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Lao PDR
INTnoDUCTIoN
fhis report aims to provide an overview of the agriculture sector of Lao
I PDR in relation to the parameters for Sustainable Agriculture. It also

undertakes to highlight and discuss the opportunities and constraints for
development of Sustainable Agriculture in Lao PDR.

Sustainable Agricu[ture in Lao PDR is a new issue. Lao farmers how.
eveq do understand the importance of Sustainable Agriculture because
when they practice this kind of agriculture (integrated farming system)
they can get more income than monocultures,

There is no national consensus yet on how Sustainable Agriculture
should be defined in the country There is a network of organisations
(Sustainable Agriculture Forum) that has relationship with regional and
global networks in order to share and exchange lessons and
experiences on Sustainable Agriculture.

This work is part of the regional sustainable agriculture
study, coordinated by Pesticide Action Network (PAN)-
Asia and the Pacific.

Sutvtir,tARy
Not unlike many counffies in South East Asia, agricul-

ture in Laos, is the backbone of the country. According to
official datai over 50Yo of the Gross Domestic.Product
(GDP) is contributed by rhe agricultural sector, while over
80o/o of the population are engaged in agricultural activi-
ties. GDP calculations do not usually account properly for
non-monetarized activities, hence the 50olo figure under-
represents the real value of the agriculture sector in Laos.

The urban population also continues to have strong links
with agriculture, be it through relatives in the rural areas

or through small-scale production (vegetable garden, small
livestock raising) in urban areas.

Compared to other countries in South East Asia, Laos is quite unique

for several reasons. Agriculture in Laos is predominantly subsistence in
nature and most of the local production is for home consumption or barter

Khawnalo unla l*xay au on g, 1 9 9 9



trading' Apart from timber logs and some coffee production agricultural
products are mainly locally consumed. In general the agricultural sysrems
in Laos are not very intensive, with a low level use of external inputs.
Apart from some vegetable producing pockets around urban areas and
some intensive rice farms in the Vientiane and Savannakhet plains, hardly
any chemical fertilizer or pesticides are used. The level of mechanization
is also low

While the number of different crops grown by farmers may be some-
what limited (still high compared to western monoculture farms), the ge-
netic diversity of the crops grown appears to be very high. E.g. the collec-
tion of germplasm samples of rice from Laos (started only three years ago)
is only second to India.

With limited agricultural production and rhe relative abundance of natu-
ral resources, foraging (including ffshing) should be considered as an inte.
gral part of the agricultural (and livelihoods) sysrem in mosr areas in Laos.
For instance, the yearly rice production, which does not meet the yearly
requirement for many families, is offset by the collection of tubers, bam-
boo shoots, fish and other products from forests and rivers. Non-culti-
vated natural resources play important roles in the rural economy and are
important factors in achieving household food security. The management
ofnatural resources should therefore be considered as an integral part of
most farming systems in Laos.

The close interrelation between agriculture and the natural environ-
ment is an important element in plant protection. The biodiversity of
natural enemies to pests and plagues in Laos is very high due to rhe lack of
intensive high input monocultures and the limited use of chemical pesri,
cides. \Uhilst sustainable agriculture requires a total conversion of
monocultures and the use of chemical inputs, which has been heavily
promoted and commonly practiced in surrounding countries, the situa-
tion in Laos is relatively advanrageous for the promotion of sustainable
agriculture. Sustainable Agriculture in Laos can easily build on existing
knowledge and ways of farming.

Recent Developments

Since the opening up of Laos, several changes are occurring with poten-
tially major implications for the implementation of sustainable agricul-
ture. More money hasbecome available for agricultural intervention. Pro-
grams have been developed to redirect the (mainly subsistence) agricul-
ture sector to market and export priorities, with a fncus on surplus pro-
ducdon ofrice and a few cash crops.

The government of Laos has developed an eight point policy with the
following elements;

1. Promotion of food securiry
2. Market oriented production of agiculture and handicrafts
3. Stabilization or reducdon of shifring cultivation
4. Promotion of rural development
5. Infrastructure development
6. Human resource development
7. Expansion of intemational cooperation
8.. Development of the service sector (e.g. tourism).

Khanmulaunh bxq avorlrg, I 999



Of course it all depends on how the policy is implemented. A first look
gives an impression that some of the 8 points could be internally contra-
dicting. \Thilst the focus is on increasing food security, further explana-
tion on what is actually understood by food security, promotion of rural
development and human resource development. It would be a tremen-
dous potential if the traditional farming knowledge of the communiries
would be mobilized and matched with appropriate Sustainable Agricul-
ture techniques to develop the human resources and food securiry in the
rural areas. ,

Tianslation of the 8 point program as mentioned above into concrete ac-
tivities increases the challenges for SAF in some ways. The main issues are:

- Strohg push to develop irrigation schemes. This often eonsumes so much
water that it can have direct negative impact on rhe fisheries and is
usually combined with the promorion of monoculrures. These schemes
include the distribution of pumps for irrigation, promoti.on of rractors
as well as promotion of the use of chemical inpurs (among others through
the Agricultural Promotion Bank) and High Yielding Varieties (HW)
in agricultural production.

