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This report is one of a series of country gender assessments and strategies prepared in
conjunction with Asian Development Bank (ADB) country strategies and programs. The primary
purpose of the series is to provide information on gender and development in ADB’s developing
member countries to assist ADB staff in country and strategy formulation and in project design and
implementation. Preparation of this report was jointly undertaken by the Mekong Department
(MKRD) and the Regional and Sustainable Development Department (RSDD) of ADB.

This study was prepared by a consultant, Eugenia McGill, in close collaboration with
Shireen Lateef, Principal Social Development Specialist, RSDD, and Sonomi Tanaka, Senior
Poverty Reduction Specialist, RSDD. Special thanks are due to Paul V. Turner, former Country
Director, Lao Resident Mission (LRM) and currently Director, Operations Coordination Division,
MKRD; Gil-Hong Kim, former Senior Programs Economist, MKRD and currently Principal
Results Management Specialist, Strategy and Policy Department; Yuriko Uehara, Senior Social
Development Specialist, MKRD; Manoshi Mitra, Senior Social Development Specialist, MKRD;
Edvard M. Baardsen, Deputy Head of Mission/Senior Project Implementation Specialist, LRM;
Khamtanh Chanthy, National Project Implementation Officer (Social Sectors), LRM; Rattanatay
Luanglatbandith, National Senior Economist, LRM; and Souksavanh Vixathep, Assisstant Project
Analyst (Infrastructure and Social Sectors), LRM. Thanks are also due to the officials of the Lao
PDR government and Lao Women’s Union, representatives of external agencies and international
nongovernment organizations, and development experts in Lao People’s Democratic Republic who
generously shared information, documents, perspectives and advice on gender and development
issues. In particular, the author wishes to thank the participants at two workshops held in August
2003 with representatives of line ministries, external agencies and international nongovernment
organizations, organized by Khamtanh Chanthy of LRM. Bong Reclamado provided production
assistance. Editing assistance was provided by Judy Goldman.

The report updates information contained in an earlier publication, Women in
Development: Lao PDR, ADB 1996.

It is hoped that the report will also be useful to government and nongovernment
organizations and to individuals working in the field of gender and development.
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Executive Summary

The Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) country briefing paper on women in the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Women in Development: Lao PDR published in 1996,
has been a valuable resource for ADB staff and for other development organizations and
development specialists. In the intervening years, there have been a number of developments that
affect women’s and men’s capabilities, opportunities, and agency. These include changes in Lao
Government laws and policies, economic shocks such as the Asian financial crisis, rapid economic
and social changes related to increasing trade and migration within the Greater Mekong Subregion
(GMS), and renewed international commitments to poverty reduction and human development
reflected in the Millennium Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGSs). This
paper updates the country briefing paper on women in light of these and other developments. The
paper also provides an updated gender strategy and recommendations for ADB’s future country
strategy and program (CSP).

Recent Developments in Lao PDR

Lao PDR, a small country in the heart of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), has a
population of just over 5.5 million, including a diversity of ethnic groups, and is endowed with rich
natural resources and biodiversity. However, the country also faces numerous challenges: a
predominantly agrarian economy surrounded by rapidly industrializing neighbors; an increasingly
young population with limited education and skills; mountainous and sparsely populated areas
beyond the reach of basic services and infrastructure; mounting pressure on fragile forest and water
resources; and limited national and local government capacity to raise revenues, to implement
policies, and to enforce laws and regulations.

Since introducing the New Economic Mechanism in 1986, the Lao Government has been
moving gradually from a centrally planned economy to a more market-based system. The opening
of Lao PDR’s economy has accelerated since the country joined the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) in 1997. GMS initiatives, such as the development of transport corridors through
the country, are further integrating Lao PDR in the regional economy.

