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Two Versions of the Same War 
Foreign Information Manipulation in the Cambodian-Thai Conflict 

 

 
 

Introduction 
 
The Cambodian-Thai border conflict, which broke out in late May 2025, has produced not only military 
casualties and diplomatic breakdowns but a parallel contest over information. Throughout the 
heightened conflict period, including both rounds of military clashes (24–28 July and 7–27 December 
2025) that unfolded on the ground, both countries saw the deployment of Foreign Information 
Manipulation and Interference (FIMI) to justify their respective country’s military posture and to 
delegitimise the adversary. These operations were directed at the citizens of the opposing state, but also 
at international observers. 

Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference: As defined by the European Union, “a mostly non-illegal 
pattern of behaviour that threatens or has the potential to negatively impact values, procedures and political 
processes. Such activity is manipulative in character, conducted in an intentional and coordinated manner, by 
state or non-state actors, including their proxies inside and outside of their own territory (European Union 
External Action, 2023)”. Importantly, FIMI does not require the use of disinformation – manipulation of framing, 
emphasis and context can constitute an operation without necessarily using a “false” claim.  

 
What distinguishes the information environment in this conflict is that FIMI is not confined to anonymous 
or fringe actors. Leaders on both sides have either amplified contested narratives directly or condoned 
their circulation. The result is two largely sealed information environments, each reinforcing a singular 
national account: one in which cross-border scrutiny is structurally absent and in which the volume of 
messaging consistently outpaces the capacity for independent verification. 
 

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2023/EEAS-DataTeam-ThreatReport-2023..pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2023/EEAS-DataTeam-ThreatReport-2023..pdf
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This article examines FIMI patterns originating from both sides1. It documents how, in the absence of 
independent cross-border verification, citizens on both sides are exposed primarily to state-aligned 
narratives and how those narratives, left unchallenged, continue to foreclose the conditions for dialogue 
and de-escalation. 
 
 

FIMI Operations from Cambodia 
 
A defining feature of Cambodia's information operations is the deliberate intervention by senior political 
leadership in Thai domestic politics. In fact, Cambodia leaked an audio recording of a phone call 
between then-PM Paetongtarn Shinawatra and Hun Sen (Prachathai, 2025) before the outbreak of the 
military conflict (Srijaem & Em-ocha, 2025) – and this not only triggered a judicial ruling to remove PM 
Paetongtarn and a government transition in Thailand (Thepgumpanat & Setboonsarng, 2025), but also 
contributed directly to the subsequent military escalation. 
 
Hun Sen has continued to use personal platforms to insert himself into Thai political affairs throughout 
the conflict escalation. He claims longstanding support for former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra 
(Sanglee & Ratcliffe, 2025) and asserts intimate knowledge of Thai political succession, including 
claims that he knew who Thailand’s next prime minister would be (KhmerTimes, 2025a). Government 
senior ministers went further, publicly advising Thai voters in the 2026 general election against 
supporting Anutin Charnvirakul – a move interpreted by Thailand's People's Party as a reverse strategy 
that would consolidate rather than undermine support for Anutin (Rome, 2026). 
 

 
 

Cambodia also conducted disinformation-based operations intended to counter Thailand's defensive -
war framing. Spokesperson Maly Socheata alleged that Thai forces had deployed unspecified poison 
gas against frontline soldiers (Ministry of Information, 2025). The image provided as evidence was 
neither taken during the border conflict nor depicted poison gas: it was recycled footage from a wildfire -
suppression mission in Southern California in January 2025 (AFP, 2025). Pich Chanmony (Cambodian 

 
1  This article draws on a representative selection of FIMI narratives to illustrate the scope and character of information 
manipulation in both countries. The cases documented here are not exhaustive.  