- Land is taken away from food production ro plantations like teak plan-

- Expansion of the road network which facilitates furrher markqt inte-
gration but also significantly increases the risks,of over harvesting 6f
forest products (not only logs but also Non Timber Foresr produits)
and encroachment. Even the extension of the electricity grid to rural
areas is sometimes seen as a straregic intervention to increase the rural
demand for electrical appliances, which would encourage farmers to
increase market production.

, Anorher developments is rhe increasing population, which increases
the competition for land (land suitable for paddy production is rather
scarce), Also the policy to strongly discourage upland shifting cultiva-
tion. Paddy cultivation and commercial livestock raising are offered as

the main alternatives. However it remains to be seen if these are really
viable alternatives for most people. Part of this policy is to resettle peo-
ple from mountainous areas. Apart from the social implications, this
also puts more pressure on the resources where people are re-settled as

well as deprive people of their extensive local knowledge in sustainable
management of agriculture and natural resources.
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I

Biophvsical
Ch ara?teristics

LOCATION
fhe Lao People's Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) is a relatively small
I .ou.rtry located in South East Asia. It is land locked, sharing an east-

ern border with the Socialist Republic of Vietnam; a westem border with
the Kingdom of Thailand; a southern border with the Kingdom of Cam-
bodia; and northem borders with the People's Republic of China and the
Union of Myanmar.

Crnraarr
Lao PDR is a tropical country whose climate is affected by monsoon

rains from May to September. In Mentiane, the average temperatures range

from a minimum of 16.4'C in January to a maximum of 3l"C in April.
The North Region (North and North East) of the country has a cooler
climate. Temperatures are different between mountainous and upland ar-

eas. The rainy season begins from May to October with high rainfall in
August and September. Rainfall in most provinces along the Mekong river
valley ranges from 1,500 to 2,200 mm per year (on average). The dry
season begins from November to April. The humidity in February March
and April decreases to 46.3o/o. The length and the concentration of sun-
shine and temperature are conducive for agriculture production.

Ihble 2: Lao PDR Climate
Source: Handbook of fruit tree plantation of Department of Agriculture and Extdnsion

Rainfall Temoerature HumidiW Evaooration
Averaee 1,853 mm 26.2'C 72.5o/o 1,328.4 mm

Maximum 2,830 mm 32.5"C 90.00/o 1,713.6 mm

Minimum I,016 mm 21.9"C 46.30/o 1,112.0 mm

LAND
Topography

Lao PDR has a land area of 236,800 square kilometers, stretching more

than 1,700 km from the north to south and between 100 km and 400 km
from the east to west. \fhilst Lao PDR has no direct access to the sea, it
has an abundance of rivers, including a 1,865 km stretch of the Mekong
(Nam Khong), defining its border with Myanmar and a major part of the

llable l: Neighbors and
length of borders (Km)
Source: Ministry of lnterior

Directlon Neighbor Border
len6h (km)

Nonh PR. China 505
5outh Cambodia 435
East Vietnam 2,069
North-West Myanmar 236
West fnaitinO I "835
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Lao PDR . SA Courury Proliles

border with Thailand. Major srretches of the Mekong and its tributaries
are navigable and provide alluvial deposirs for some of rhe fertile plains.
About two thirds of the country is mountainous, ranging from 200 to
2,820 meters high. The mounrains pose difficulties for transportation and
communication, but together with the rivers they produce vast porential
for irrigation and other infrastructure development projects l

Soils and Soil Classiftcation

The Lao government is concentrating its soil survey resources on cover-
ing the central and southem agricultural regions. Maps for about 80o/o of
this area are already available and preliminary soil information is available
for a much wider area. Completed soil maps on a scale of 1:50.000 for the
whole area were projecred to be available in 1998. They are however not
available as yet.

The soils of the Mekong flood plain are mainly derived from old alluvial
deposits and in some provinces (Savannakhet and Saravane) from sand-
stone materials. They are usually highly weathered, moderately acid, loam,
sandy loam and loamy sand, e.g. Alisols, Acrisols, Leptosols, Cambisols
and Gleysols. They have typical topsoil sand conrenr exceeding 650lo to as

high as 85olo, with clay content sometimes as low as 5olo. Low organic
matter content, CEC and percentage base saturation, are also typical.
Extractable acidity is generally high tn the Acrisols and Alisols.

Soils in the areas of rainfed lowland cultivation in the north, are gener-
ally sandy loam, loam and clay loam, e.g. Cambisols, Fluvisols and Luvisols.
Apart from the larger plains, the soils in most of the northern area have
yet to be classified and mapped. They are however, generally recognized
as being more fertile than most of the central and sourhern regions.

Soil groups, which are rich o[nutrient or fertile and suitable for agricul-
ture production are CAMBISOLS and FLUVISOLS. Most soils in Laos
are composed of ALISOLS, LEPIOSOE and ARENOSOLS. Their po-
tential for agricultural use is dependent on quality improvement such as

incorporating animal and green manure, and compost.