The Lao economy grew steadily through the 1990s, with real GDP growth rates over 5% in
every year but 1998 (when the economy felt the brunt of the Asian financial crisis). While steady
economic growth substantially reduced the poverty rate in the capital Vientiane, it had much less
impact on poverty in remote provinces, especially in the northern region. To make more effective
progress in reducing poverty and implementing its Socio-Economic Development Plan, the
Government recently prepared a National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy (NGPES),
which the Lao National Assembly endorsed in October 2003. The NGPES includes poverty-
focused action plans for four key sectors—agriculture/forestry, education, health and transport —as
well as several supporting sectors. The NGPES also identifies several inter-sectoral priorities,
including gender equity and environmental conservation, and provides a gender strategy linked to
each of the key NGPES sectors.
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To achieve more balanced development among regions of the country, the Lao
Government is also promoting regional development planning, beginning with the northern region.
To this end, the Committee for Planning and Cooperation and several northern provinces recently
developed a Northern Region Development Strategy (NRDS) with support from ADB. The NRDS
builds on the priorities set out in the NGPES, and also includes a detailed gender strategy and a
socio-cultural development strategy.

Gender Issues in Lao PDR

Lao women play important roles in agriculture, small-scale businesses, manufacturing
(especially the garment sector) and provision of basic services (especially education and health).
Women in urban areas are also finding opportunities in information technology, tourism, and
business services. Lao women are also primarily responsible for maintaining their families’ food
security and health. Their equal participation in economic, social, and political life is supported by
the 1991 Constitution and various national laws and policies. Despite these national commitments,
gender disparities persist in a number of areas. These gaps are especially pronounced in rural areas
and among some ethnic groups.

Gender roles vary within rural communities of Lao PDR. These variations relate to age and
ethnic identity, as well as to the location and livelihood activities of the community. Distinctions
are often drawn between the status of women in “lowland” (usually ethnic Lao) communities and
“upland” communities where most ethnic minority groups have traditionally lived. Ethnic minority
women and girls are generally more disadvantaged because of their low literacy levels, limited
access to health care and other basic services, long working hours, and limited roles in community
decision making. However, marriage, residence, inheritance, and other practices can vary widely
within ethnic groups. In addition, ethnic minority societies in Lao PDR are dynamic and constantly
changing. Rapid social change is especially evident in upland villages that are relocating closer to
roads and markets or that are being amalgamated with other villages including other ethnic groups.
Traditional norms and practices are also changing as young people migrate to urban centers and to
Thailand to work part of the year.

Certain gender biases cut across all ethnic groups, although women in some groups may be
more seriously affected. For example, the gender division of labor in rural communities is often
explained on the basis that men do the “heavy” work while women do the “light” work. However,
many of women’s traditional “light” tasks, such as weeding of upland rice fields, hand milling of
rice, and gathering of fuel wood and water, are more tedious and time consuming than men’s tasks.
Women in all ethnic groups also have traditionally deferred to men in community decision making,
in dealings with government officials, and in legal matters. This is particularly true in remote and
ethnic minority communities where women have little direct contact with outsiders.

Despite progress in human development, gender gaps persist in a number of key education
and health indicators. Women in Lao PDR have a far lower average literacy rate than men. For
example, an ADB study in 2000 found a female literacy rate of 48% compared with a male literacy
rate of 74%. This gap is much wider among some ethnic groups. Similar gaps are found in
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enrollment and completion rates, and the gaps widen at higher levels of schooling. Several
explanations have been offered for the low school attendance of poor girls in rural areas including
their household responsibilities, the cost of clothing and school supplies, distance to the nearest
school, language barriers for ethnic minority girls, and parents’ skepticism about the quality and
relevance of formal education for girls. However, a recent survey indicates that attitudes toward
education are changing in some rural communities.