https://prachataienglish.com/node/11435
https://www.bbc.com/thai/articles/c2ezek0p10jo
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/thai-prime-minister-removed-by-court-triggering-power-scramble-2025-08-29/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/jul/26/the-bitter-feud-fuelling-the-border-dispute-between-thailand-and-cambodia
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/501706141/hun-sen-i-predict-that-thailand-will-have-a-new-prime-minister-within-the-next-three-months-and-i-already-know-who-it-will-be/
https://www.facebook.com/100044192061288/posts/1431672598315795/?mibextid=wwXIfr&rdid=Y1strhnqkReJTsbv
https://www.information.gov.kh/articles/165383
https://factcheck.afp.com/doc.afp.com.682J99E
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PM Hun Manet’s wife) also falsely amplified these details by sharing disinformation images on her 
Facebook personal account (CNA, 2025). The net effect was counterproductive: by grounding a 
legitimate concern (the use of white phosphorus, which Thailand later acknowledged) in fabricated 
evidence, Cambodia’s grievances were met with disbelief from both Thailand and international 
onlookers. 
 

 
 
Cambodian media also reported that the Thai military was planning an assassination of Hun Sen and 
Hun Manet (KhmerTimes, 2025b; KhmerTimes, 2025c; PressOCM, 2025). The claim appears to have 
originated in Thai social media speculation before being recirculated and amplified as an established 
narrative; no official Thai statement supported it, and the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs formally denied 
any such plans (MOFA, 2025). 
 

 
 

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/thailand-cambodia-clashes-chemical-weapons-5262481
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/501733114/thai-plot-to-assassinate-hun-sen-and-hun-manet-exposed/
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/501732684/official-sources-thailand-plans-to-use-missile-drop-to-kill-senate-president-hun-sen-and-prime-minister-hun-manet
https://pressocm.gov.kh/en/archives/114098
https://mfa.go.th/en/content/the-ministry-of-foreign-affairs-denies-the-allega?cate=5d5bcb4e15e39c306000683e
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Cambodian media and online influencers also circulated a fabricated video purporting to show a Thai 
air raid operation, and that an F-16 fighter was shot down by Cambodian forces. The video was used to 
frame as evidence of a Thai air raid successfully repelled, projecting an image of Cambodian military 
capability and successful resistance to bolster public morale and reinforce a narrative of Cambodia as 
a resilient underdog against a more aggressive and powerful adversary. The video was subsequently 
debunked when the footage used was identified as recycled material from the Russia -Ukraine war 
(Madhusoodan & Menon, 2025; The Star, 2025; Ab News, 2025). 
 

 
 
While international observers have raised concerns about the proportionality of Thailand’s military 
deployment, Cambodia’s recourse to fabricated evidence in making those claims ultimately 
undermined the credibility of what may have been legitimate grievances. 
 
 

FIMI Operations in Thailand 
 
Three main organised functions of Thai FIMI operations will be discussed in this section: justifying 
military escalation and the weapons deployed; and delegitimising Cambodia’s position. Many such 
narratives were created, deployed and amplified under the # TruthFromThailand campaign. 
 
First, the primary narrative advanced by the Thai military frames its actions as defensive rather than 
aggressive (Royal Thai Armed Forces, 2025). The deployment of F-16 fighter jets to strike Cambodian 
military positions, for instance, was presented as a proportionate response (Khaosod, 2025; The Nation 
Thailand, 2025). The Thai military has not, however, provided substantive responses to questions about 
the proportionality of these strikes. Further, the colloquial framing of F-16 airstrikes as “laying eggs”, 
then accompanied by jokes and cheers, further undermines Tha iland’s characterisation of its military 
operations as defensive and proportionate. 