Fotest Resources

Lao PDR has a forest cover of about {7olo, comprising a wide variety of
commercial tree species suitable for sawn timber, plywood, parquet, and
furniture. 80o/o of domestic energy consumprion is based on fuel wood,
and an estimated 200,000 hectares of forest are cleared annually largely
due to shifting cultivation.and logging activities. In the effort to protect
forest resources from unsustainable felling of trees, the total annual allow-
able cut (AAC) has been set by the Tiopical Forest Action Plan (1991) to
280,000 cubic meters per annum. The actual volume of timber exploita-
tion is however higher than the annual plan (see Thble 6), especially in
the Dam Construction Project areas.

Govemment protective measures include:
. Prime Minister Decree No.169 dated 3/11193 on the Management and

Using of forest and forest land (1)
. Prime Minister Decree No.t86 dated 12110194 on the Land-Forest

Allocadon for tree plantation and Forest Conservation (2)
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Table 3: Soil classification, nutrient deficiencies and recommended nutrient
application levels for rainfed lowland rice cultivation areas in Laos
Source: Department of Agriculture and Extension

Province/District Soil classification
or texturc

Nutrient
deflclencv

Recommr rndation (l

P
@ha)_

K

CE'VTRAI & SOUTHfR'V REG'OIVS

L VientianeMunicloalitv
Naxaythong Alisols N.P 60-90 l3-19 0

Savthanv Leptosols N. P* 60-90 r3-r9 0
Sikhotabone Luvisols N, P+ 60-90 l3-19 0

2. Vientlane Provlnce
Phonhonp Alisols, Cambisols N, P* 60-90 6-r 3 0
Thourakhom Alisols N, P* 60-90 6.r 3 0

3. BorikhamxavProvince
Paksan Acrisols N 90 ') 0

4. Khammouane Province
Thakhek Alisols N,P 60 l3 0

Nongbok Cambisols N.P 90 '13? 0
Gnommalath Cambisols N,P 90 13-19 0

5. SavannakhetProvince
Khanthabuly Alisols N,P 60 6 0
Champhone Solonete N.P 60-90 6 0
Saybouly Cambisols N,P 60 6 0

6. Saravane Province
Saravane Alisols. Luvisols N, P* 60-90 l3 0
VaDi Luvisols N, P* 60-90 r3 0

Khonssedone Luvisols N, PI 60-90 l3 0
7, Champasak Province

Champasak Cambisols N,P 60-90 l3 0
Pakse Carnbisols, Acrisol: N,P 90 l3 0
Phonethons Acrisols. Alisols N, PI 90 l3 0
Sanasomboune Luvisols N, P* 90 r3 0

Soukhouma Luvisols N. P*.K? 60? 6-r 3? ?

8. Xieng Khouang Province
Phaxav Clav Loam N, P* 60? l9-26 o

TVORTHERN REGION

9. LuangprabangProvince
Chomoetch Clav Loam N? 60-90? 0? 0?

lO. Luansnamtha Province
Namtha Clav Loam N <60 0 0

Sins Clav Loam N, P? 30-60 ? 0

ll. Savabulv Province
Phians Alisols, Acrisols N 50? 6 0

12. Oudomxav Province
Xay Loamy sand N.P 60 6 0

13. Phonssalv Province
Bounneua Sandy Loam N, P?, K? 7 7 ?

14. Houaohanh Province
5amneua Clav Loam N, P* <60 13-19 0

Xienekho NA N 90 0

15. Bokeo Province
Houavxav Clav Loam N, P?,K?

.,
7 7

Thoneoheune Clay Loam N. P* 7 7 0

* - acute deficiency:
? - yet to be defined or verified:
NA - not available
N - Nitrogen
P - Phosphorus

K - Potassium

Remark:
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l'lable 4: Land area and forest land, 1995
Source: Department of Forestry, MAF

Code iProvince Total Area (ha) Total Forest fta) (o/o)

IVorthern reoion 9.692.500 3.570.777 369o
o2 Phongsaly 1,627,000 667.070 410/o

03 Luansrtamtha 932.s00 53r,525 57o/o

04 Oudomxav 1,537,000 4l 4,990 27o/o

05 Bokeo 6 r 9.600 303.604 49o/o

06 Luangprabang r,687,500 371,250 22o/o

07 Houaphanh t,650,000 594.000 360/o

08 Xavaburv I.638.900 688,338 42o/o

Central reoion 9,578,400 4.984,464 Slolo
0l Vientiane Mun. 392.000 12s.444 32o/o

09 Xienekhuane 588,000 746,360 47o/o

r0 Vientiane 592,700 637.080 4Oo/o

I Borikhamxav 486,300 966,095 65o/o

2 Khammuane 63r 500 962.585 59o/o

3 Savannaket 2,177,400 1,197,570 55o/o

I Xavsomboon 710,500 349.334 49o/o

Southern reoian 4,409, t O0 2,612,659 58o/o
4 Saravane I ,069.1 00 577 ,314 54o/o

5 Sekons 766.500 413,910 54o/o

6 Chamoasack r ,54 I ,500 940,3r 5 61o/o

7 Attapeu L032.000 681,120 660/0

TOTAT 23,680,000 t 1,167,900 47%

l]able 5: Name list of national reserved forests, 1995
Source: Department of Forestry. MAF

Province located NBCA (Name) Area (ha)