There has been improvement in a number of key health indicators, but Lao PDR still falls
behind most other countries in the region. Maternal mortality declined from 750 per 100,000 live
births in 1990 to 530 in 2000, but this is still one of the highest rates in Asia. Infant and child
mortality rates have also come down but are still high for the region. The higher mortality rates in
rural areas can be linked to the greater distances to health centers and hospitals, the lower
percentage of villages with medical practitioners, and the language barriers faced by ethnic
minorities in seeking health services. The fertility rate declined from 5.6 in 1995 to 4.9 in 2000
with somewhat higher rates in rural areas and declining rates linked to years of education. Frequent
pregnancies without adequate spacing place a serious strain on rural women’s health. The
persistently high fertility rate in rural areas also contributes to a high national dependency ratio (89
in 2000), and a persistently large percentage of the population under 15 years (about 44% in 2000).
The reproductive health survey conducted in 2000 found that 32% of married couples were using
family planning methods but that close to 40% of couples still needed family planning services
with a higher percentage in rural areas. The survey also found that 24% of rural women had never
heard of contraceptives, and 36% had never heard of HI\VV/AIDS.

More women than men are active in agriculture and fisheries, but women farmers have
little direct access to agricultural extension services. Ethnic Lao women have traditional rights to
inherit and own land, but women in some upland ethnic groups have traditionally accessed land
mainly through their husbands or male relatives. Women are extremely active in handicraft
production, food processing, small-scale trading, and services; studies have found that women own
and operate most of the registered small businesses in the country. However, women entrepreneurs
have limited access to market information, technical training, and financial services. As owners of
micro and small businesses, they can also be hampered by complex business registration, licensing,
and tax requirements. The latest national household survey confirms that Lao women and girls
work on average more than one hour more per day than men and boys. The heavy workload on
women and girls can impair their health and make it more difficult for girls to attend school.

Almost 23% of National Assembly members are women. This proportion compares
favorably with the People’s Republic of China and Viet Nam and surpasses many industrialized
countries. Within the National Assembly, a women’s caucus was formed in late 2002, and a gender
mainstreaming strategy and action plan are being developed. However, Lao women are not well
represented in other decision-making bodies and government offices. Retrenchments in the civil
service beginning in the late 1980s resulted in disproportionate layoffs of women from government
offices. They now represent a little over one third of government employees with very few women
in senior government positions at national, provincial and district levels or in the judiciary. In 2000
women represented 1.2% of village chiefs and 1.6% of deputy village chiefs. The limited role of
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women in village leadership and the limited number of ethnic minority women working as
technical staff in provincial and district offices hamper the effectiveness of poverty reduction
programs in rural areas and provide few role models for ethnic minority girls.

Gender-Related Trends

Lao PDR is undergoing rapid change that will further intensify as road networks improve
and inter-regional commerce expands. These changes are already having profound effects on
economic activities and social norms, including gender norms. There is also growing awareness
that Government policies and economic trends can have different effects on Lao women and men
and among groups of women and men depending on their ethnicity, education and skill levels,
location (urban or rural), and other factors.

The paper discusses the gender dimensions of national policies and trends related to
poverty reduction, human resource development, livelihoods and employment, infrastructure
development, governance, and regional integration (including increasing trade, tourism, and
migration). Improved road networks, tourism development, and increasing migration also intensify
social risks such as the transmission of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) including HIV/AIDS
and human trafficking which are also discussed. For each of the trend areas, the paper identifies
relevant national targets (including national MDG targets) and gender-sensitive approaches
outlined in the gender strategies of the NGPES and NRDS.

Laws, Policies and Institutions Promoting Gender Equality

Lao PDR is a party to several international treaties that promote gender equality, including
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and
the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Lao PDR also recently became a party to the Protocol to
Prevent and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children and the Protocol
Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air. Lao PDR has also taken steps to
implement the plans of action from international conferences such as the International Conference
on Population and Development in Cairo and the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing.

Lao PDR has a sound legal framework to support gender equality and women’s
empowerment including equality provisions in the 1991 Constitution and in a number of national
laws. New legislation entitled The Law on the Development and Protection of Women passed by
the National Assembly in October 2004 also includes provisions on domestic violence and
trafficking in women and children. However, there are gaps in the enforcement of certain laws
(such as the 1994 Labour Law). In a number of areas, women do not enjoy the full benefit of
equality under national laws because of the persistence of traditional practices (related to early
marriage, social pressure against women seeking divorce, and inheritance practices of some ethnic
groups that favor men, for example) and women’s lack of awareness of their legal rights.