https://newschecker.in/fact-check/thailand-cambodia-clashes-viral-visuals-claiming-to-show-attacks-are-old-and-unrelated
https://www.thestar.com.my/aseanplus/aseanplus-news/2025/07/24/hun-manet-cambodia-has-no-choice-but-to-respond-with-force-against-invasion-as-f-16-reported-downed#goog_rewarded
https://www.facebook.com/61561717505244/videos/cambodia-shoots-down-thai-f-16-amid-escalating-border-warrepari-july-24-2025-in-/1176285594304438/
https://www.facebook.com/rtarfhq.pr/posts/royal-thai-armed-forces-reaffirm-the-right-to-self-defense-under-international-l/1160898149403245/
https://www.khaosod.co.th/around-thailand/news_9851966
https://www.nationthailand.com/news/asean/40053263
https://www.nationthailand.com/news/asean/40053263
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At the same time, the government of then-Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra also sought to frame 
military operations as extensions of its anti-online scam campaign, positioning strikes against targets in 
Cambodia within a law-enforcement narrative intended to carry legitimacy for both domestic and 
international audiences (Head et al., 2026). This framing is not only unverified, but it is also illegal. The 
use of military force does not constitute a recognised instrument of international law enforcement 
against cybercrime. 
 
The Thai military also faced allegations of deploying cluster munitions (KhmerTimes, 2025d) and poison 
gases (later revealed as white phosphorus) during the military clash in violation of international law 
(KhmerTimes, 2025e). The military initially denied both before acknowledging their use only once 
publicly available evidence made denial untenable, though maintaining that deployment was strictly 
within military contexts and consistent with international law (Royal Thai Army, 2025a; Royal Thai Army, 
2025b). No independent assessment has been conducted to evaluate these claims (Cluster Munition 
Coalition, 2025). In the absence of such verification, Cambodian media have reported that unexploded 
cluster bomb submunitions killed Cambodian children who mistook them for toys (Seavmey, 2025) and 
that white phosphorus caused chemical burns and respiratory injuries among those exposed 
(Pichbormey, 2025). Meanwhile, the original denials were seized upon within Thai FIMI discourse to 
discredit Cambodian accounts of weapons use as fabricated, foreclosing scrutiny of the underlying 
humanitarian concerns.2 

 
2 It is worth noting that Cambodia's initial reporting on white phosphorus was itself accompanied by a fabricated image which 
undermined Cambodia's own credibility on the issue. Thai information operations were quick to foreground this discrepancy, 
using Cambodia's evidentiary failure to cast doubt on the underlying allegation.  

https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cjenpy8gx71o
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/501724820/ministry-of-national-defense-thai-army-launched-attacks-on-7-locations-using-cluster-munitions-which-are-prohibited-by-international-law-and-is-a-war-crime/
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/501726898/conflict-update-thai-incursion-continues-today-cambodia-accuses-thai-forces-of-using-poison-gas/
https://rta.mi.th/39579/
https://rta.mi.th/40792/
https://rta.mi.th/40792/
https://icblcmc.org/our-impact/cluster-munition-coalition-concerned-by-reports-of-cluster-munition-use-by-thailand
https://icblcmc.org/our-impact/cluster-munition-coalition-concerned-by-reports-of-cluster-munition-use-by-thailand
https://cambodianess.com/article/thai-cluster-bomb-killed-preah-vihear-boy-cmac
https://kiripost.com/stories/cambodian-commander-struggles-to-breathe-after-exposure-to-poisonous-smoke
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Second, beyond the justification of war, Thailand’s FIMI strategy also involved delegitimisation . For one, 
narratives were created to paint a picture of Cambodia being supported by major powers seeking to gain 
an advantage in the conflict against Thailand. Some Thai media outlets heavily promoted reports of 
Russian mercenaries being involved in the conflict (Top News, 2025), a claim the Russian embassy 
denied (ThaiPBS, 2025; KhmerTimes, 2025f).  
 
There were also widespread conspiracies among Thai netizens discrediting Cambodia. One claim 
persists that Cambodian residents in disputed border areas are descendants of refugees who declined 
to leave Thai camps established during the humanitarian response to the Khmer Rouge era (PPTVHD, 
2025; Asian SEA Story, 2024). No supporting evidence has been produced. A separate trend sought to 
manufacture a Deepfake romantic scandal involving Senate President Hun Sen and Cambodian Ministry 
of Defence spokesperson Maly Socheata3. These claims were equally without an evidentiary basis. 
 

