAAJ

Scamurai. 2025. “Huione Pay lost its Cambodian banking license. It says it doesn’t mat-
ter.” March 12, 2025. https://www.scamurai.io/p/huione-pay-lost-its-cambodian-
banking

Schillemans, Thomas. 2011. Does horizontal accountability work? Evaluating potential
remedies for the accountability deficit of agencies. Administration and Society 43
(4): 387-416. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095399711411067

Shih, Mei-Chiang. 2012. Trust and transparency in network governance: The implication
of Taiwan’s anti-corruption activities. International Public Management Re-view
13 (1). https://ipmr.net/index.php/ipmr/article/view/83

South China Morning Post. 2026. “Cambodia says Chen Zhi’s extradition to China ‘not
the end” of scam centre crackdown.”  January 14,  2026.
https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/southeast-asia/article/3339902/cambodia-says-
chen-zhis-extradition-china-not-end-scam-centre-crackdown

Sarensen, Eva, and Jacob Torfing. 2005. The democratic anchorage of governance net-
works. Scandinavian Political Studies 28 3): 195-218.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9477.2005.00129.x

Torfing, Jacob, B. Guy Peters, Jon Pierre, and Eva Sgrensen. 2012. Interactive Govern-
ance: Advancing the Paradigm. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199596751.001.0001

International Public Management Review Vol. 26, Iss. 1, 2026
www.ipmr.net 17



Al-Assisted Surveillance, Illicit Digital Economies, and Hybrid Digital Governance Failure in Cambodia

UNODOC. 2025. Inflection point: Global implications of scam centres, underground bank-
ing and illicit online marketplaces in Southeast Asia. United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime. https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/books/9789211542622

Vietstock.

6,

2025. “Creditors of shuttered Huione Pay Plc told to apply to NBC.” December
2025. https://en.vietstock.vn/2025/12/creditors-of-shuttered-huione-pay-plc-

told-to-apply-to-nbc-52000-625793.htm

About IPMR

IPMR

The International Public Management Review (IPMR) is the electronic journal of the Inter-
national Public Management Network (IPMN). All work published in IPMR is double blind
reviewed according to standard academic journal procedures.

The purpose of the International Public Management Review is to publish manuscripts re-
porting original, creative research in the field of public management. Theoretical, empirical
and applied work including case studies of individual nations and governments, and compar-
ative studies are given equal weight for publication consideration.

IPMN  The mission of the International Public Management Network is to provide a forum for shar-
ing ideas, concepts and results of research and practice in the field of public management,
and to stimulate critical thinking about alternative approaches to problem solving and deci-
sion making in the public sector.

IPMN includes over 1300 members representing about one hundred different countries, both
practitioners and scholars, working in all aspects of public management. IPMN is a voluntary
non-profit network and membership is free.

ISSN 1662-1387

International Public Management Review Vol. 26, Iss. 1, 2026

www.ipmr.net

18