The Government recently established a National Commission for the Advancement of
Women (NCAW). This high-level body is mandated to develop and coordinate implementation of
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a national policy and action plan for women’s advancement. The Lao Women’s Union, one of four
mass organizations authorized in the 1991 Constitution, continues to support Lao women’s
development as well as political mobilization through a network that extends to the village level.
The Gender Resource Information and Development Project, a Lao Women’s Union initiative,
provides gender training, conducts gender-related research, and collects gender resources through
centers in Vientiane and four other locations throughout the country. A large number of external
agencies and international nongovernment organizations continue to support projects targeting
women and girls and increasingly incorporate gender analysis and gender equality goals in their
general development assistance programs. (See Annex.)

ADB Gender Strategy for Lao PDR

It is appropriate to update ADB’s gender strategy for Lao PDR to take account of the
Government’s forward-looking commitments to the MDGs, to poverty reduction, and to further
economic liberalization and integration in the GMS and ASEAN. An updated gender strategy
should also reflect the priorities in the NRDS, which ADB intends to support through its
geographical focus on the northern region of Lao PDR, and in the new regional cooperation
strategy and program for the GMS that will guide ADB’s subregional activities.

Goal 3 of the MDGs—to promote gender equality and the empowerment of women—
provides a relevant framework for ADB’s gender-related work in Lao PDR. Although the target for
this MDG focuses on eliminating gender disparities in education, the corresponding indicators are
much broader.

Indicator 9: Ratio of girls to boys in primary, secondary, and tertiary education
Indicator 10: Ratio of literate women to men (15-24 years of age)

Indicator 11: Share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector
Indicator 12: Proportion of seats held by women in the national parliament

ADB’s new country gender strategy for Lao PDR is built on Goal 3 of the MDGs. Under
this framework, ADB will promote:

= equal capabilities in women and men and girls and boys;
= equal access to resources and opportunities;
= equality in decision making and rights.

This gender strategy framework is consistent not only with the MDGs but also with the
guarantees of equal treatment in the Lao Constitution and laws and with the gender strategies
included in both the NGPES and the NRDS. It also can be linked to ADB’s three core operational
areas:
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Country Gender Strategy ADB’s Core Operational Areas

= equal capabilities = inclusive social development

= equal access to resources and = pro-poor, sustainable, economic
opportunities growth

= equality in decision making = good governance
and rights

In operational terms, ADB will continue to promote equal capabilities through loans and
grants for primary education, primary health care, water and sanitation, and other improvements in
basic services. With an ongoing focus on the northern provinces, these investments should continue
to address the particular circumstances of ethnic minority women and girls. Reproductive health
services, family planning, and STD awareness should be prioritized and promoted through
culturally appropriate means.

To promote equal access to resources and opportunities, ADB will continue to work with
line agencies such as the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry to expand livelihood opportunities
for rural women as well as men in crop diversification, livestock raising, aquaculture,
agroprocessing, and handicraft production. Women’s traditional land rights and access to
community land must be protected. Projects promoting irrigation, other new technologies, and cash
crops also need to be designed to ensure that women farmers benefit and that their subsistence
activities are not undermined. In addition, ADB will support business reforms and financial
services that benefit small businesses and traders, especially women. ADB can also promote sound
labor practices in factories and larger enterprises through its work with industry and professional
associations as well as with the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare.

ADB can support equality in decision making and rights on several levels. In specific loan
projects, various strategies should be used to support women’s participation in decision-making
bodies such as village committees and user groups. In ethnic minority communities, special
confidence-building measures and woman-focused activities may be needed. Program and project
loans should also support more gender and ethnic balance in the staffing of line ministries and local
governments. ADB can support more gender-aware planning and programming through
institutional support to specific line ministries or possibly to the new NCAW. There are also
opportunities to promote gender-equitable reforms in areas such as land registration and titling,
business regulation, and financial services; to support more effective enforcement of the Labour
Law and industry codes of conduct on labor conditions; and to support law and policy reforms to
address domestic violence and human trafficking.