 
 

3 An AI-generated image portraying a fabricated romance scandal between Cambodian Senate President Hun Sen and Ministry 
of National Defence Spokesperson Maly Socheata has circulated widely across Thai social media. The post can be viewed 
here. 

https://www.facebook.com/TopNewsLiveThailand/posts/%E0%B8%A3%E0%B8%B1%E0%B8%AA%E0%B9%80%E0%B8%8B%E0%B8%B5%E0%B8%A2%E0%B8%A2%E0%B8%B1%E0%B8%A7%E0%B8%B0%E0%B8%81%E0%B8%B8%E0%B8%82%E0%B9%88%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%A7%E0%B8%97%E0%B8%AB%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%A3%E0%B8%A3%E0%B8%B1%E0%B8%AA%E0%B9%80%E0%B8%8B%E0%B8%B5%E0%B8%A2%E0%B8%A3%E0%B8%B1%E0%B8%9A%E0%B8%87%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%99-%E0%B8%99%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%A2%E0%B9%83%E0%B8%AB%E0%B8%8D%E0%B9%88%E0%B9%80%E0%B8%82%E0%B8%A1%E0%B8%A3%E0%B8%A3%E0%B9%89%E0%B8%AD%E0%B8%99%E0%B8%95%E0%B8%B1%E0%B8%A7%E0%B8%9B%E0%B8%8F%E0%B8%B4%E0%B9%80%E0%B8%AA%E0%B8%98%E0%B9%80%E0%B8%AA%E0%B8%B5%E0%B8%A2%E0%B8%87%E0%B9%81%E0%B8%82%E0%B9%87%E0%B8%87-%E0%B9%84%E0%B8%A1%E0%B9%88%E0%B8%88%E0%B9%89%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%87%E0%B8%97%E0%B8%AB%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%A3/1341076788057103/
https://www.thaipbs.or.th/news/content/359540
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/501809935/video-russian-ambassador-to-cambodia-denies-claims-of-russian-mercenaries-in-thai-cambodian-conflict/
https://www.facebook.com/PPTVHD36/videos/ban-nong-chan-in-thai-territory-once-shelterd-cambodian-war-refugees-pptv-news-1/1465847644610159/
https://www.facebook.com/PPTVHD36/videos/ban-nong-chan-in-thai-territory-once-shelterd-cambodian-war-refugees-pptv-news-1/1465847644610159/
https://www.facebook.com/AsianSEAStory/posts/-throwback-cambodian-refugee-camps-in-thailand-according-to-the-khmer-rouge-eras/821403730022898/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/2484887708455194/posts/4212484149028866/
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Taken together, whether or not Thailand genuinely regards its actions as defensive, the cumulative effect 
of these operations has eroded the credibility of that position. 
 
 

A War-Ready Public and a Complicit Information 
Environment 
 
Several conditions make the information disorder in the conflict context inflammatory, but also 
structurally untenable for independent verification to happen. Long-standing adversarial narratives, 
embedded in education systems and public culture on both sides, have historically framed the 
neighbouring state as a national threat (Hinton, 2006; Khongphianthum, 2024; Sindhuprama & 
Thanalertsomboon, 2025). Episodes from ancient conflicts to more recent ones, like the burning of the 
Thai Embassy in 2003 (Aglionby, 2003; Naren, 2003) and the 2008–2011 border dispute (Cheang, 2008; 
BangkokPost, 2008; Mass Communication Organisation of Thailand, 2009), are continuously recounted 
to sustain this framing. This produces a population already primed toward an antagonistic posture.  
 
Into this environment, state actors on both sides have shown a clear willingness to stoke rather than 
temper hostility. As documented in the preceding sections, government officials, military spokespeople 
and aligned influencer networks have all – whether through deliberate disinformation or the 
amplification of unverified third-party claims – fed narratives that worsen the conflict.  
 