4!tqpeu dong ampham 200,000
Borikhamxay nam kadine r 69,000
{hampasack dons houasao I 10,000
Chamoasack AttaDeu se prene 240.000
Houaphanh ohou leui 150,000
Houaphanh nam et I70,000
Houaphanh nam sam 70,000
Khammuane phou hinpoon r 50,000
Khammuane nakai nam theun 353.200
Khammuane hin namno 82.000
I uanpnamtha nam ha 69,000
Phongsaly Yot nam hoom (phou daendeen) 222.000
Saravane ohou siensthone 120.000
Saravane se saD r 33.500
Savannaket ohou sanPhe r 09.900
Savannakhet dons ohouviens 5 3,000
Savannakhet Saravane se bansnuane r 50,000
Vientiane Mun Dhou phanang 70,000
Vientiane- Borikhamxav ohou.khao khuav 200,000
Xavaburv nam pur 191.200

Total 3,012,800

Table 6: Timber exploitation (AnnualAllowable Cut) for 1994195
Source: Forestry Department MAF

Companv 94/95 olan (m') Actual volume (m3) o/o

A.D. and Service 61.000 48.604 8Oo/o

Phudoei Companv s3.000 s3.065 l00o/o

D.A.F.l. Company 45.000 36.558 81o/o

Dam Constructron Proi 432.000 670.412 r s5%
Mav Lonelens D. Pro 19.000 I 1.014 58o/o

Total 610,000 8r 9,653 1340h
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. Forest Law No. 01.96 dated Llll0l96, approved by National Assembly
in 11/10/96

' President Decree No. 125 datedlllll96 on the application of the above
Forest Law

The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry has also implemented Stop-
ping Shifting Cultivation Project to prevent forest depletion due to shift-
ing farming practices. It will phase out slash and burn cultivation and
eventually stop it completely. People in the mountainous and remote ar-

eas will be provided with a perrnanent occupation to gradually improve
their standard of living. Permanent occupations include the different pro,
duction sectors such as agriculture, livestock, forestry handicraft and other
services. Cleared areas from secondary re-growth will be used for perma-
nent agriculture.

Land Use

The I-ao lmtd use clzsses and vegetation tlpes system, based on FAO rec-
ommendations, was worked out by Mr. Jozsef Fidloczky in 1987. A minor
revision was made in 1990 at rhe start of the NFI (National Office of
Forest Inventory), mainly to adapt ir to the ground survey. At rhat time,
the land use classes were put into 6 main land use groups, subdivided into
forest types and land use classes.

1. Areas of Current Forest

2. Areas of Potential Forest

3. Other Wooded Areas
4. Areas of Permanent Agriculture
5, Areas with Other Land Use

6. Water

I'lrble 7: Total area distributed on land use and vegetation types, 1989
Source: Report No. 5, Dec.l992, Department of Forestry, MAF

Land Use Group/Vegetation Type Area {'OOOlha oYo

I Cunent Forest 11 ,167 .9 47.162
2 Potential Forest 8.949.0 17 791

3 Other Wooded Areas | ,444.4 6.099
4 Permanent Aericulture Land 849.5 3.587

5 Other Non-Forest Land r.269.5 5.361

TOTAT 23,680.O t 00.000

Definition of the diffetent land use groups:

1. Current Forest are defined as areas being suitable for forest production
and having a tree cover with a crown density of at least 20olo (Forest

Plantations are excepted from the rule of a minimum crown density).

2. Potential Fotest are defined as areas suitable for forest production hav-

ing a crown density less than 207o and not permanently used for other
purposes (i.e. housing, agriculture, etc.).

3. Other wooded Areas are defined as areas with a certain cover of trees

or shrubs but being unsuitable (too poor) for forest production. The
tree cover is less than Z0o/o (if itwould be more, it should be considered

as Current Forest),

4. Permanenr Agriculture include areas for production of crops, fruit trees

etc. and areas permanently being used for grazing.

72 Khammabunb ltxay auong, I 999



Iao PDR . SA CorntrJ Profiles

5. Other Land Use include land that for various reasons, is "non-productive"
and areas being used for other purposes than agriculture and forestry.

6. The group'Water includes natural or artificially made areas of water.

INTnaSTRUCTURE
Roads

Being aware of the impottance of infrastructure for socio-economic de-
velopment, over the past years, Laos has channeled capital into improv-
ing and expanding the communication and telecommunications system.
National and some important local roads have been repaired and recon-
structed, connecting them to roads ofsub-regions.

Communication and telecommunications are considered important and
strategic spearheads for national development and they enhance the coun-
try's geographical potential. The government's policy is to modemise the
communication and telecommunication systems facilitating and sfeeding
r,rp the connection between important parts of the country.

In the future, Laos will pay attention to upgrading the quality and con-
structing additional numbers of national highway systems stretching north
to south and east to west, so as to hook up with those of the neighboring
countries. Laos will develop long-term plans for national communication
systems including roads, rails, rivers and air. Laos will improve and in-
crease the number of roads to ensure that all districts and privatized eco-
nomic and social areas are accessible through out a[ seasons.