Given ADB’s geographical focus on the northern provinces, it will also continue to be
important to address the particular hardships and constraints of ethnic minority women. In light of
the Government’s and ADB’s interest in promoting private sector development and regional trade,
ADB’s country gender strategy should also ensure that the needs and interests of small business
owners and traders, especially women, are addressed in trade and business reforms and private
sector development projects. The increasing restlessness and mobility of Lao young people,
including young women, also suggests a need for greater investment in skills and language training
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and support for regional harmonization in skill certifications and labor standards. ADB’s
continuing support of large transport and hydropower projects also necessitates careful attention to
the social risks associated with these projects.

The gender strategy recommends gender-inclusive approaches in each of the sectors that
ADB supports including human resource development, agriculture and natural resource
management, private sector development, infrastructure development, governance, and regional
cooperation. Specific recommendations are also provided for the loans and technical assistance
projects included in the proposed pipeline of ADB assistance. (See Table 7 at the end of Chapter
VL1.)

ADB is paying increasing attention to results including results-based approaches to country
and regional programming. Therefore, it is appropriate to consider the gender-related results that
ADB should seek to achieve through the new CSP for Lao PDR to be prepared in 2005. There are
several relevant sources for targets and indicators of gender awareness, gender-inclusive processes,
improvements in gender equity, and women’s empowerment in Lao PDR. These include national
targets related to the MDGs, the Government’s commitments under CEDAW and other treaties,
and components of the NGPES and NRDS gender strategies, many of which overlap. This gender
strategy report refers to all of these sources. (For example, the NGPES gender strategy is
summarized in Box 2 at the end of Chapter I11.A. Each sector subheading of Chapter I11 also refers
to the national MDG targets, parts of the NGPES and NRDS gender strategies, and international
commitments that are relevant to the sector.) This report therefore can be a resource for developing
gender-related results to include in the new Lao CSP as well as for preparing an overall gender
strategy to include in the CSP.



Chapter | Introduction

The Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) country briefing paper on women in the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR)' published in 1996 has been a valuable resource for
ADB staff and for other development organizations and development specialists. Many of its
recommendations have been incorporated in loan projects and technical assistance supported by
ADB. lIts analysis of gender relations and women’s status in Lao PDR and recommendations to
ADB and other stakeholders are still timely and relevant. In the intervening years, there have been
a number of developments that affect women’s and men’s capabilities, opportunities, and agency.
These include changes in Lao Government laws and policies, economic shocks such as the Asian
financial crisis, rapid economic and social changes related to increasing trade and migration within
the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), and renewed international commitments to poverty
reduction and human development reflected in the Millennium Declaration and the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs). This paper updates the country briefing paper on women in light of
these and other developments. The paper also provides an updated gender strategy and
recommendations for ADB’s future country strategy and program (CSP).

Chapter Il includes an overview of recent developments and gender issues in Lao PDR.
Chapter 1ll provides more detailed information on the gender dimensions of poverty, human
development, livelihoods, environmental management, and governance in Lao PDR and gender-
related trends in regional cooperation with other GMS countries. This thematic approach highlights
links between Lao PDR’s commitments to gender equality, its national targets to achieve the
MDGs, and its National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy (NGPES). The chapter draws on
a number of sources, including the NGPES, the MDG Progress Report prepared jointly by the
Government and the United Nations’ (UN) Country Team in Lao PDR, the Northern Region
Development Strategy supported by ADB, and the Gender Profile of the Lao PDR recently
prepared by the Gender Resource Information and Development Centre (GRID). Chapter 1V of the
paper discusses recent developments in national laws, policies, and institutions that promote gender
equality. Chapter V surveys current strategies and programs of donors and nongovernment
organizations (NGOs) to support gender equality in Lao PDR. Finally, Chapter VI reviews the
attention to gender issues in ADB’s current portfolio of loans and technical assistance, and
proposes an updated gender strategy and recommendations for ADB’s future program of
assistance.

! ADB. 1996. Women in Development: Lao PDR. Manila.