What forecloses a corrective response is the condition of the media and civil society sectors on both 
sides. A portion of the media and civil society landscape on both sides has also shown no reluctance to 
participate in the conflict’s information dimensions: government-aligned NGOs, influencer networks, 
engagement-driven outlets and pro-state platforms have functioned as active contributors to FIMI 
operations rather than independent voices (Sriyai, 2025a; Sriyai, 2025b). 
 
Furthermore, in both countries, but more so in Cambodia, press restrictions and the threat of punitive 
action have left most outlets reporting in close alignment with the government Yalirozy, 2025; CamboJA, 
2026) or the military (Rojanaphruk, 2025; Prachatai, 2025). Meanwhile, commercial pressures mean 
that media organisations face audience pushback and revenue risk when coverage diverges from 
dominant nationalist sentiment. Where independent outlets have attempted balanced reporting, they 
have done so against the nationalist sentiment and considerable institutional headwinds. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
What makes this particularly consequential is that the conflict, while originating in a sparsely populated 
border zone, has, through sustained information operations, become a conflict between peoples. It is at 
that people-to-people level – rather than at the frontier – where the conflict’s long-term trajectory will 
be determined, and where any sustainable management of it must begin. 
 
Therefore, as long as FIMI operations succeed in maintaining two irreconcilable versions of events – and 
as long as the mechanisms that might challenge those versions remain either constrained or complicit  
– the structural foundations for any comprehensive discussion of the conflict remain absent. 
 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/231788379_Khmerness_and_the_Thai_'Other'_Violence_Discourse_and_Symbolism_in_the_2003_Anti-Thai_Riots_in_Cambodia
https://so03.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/liberalarts/article/view/281000/188142?fbclid=IwQ0xDSwLyivVleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHnLf1-R4ki4ub7JD-8bpFjxuQRwUbm2U7tAmN5q-9dSjsAsRZpwEfF9pPb08_aem_EAia1kaU_Qu5fvJRMgJSiQ
https://www.the101.world/nalin-sindhuprama-interview/
https://www.the101.world/nalin-sindhuprama-interview/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2003/jan/31/cambodia
https://english.cambodiadaily.com/2003/01/30/riots-began-as-demonstration-against-actress/
https://web.archive.org/web/20080731145517/http:/ap.google.com/article/ALeqM5h6tp2tO94iKNqIquUil4we_HH52QD91VEHA81
https://web.archive.org/web/20080721154753/http:/www.bangkokpost.com/topstories/topstories.php?id=128939
https://web.archive.org/web/20110811152659/http:/enews.mcot.net/view.php?id=9339
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/articles-commentaries/iseas-perspective/2025-82-digital-influence-and-controversies-the-role-of-kols-and-social-media-in-the-thailand-cambodia-dispute-by-surachanee-hammerli-sriyai/
https://fulcrum.sg/gun-jompalang-the-grey-zone-of-influencers-and-warfare-in-the-thai-cambodia-conflict/
https://cambodianess.com/article/online-journalists-charged-with-treason-over-border-conflict?fbclid=IwY2xjawMs5JNleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETAyZHU4OXJnbFJCOWtGcDIyAR6ryXwyDBWD5v8uE455Zw0AbovWczHc7FDRdsFIBcfl1v0qdoTWtJrNB7867A_aem_19SloLuPKjVrm9Ep6anRHA
https://www.camboja.net/advocacy/joint-statements/release-and-drop-charge-against-journalists-phorn-sopheap-and-pheap-pheara/
https://www.camboja.net/advocacy/joint-statements/release-and-drop-charge-against-journalists-phorn-sopheap-and-pheap-pheara/
https://www.khaosodenglish.com/opinion/2025/12/24/when-most-thai-media-turn-into-military-mouthpieces-under-teamthailand/#google_vignette
https://prachataienglish.com/node/11732
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