Electricity

Electricity, gas and water, comprising 97o of industrial value added also

moved ahead with a growth of Z9o/o. After declining from 828 million
K\fH in 1991 to 753 million K\UH in 1992 due to unusually low water
level of the Nam Ngum,reservoir, electric power production expended by

Z2o/o in 1993 reaching a level of 919 million f3VH. In 1994, it expanded
further by 30o/o, reaching a level of 1,197 KWH of which 829 K\i?H or
70olo was exported to Thailand.

Since 1985 when electric power generation was recorded at 919 million
K\7H, there has been an erratic production of electric power depending
mainly on the water level of the affected reservoirs. Currently, there are

three hydro-electric power generating plants in the country with a com-
bined capacity of 200 M\V:

1. Nam Ngum 1, with an installed capacity of 150 MW
2. Xeset, with 45 MW; and
3. Selabam, with 5 MW

The Government attaches high priority to hydropower in its develop-
ment plan, up to year.2000 and beyond. The power development plan up

to year 2000 envisions additional irutalled capacity of around 1,650 M\UU

Among the projects in the pipeline are Theun-Hinboun with 210 MV
and Nam Theun 2 with 680 M\y. The former with an estimated cost of
US$270 million is planned to be commissioned in 1998; the latterwith an

estimated cost of around US$ I .2 billion in 1999. The long-term plan within
the next fifteen years is to install an addlitional 6,500 MV generaring

Table 8: Length of the roads
for the whole country
Source: Ministry of Communication.
Transport, Post and Construction

Item 1994
(km)

1995
(km)

Total lengh
of the rcads

18,344 t 8,363

Tarred roads 2.446 2,446
Craveled roads 5.r38 5.1 38

Earthen roads r 0.760 10.779
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Hi,[:,?l 
lrrigated areas I ee3-2o00,

. Source: Department of lrrigation, MAF

Year Wet reason Drv season
rncrease total I ncrease total

993 40.000
994 5.000 45,000
995 5,400 50.400 32,300
996 5,600 56,000 28,860
997 5,000 6 r ,000 5.000 36.000
998 6,000 67,000 5.000 41,000
999 7,O00 174,000 4,000 45.000

2000 26.000 200,000 5.000 '50,000

capacity. For this purpose, there are currently 23 Memorandum of Under-
standing (MOU) signed with prospective private investors in the
hydropower sector.

Electricity is one of the main ffiastructure for modern agriculture. Many
agricultural areas, including villages have been supplied with electricity
except for some remote villages.

Irrigation

Irrigation is extremely important for agriculture especially for rice
production or food production in Lao PDR. The increase or drop
in national rice production depend on the natural condition of
rainfall in different parts of the country. In the last few years, rice
production was damaged by natural disasters such as flood and
drought. Because of the importance of irrigation , 4A.5Oo/o of the
state agricultural budget is invested every year for this infrastruc.
ture, also to convince farmers to participate in the construction of
medium and small scale of irrigation systems.

Infrastructure related to SA

Gene bank: The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry has constructed a

gene bank in the National Agricultural Research Center
(NARC) in order to store getmplasm samples of rice, which
is more than 9,000 species, from the whole country.

Agriculwral Tiainhq centcr: The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry in
cooperation with the Savannakhet provincial Administra-
tion, have decided to converr the Agricultural College into a
Vocational Tiaining Center. Conrents of the training will
mainlybe lessons from Lao experiences selected (model farm-
ers who have applied Integrated Agriculture) and some re.
gionaVinternational experiences. The training methods will
be based on the 3 principles as follows:
- Participation (or team work)
- Learning from showcase
- Leaming by doing

note: The meaning of Integrated Agriculture is the system
of agriculture which considers the balance of ecology, the
improvement of the soil, avoiding dependence on external
input, having diversified crop, in support of each other and
not destroy the environment.

Oryanic Fertikzer factory: This factory was constructed by a lao Private
Company in Mentiane Prefecture to supply products to farm-
ers in irrigated areas in Vienriane Prefecture and in some
other important provinces.
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II
Socio-Economic
Backgrouncl

POPULATION

4,nnual average intercensal growth rate, 1985-1995 (c/o\ 2.4
tion densi

The 1995 popularion census shows that Lao pDR has a population of
4'581,258. The last census raken in 1985 recorded a population of
3,584,803, implying an annual average between census gro*th rate of
7.4o/o, Population density at 19,4 persons per square kilometer, remains
one of the lowest in the region.

The Lao populadon lives in 685,230 households with an average size of
6.7 members, in 11,935 small villages (ban) locared in 129 districts
(muong). vientiane municipality has a population of about 528,109 and a
population densiry of 135 persons per square kilometer. of the 18 prov-
inces, including Vientiane municipality and the Xaysomboon special re-
gion, those with higher number of inhabitants are savannakhet (6? l,5gl)
and Champassak (500,994) in the sourh, and Luangprabang (365,333) in
the north.

Lao people are ethnically diverse. Up to 68 ethnic groups have been
identi{ied, which can roughly be placed inro 3 caregories:

1. The Laalaum, who occupy rhe lowland plains and the Mekong river
valley, and constirure sdme 66.6vo of the total population.

?. TheLaaTltang,who occupy the mountain slopes and consritute about
z2o/o of the population, and who are thought to have been the ftrst
inhabitants of Laos.