Chapter 11 Background

A. Recent Developments in Lao PDR

Lao PDR, a small country in the heart of the GMS, is classified as a “least-developed
country” by the UN in terms of annual per capita income, human development, and economic
vulnerability. However, the human development indicators for the country have been improving
steadily, and Lao PDR was recently ranked a “medium human development country” by the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP).? Lao PDR’s rating has also improved in UNDP’s
Gender-Related Development Index published in the same report.® (See Table 1.) The country has a
population of just over 5.5 million, including a diversity of ethnic groups, and is endowed with rich
natural resources and biodiversity. However, the country also faces numerous challenges: a
predominantly agrarian economy surrounded by rapidly industrializing neighbors; an increasingly
young population with limited education and skills; mountainous and sparsely populated areas
beyond the reach of basic services and infrastructure; mounting pressure on fragile forest and water
resources; and limited national and local government capacity to raise revenues, implement
policies, and enforce laws and regulations.

Table 1. Human Development Indicators for Lao PDR

Indicator 1990 2000
Population 4.14 million 5.23 million
Population Growth (annual%) 2.1% 2.8%
Real GDP per capita $271 (1992) $317
Poverty (% population below national poverty line) 48% 39% (1997/98)
Poverty Gap Ratio 12% 10% (1997/98)
Net Primary Enrollment Ratio 58% (1991) 80%
Youth Literacy Rate (age 15-24) 70.1% 78.5%
Infant Mortality Rate (per 1,000 live births) 134 82
Under-5 Mortality (per 1,000 live births) 170 106.9
Maternal Mortality (per 100,000 live births) 750 530
Access to Safe Drinking Water (% population) 28% 58.1% (2002)

Sources: ADB Key Indicators of Developing Asian and Pacific Countries; Lao PDR National Human
Development Report 2001; Lao PDR MDG Progress Report.

UNDP. 2004. Human Development Report 2004. New York: Oxford University Press. However, Lao
PDR has one of the lowest Human Development Index rankings in the Asia and Pacific region (a
rating of 0.534 in 2004, and rank of 135 out of 177 countries). In the region, only Bangladesh, Nepal,
Pakistan and Timor-Leste were ranked lower.

3 In 2004, Lao PDR had a rating of 0.528 and ranked 107 out of 144 countries included in the Gender-
Related Development Index, compared with a rating of 0.469 and a rank of 118 out of 143 countries in
2000. However, in the region, only Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan had lower ratings (Timor-Leste
was not rated because of the unavailability of some data).
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Since introducing its New Economic Mechanism in 1986, the Lao Government has been
moving gradually from a centrally planned economy to a more market-based system. This
economic transition has included the lifting of restrictions on private sector activity, the
liberalization of prices and exchange rates, and expansion of trade with neighboring countries and
overseas markets. The opening of Lao PDR’s economy has accelerated since the country joined the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1997. GMS initiatives, such as the
development of transport corridors through the country, are further integrating Lao PDR in the
regional economy.

The Lao People’s Revolutionary Party and the Lao Government have set ambitious targets
for the social and economic development of the country. In 1996, the Sixth Party Congress set a
long-term development goal to graduate from LDC status by 2020. In 2001, the Seventh Party
Congress outlined a framework for reaching this goal, including strategies and targets to be
achieved by 2010 and 2020 and the Five-Year Socio-Economic Development Plan (2001-2005).
This development framework balances economic growth, sociocultural development, and
environmental preservation. It also emphasizes balanced development among regions, urban and
rural areas, and sectors; efficient use of both natural and human resources; and equitable income
distribution. Under a prime minister’s directive issued in 2000, the responsibility for carrying out
the 5-year development plan is shared by the provinces (as “strategic units™), districts (as “planning
units”) and villages (as “basic implementing units”).*

The Lao economy grew steadily through the 1990s, with real GDP growth rates over 5% in
every year but 1998 (when the economy felt the brunt of the Asian financial crisis). However,
inflation and devaluation of the Lao kip—especially during the Asian crisis—significantly eroded
the value of civil servants’ salaries. The percentage of public expenditures on social services also
declined sharply following the Asian crisis. During the 1990s, the national poverty rate declined
from 45% in 1992/93 to 39% in 1997/98. Preliminary results from the latest Lao Expenditure and
Consumption Survey (LECS 3) indicate that the poverty rate had declined further by 2002/03.
However, the LECS 2 conducted in 1997/98 also showed wide variations in poverty rates among
provinces and between rural and urban areas. While steady economic growth substantially reduced
the poverty rate in the capital Vientiane, it had much less impact on poverty in remote provinces,
especially in the northern region. A participatory poverty assessment (PPA) conducted in 2000
with support from ADB found that the majority of poor people surveyed were ethnic minority
subsistence farmers practicing swidden cultivation. The PPA concluded that certain Government
policies—especially relating to land-forest allocation—were actually contributing to rural poverty.
Both the LECS 2 and the PPA also found strong correlations between poverty and limited access to
basic services such as education, health care, clean water, and sanitation.

To make more effective progress in reducing poverty and implementing its Socio-
Economic Development Plan, the Government recently prepared a National Growth and Poverty
Eradication Strategy (NGPES) that the Lao National Assembly endorsed in October 2003. The
NGPES includes poverty-focused action plans for four key sectors—agriculture/forestry,

4 Lao PDR. 2000. “Instruction on the Establishment of Province as a Strategic Unit, District as a

Planning Unit and Village as a Basic Implementing Unit.” No. 01/PM (11 March 2000).
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education, health, and transport—as well as several supporting sectors.” These action plans also
incorporate targets to achieve the MDGs. Public investments under the NGPES will focus on the
47 poorest districts in the country. The NGPES also identifies several inter-sectoral priorities,
including gender equity and environmental conservation, and provides a gender strategy linked to
each of the key NGPES sectors. (The NGPES is discussed further in Chapter I11.A.)

To achieve more balanced development among regions of the country, the Lao
Government is also promoting regional development planning, beginning with the northern region.
To this end, the Committee for Planning and Cooperation and eight northern provinces recently
developed a Northern Region Development Strategy (NRDS) with support from ADB. The NRDS
builds on the priorities set out in the NGPES and emphasizes human resource development,
market-based approaches to economic development, and increased cooperation among provinces
and with neighboring countries. The NRDS includes a detailed gender strategy and a sociocultural
development strategy.

B. Gender Issues in Lao PDR

Lao women play important roles in agriculture, small-scale businesses, manufacturing
(especially the garment sector), and provision of basic services (especially education and health).
Women in urban areas are also finding opportunities in information technology, tourism, and
business services. Lao women are also primarily responsible for maintaining their families’ food
security and health. Their equal participation in economic, social, and political life is supported by
the 1991 Constitution, various national laws and policies, and international treaties such as the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). To
promote gender equality, the Government recently established a National Commission for the
Advancement of Women and has been improving the collection of statistics disaggregated by sex.
Despite these national commitments, gender disparities persist in a number of areas. These gaps are
especially pronounced in rural areas and among some ethnic groups.

Gender roles vary within rural communities of Lao PDR. These variations relate to age and
ethnic identity as well as to the location and livelihood activities of the community. Distinctions are
often drawn between the status of women in “lowland” (usually ethnic Lao) communities and
“upland” communities where most ethnic minority groups have traditionally lived. (See Box 1.)
Both the country briefing paper on women and the PPA found that ethnic minority women are the
most disadvantaged in Lao society. Even within the dominant Lao ethnic group, a recent Gender
Resource Information and Development Centre (GRID) survey found a number of differences in
gender norms between urban and rural households.® The PPA also documented variations in the
division of labor and decision making among ethnic groups in rural areas. Some general patterns
could be traced to the ethnicity of the survey villages, but the PPA also found that gender roles
were heavily influenced by the livelihood activities in the villages. Women’s labor inputs were

> These supporting sectors include energy and rural electrification, agroforestry, tourism, mining,

construction, industrial and small/medium enterprise development, and trade.
6 LWU/GRID. 2000. Marriage and Family in the Lao PDR. Vientiane.
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found to be highest in poor villages practicing upland rice cultivation in contrast to more
prosperous lowland villages where paddy rice was cultivated.