3. The Loo Soung, who occupy the high mountain tops over 1,000 merers,
and constitute about l0o/o of the rotal population. They carry indig-
enous linguistic traditions in the remote and highly mobile settlements.
Particular emphasis is being placed on finding ways ro more fully inte-
grate the ethnic groups into the economic and social life of rhe country.
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Table t l: Structure of
population by household
size in urban and rural areat
in o/o

Source: NSC, Lao Expenditure and
Consumption Survey I 992-1993

Household
size (No. of

persons)

Urban Rural Total

<=3 8.3 9.1 8.9
4 3.2 9.1 0.0
5 3.7 5.0 4.7

6 5.3 8.2 7.6
7 7.4 5.3 5.8

I 0.4 2.2 1.8

9 9.4 9.2 9.2

10 7.3 6.5 6,7
> = ll 5,0 5.4 5.3

Total too loo 100

Population density

While Savannakhet is the most populous ptovince, Vientiane Munici-
pality has the highest population density with 135 persons per square kilo-
metre. This figure is more than four times as high as the density in
Champasack (33) which is the next province, followed by Savannakhet
(31), the remote provinces such as Phongsaly, Attapeu and Sekong have

a population density below 10 persons per square kilometre.

\Uhen comparing the results with those of rhe 1985 Census, it must be

kept in mind that there have been some changes in the demarcation be.
tween some of the provinces. The biggest change in the population den-
sity, measured in 7o, between 1985 and 1995 is observed in Bokeo prov.
ince where density has increased from 11 to 18 persons per square kilo-
metre, meaning an increase of 650/o. in absolute figures, Vientiane Mu.
nicipality shows the biggest increase with 38 persons per square kilome-
tre. The population increased highly in the big cities or provinces that
have a border with Thailand because young people come from their natal
provinces to work in the growing townships.

Table lO: Population and population density by 1995
Source: NSC. Committee for Planning and Cooperation.

Year Population Density Urban Pooulation 0/b Rural Fooulation %
r 995 4,57 4,848 r 9.35 781,753 17 o/o 3,793,095 83 o/o

DISTRIBUTION OF HOUSEHOLDS
In the report of the National Statistical Centet the number of house-

holds comprises both private and collective households. The number of
collective households is fairly low, but they will have some impact on the
results, among other things giving a slightly higher average household size.

The distribution of households follow in broad terms the population of
the provinces. The only exemption is Khammuane province where the
average household size is rhe lowest in the country, 5.5 persons per house.

hold, placing the province on the 5th instead of the ?th place when it
comes to population size. The largest average household size is found in
Houaphan province with 6.8 persons per household.

Ir,UTr,RACY
Out of the sampled population, aged 15 and older, about 360lo are illiter-

ate. 7lo/o completed lower than primary grade 5. 13% completed lower
secondary and 57o completed higher secondary school. Only 506 com.
pleted middle level vocational/technical schools, and less than 1% have a

University degree. This situation reflect the low level of education of the
Lao people. This is partly a consequence of the limited access to educa'

tion during the old regime.

EMPLOYMENT
There are some firmly established standards for measuring and describ'

ing economic activity that have been established by the International Labor
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Organization (lLO). These standards however, are more suited to econo-
mies where the majority of the labor force is waged or salaried employees
in modern industries and services. It is very difficult to apply the same

standards and measures to countries like Lao PDR where the overwhelm-
ing majority is still in subsistence agricukure.

The conceptof wtemployment,for instance, is very difftcult to apply out-
side the modern sector in urban settings, which is somewhat less than
l07o of the labor force in Laos. If the reference period is one week, very
few persons in a Lao farming family have no productive work to do. If the
ILO standards are strictly applied, one hour during the week tending live-
stock or doing some weeding in the fietd is enough to be counted as em-
ployed. This person cannot then be counted as unemployed. Looking for
a job is not very meaningful either in most Lao villages. Instead of the
standard question in ILO manuals, the Lao govemment has tried to meas-
ure unemployment in this setting by asking if there were any workdays
last week when there was no work to do.

A second problem is to draw the line between economic and other ac-
tivities, the so-called production boundary. Selling in the market is in-
cluded as self.employed, own construction work, fishing home textile work
and fetching water/firewood are also such categories. The latter two cat-
egories are very important from a gender perspective.

A third problem has to do with finding divisions within the category of
farmers to which otherwise some 75%o are classified. Laos distinguish be-
tween farm-owners and family farm workers, the latteris further sub.clas-
sified into working on the land and tending to livestock.

A fourth problem has to do with the labor force age. Helping on the
family farm usually starts at a very early age and is economically meaning-
ful to the family at least from age l0 while labor force age according to
international standards usually starts at age 15 and ends atageT4.ln the
agricultural setting, no upper age limit is meaningful since only bad health
or severe weakness will move the elderly completely out of farm work and
outside the labor force.

Vomen's participation in agricultural work is accounted at 54o/o (weed-

ing, transplanting, seeding and harvesting). The men only participate in
soil preparation, seedbed preparation, irrigation, and especially the harder
physical work.

Tlable l2: Labor force in the Lao PDR
Source: National Statistical Center

Itemt 1985 Percent (9o) t995 Percent (96)

Total oooulation 3,584,803 100.0 4.58r.258 I OO.0

Total labour force 1.673,628 46.7 2.137.284 46.7

Female 857.715 51 .2 r .086. r 72 50.8
Male 8r 5.913 48.8 1.051.r l2 49.2

Note; Labor force in 1995 is estimated based on the percentage of Labor force obtained from
1 985 census.

Salary or wage level

According to the Lao labor law (Ministry of Labor and Social \Uelfare,

1994) Chapter VII, article No 40 on the Determination of thelcttel of remu'

neration, it is written:
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Table t 3: The distribution of main activities to population in Lao PDR, 1995
Source: NSC. State Planing Committee

Activitv Men Women Total Vo Urban 96 Rural 9o

Asric. and Fisherv 849.393 1.003.803 I.853.196 85.5 38.4 93.1
For marketine 2l .825 23,725 45,550 2.1 3.1 t.9
For self-subsistence 827.241 979.895 I .807.136 83.4 3 5.3 91.2
Main Occuoation 327 183 510 0.o 0.0 0.0

Other Activities r 95.878 1t7.427 3 I 3,305 I4.5 61.4 6.9
Legislators, Senior Officials 8,873 581 9,454 0.4 t.3 0.3
Professionals 17,878 8,983 26.861 1.2 5.5 0.5
Technicians and Assoc. Prof. 38,5 l 7 24,05 r 62,568 2.9 9.5 1.8

Clerks 2,378 2.871 5.249 0.2 r.3 0.1

Service workers 36.899 48.81 4 85.713 4.0 18.7 r.6
Craft Related Trades 33,129 22,801 55,930 2.6 r 3.6 0.8
Operators and assemblers 20.429 766 2l.r95 1.0 4.5 0.4
Main Occuoations 18,002 6.783 24,785 1.2 5.3 0.5
Soldier I9.048 1.234 20.282 0.9 1.6 0.8
Occuoation not stated 725 543 r,268 0.1 0.r o.l

Total 1,045,271 r,l21,230 2,166,501 100.o t 00.o 100.0

- Each employer shall have the right to determine the level of remunera,
tion of his/her workers, taking into account:
- the material and spiritual needs of the workers;
- the cost of living and any periodic changes therein;
- social welfare and social security benefits of the workers;
- evaluation of the skills and ability level of the various social groups or

the level of the payment of wage or salary in other labor units.

- The wage or salary should be in conformiry with the value of work or
duties.

- 'Wage or salary systems should be established in several forms and easily
understood.

- l7orkers or trade unions or workers'representatives shall also have the
right to negotiate with the employer in respect of salary or wage levels.

- The Government or body concerned shall periodically establish mini-
mum salaries or wages for each region.

- Employers shall not establish a minimum salaries or wages level lower
than rhe level periodically fixed by the Government for each region.

- The periodic fixation of the minimum salary or wage level in all labor
units shall be subject to the Government's supervision and control.

Leo HoUsE HoLD CoTvS UMPTION
Average total consumption of Lao households in 199?-93 was 84,920

Kip, valued at localprices. A conveniently rounded figure would be 85,000

Kip. This does not include the consumption value of owner.occupied
housing, which is very difficult to put to a Kip value, in the absence of a
market,

Food is dominant, encompassin g62o/oof total consumption. Withtn food

the dominant category is rice, which alone accounts for ?6.60/o of total
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consumption. Rice is mainly produced by the household itself. Self,pro-
duced rice accounts for 72.7o/o of total consumption.

Lao PDR is the largest producer and consumer of glutinous (sticky) rice
in the region. It accounts {or 90/o of total consumption and more than
85o/o of the farmers' rice varieties grown in Lao PDR are glutinous varie.
ties. Only people living in the city consume white rice especially Chinese,
Vietnamese and foreigners working in Laos.

Housing is the second largest component in the structure of consump.
tion, accounting for 13.4o/o of total consumption. The percentage share of
housing would be a few percent higher if the consumption value of owner,
occupied housing was included. Within housing, expenditure on mainte.
nance and repair, is the dominant category accounting for 7 .60/o of total
consumption and thus more than half of the share of housing in total
consumption.

Medical care, education and culture have small shares in household
expenditure. This is because medical treatmenr and schooling are not
directly paid by the households.

In the following tables are the national totals and average per house-
hold and per consumption unit, Comparative levels and structure of con-
sumption between urban and rural households, also poorer and better.off
households are reflected. The total consumption and structure of con-
sumption does not include the user value of owner-occupied housing.
Both level and structure would change somewhat if user-value is included.

The consumption pattern of rural and urban households is very differ-
ent. First in the share of food within total consumption and secondly the
share of self-produced food. Urban households furthetmore have substan-
tially higher levels than rural households on transport, personal care &
recreation, and also on education and culture. Some of the other differ-
ences are too small to warrant comment.

The difference in consumprion pattern between urban and rural house-

holds; in part also reflect the difference in level of total consumption.
Average total consumption of urban households is 29,000 Kip per unit of
consumption compared to 17,000 Kip for rural households. Households

Table l4: Level and structure of household consumption by place of residence
Source: NSC. Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey 1 992-l 993

Consumption item Urban
Monthly

house-hrild

(Klp)
Expenditure

oer unit

o/o

of total
Rural

Monthly
house-hold

(Kip)
Expenditure

Der unit

o/o

of total

Own produced food r 8,340 4.090 l4 35.060 8,450 49
Food expenditure 52,820 I 1.790 4I r2,110 2,930 t7
Sum of food consumed 71,t60 t 5,880 54 47,170 I1,380 66
Housing t 9.430 4.330 l5 8.940 2.1 50 13

Medical care 2,440 540 2 t.800 430 3

Education & Culture 4.400 990 3 1.290 3to 2

Transport & Comm. I t,890 2,660 9 3.560 860 5

Cloth & footwears 4,560 1,020 4 2,980 720 4
Personal care & recreation 9.470 2.120 7 2.8I O 680 4
Alcohol & tobacco 4,700 t,050 4 1,780 430 3

Other consumption 259 580 2 710 170 1

TOTAT r 30,640 29,770 too 7l,404 17,130 IOO
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I'lable I5: Level and structure of household consumption by economic status
Source: NSC, Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey I992-1993

Consumption item Poor
Monthly

house-hold

(Kip)
Expenditure

per unit

olo

of total
Better off
Monthly

house-hold

(Kip)
Expenditure

Der unit

o/o

of total

Own produced food 30.290 6,770 59 32.O40 8.070 26
Food exoenditure 8,490 r.890 l6 34,670 8.720 28
Sum of food consum 38.780 8.660 75 66.71O 16.790 54
HousinR 5,430 1,210 1l 22,730 s,720 t8
Medical care r,o80 240 2 2,8t O 710 2
Education 6r Culture 550 120 3,460 870 3
Transport & Comm, t.180 260 2 9,820 2.470 I
Cloth & footwears I,690 380 3 5,010 1,260 4
Personal care dr recreat 1.440 320 3 7.290 I.840 6
Alcohol dr tobacco I,120 250 2 3,800 960 3

Other consumotion 2to 50 I 2,O70 520 2

TOTAT 5t,490 r I,490 100 I23,7OO 31,140 loo

in which the household head can read and write, have a higher level of
consumption than households wirh illirerate household head, i.e. 22,000
Kip per consumption unit as compared to 16,000.

The difference in consumption level of better-off households (defined

as those with double median level and higher) ancl poorer households
(defined as those with half the median level and lower) is substantial, i.e.
31,000 Kip as compared to 11,500 Kip per unit of consumption. However,
by international standards this difference (3:1) between better-off and
poorer households is very small.

POVERTY AND EQUALITY
No less than 72Yo of Lao households have a low standard of living ac-

cording to definitions based on Ernst Engel's law. By this internarional
standard, households are poor if 60Vo or more of total consumption is food
and thus less rhan 40o/o of consumption is other than food, i.e. housing,
transport, clothing, personal care, recreation, health care' education and
culture, etc. Only about one in four Lao households are placed above this
international standard and only about one in a hundred Lao households
approach the level of rich countries, where less than Z0o/o of total con-
sumption is food in the average household. Results based on relative con-
cepts of poverty clearly show thar Lao society is very egalitarian.

Average total consumption per consumption unit in Lao PDR is about
20,000 Kip per monrh, which is 4,000 Kip higher than the median level of
16,000. Two out of three households fall in the group around 50olo of aver-

age consumprion. With this measure fewer are above 507o and more fall

below 507o of rhe average consumprion level. \ilhether using median or
average consumption level as reference poinrs, Lao distribution of consump-

tion levels is very egalitarianin even from an international perspective.

Abour 9olo of Lao households fall below 8,000 Kip, which is below 50olo

of median consumption, i.e. the international standard for a relarive pov-

erty line. Only about 1olo, that is one out of a hundred Lao households fall
below the lowest standard, that is 25o/o of the median consumption level

or 4,000 Kip per month per consumption unit. About one in four Lao
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households (260/0) have a consumption level above 24,000 Kip per con-
sumption unit, which is above 507o of the median level. Of these, some-
what less than one out of every seven households ot L5o/o have a con-
sumption level that is 1007o or more above the median, or about 32,000
Kip per month per consumption unit.

Measuring poverty

Measures of relatiuepoverty start from rhenedian ot rrueragehousehold
total consumption of the country that is studied. These measures require
that differences berween households in size and composition are neutral-
ised with a so,called equivalence scale to get household consumption per

consumption unit.

Median household consumption level is the level of household in the
middle of the distribution. 50o/o of households have higher level and 50olo

have lower level. Households that have only half of median consumption
level are classified as poor and households below a quarter of the median
level, as being severe poverty.

Average household total consumption is higher than median total con-
sumption because the level of the "best off' Lao households effects the
average but not the median level. Households whose total consumption
level is half the average level are regarded as poor and the households
that are below a quarter of the average level are in severe poverty.

Table l6: Households at different levels of
consumption in Lao PDR
Source: NSC, Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey 1992-1993

Level of consumption % of household
Worst off I
Below 50 o/o of median 8

Around median consumDtion 65
Above 50 9o of median ll
Best off t5
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