Box 1: Gender and Ethnicity in Lao People’s Democratic Republic

In Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), 47 official ethnic groups are recognized, although some have
identified as many 230 distinct groups on the basis of language and other differences. The Lao Front for
National Construction has proposed a new classification system based on four ethnolinguistic family groups
(Lao-Tai, Mon-Khmer, Hmong-Mien and Chine-Tibet). However, official documents continue to refer to three
popular categories that correspond loosely to ethnic groups’ traditional habitats and agricultural practices: Lao
Lum (lowland Lao); Lao Theung (midland Lao); and Lao Sung (highland Lao). In this paper, “ethnic Lao”
refers to the Lao ethnic group within the Lao-Thai ethnolinguistic family that traditionally inhabited the
Mekong river basin and cultivated paddy rice. According to the 1995 population census, the Lao ethnic group
represents 52.5% of the population. Although a majority of the national population, ethnic Lao are
outnumbered by other ethnic groups in several provinces, particularly in the northern region.

The relatively higher status of women in ethnic Lao communities is often attributed to their traditional
matrilocal residence and bilateral kinship and inheritance patterns. In contrast, ethnic minority groups such as
the Hmong traditionally have followed patrilocal residence and patrilineal kinship and inheritance patterns.
Because ethnic Lao married couples traditionally lived close to the wife’s parents, women could more easily
maintain close ties with other family members and could rely on them for resources and other support. Women
were also more likely to inherit paddy land, and youngest daughters who remained at home to take care of their
aging parents often inherited the family home as well. In contrast, Hmong couples typically lived close to the
husband’s family which made it more difficult for women to draw support from their families after marriage.
Hmong women were also unlikely to inherit or acquire land and other substantial assets that typically passed to
their brothers. Other ethnic minority groups such as the Khmou have followed more mixed residence, kinship,
and inheritance practices. In all cases, however, there is considerable variation in gender-related norms and
practices within ethnic groups. These norms and practices are also undergoing rapid change in response to
economic liberalization, relocation of villages, migration to urban centers, and other trends.

Gender relations within ethnic groups in Lao PDR have been examined in various microstudies and social
assessments supported by development agencies and NGOs, usually related to specific rural development
projects. Some of these studies and assessments are included in the references to this paper. Particular attention
has been paid to traditional practices related to land ownership and inheritance in light of the 1998 Land Law
and Government programs to allocate, register, and title land (see Chapters 111.C.1 and 1V.B). A pilot survey on
the situation of Lao women conducted in 1998 by the Gender Resource Information and Development Centre
and the National Statistical Center also considered ethnicity issues, although the survey samples from non-Lao
ethnic groups were considered too small to be statistically significant. The participatory poverty assessment
conducted in 2000 reported findings from discussions in poor ethnic minority villages on the gender division of
labor, on household decision making, and on other issues. More recently, the World Bank commissioned a pilot
study on gender and ethnicity, and ADB is undertaking a study on gender inequalities in access to natural
resources in selected ethnic minority communities.

Sources:  Chamberlain, James. 2002. Assessment of Economic Potentials and Comparative Advantages of
the Ethnic Minority Groups of Lao PDR. VientianeADB. ADB. 1996. Women in Development: Lao
PDR. Manila.
LWU/GRID 2000; Ireson-Doolittle, Carol and Geraldine Moreno-Black. 2003. The Lao: Gender,
Power and Livelihood. Boulder, Colorado; ADB. 2001. Participatory Poverty Assessment: Lao
PDR (PPA). Manila.
SODECO. 2000. Exploratory Study of Gender Dimensions of Poverty Eradication among Ethnic
Groups in Lao PDR.
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Gender and ethnicity issues have become increasingly important as the Government
expands the reach of basic services to remote areas and as government policies on land allocation
and titling, shifting cultivation, and opium production increasingly affect the livelihoods and
practices of ethnic minority groups. ADB’s country briefing paper on Lao women and the PPA
both noted the scarcity of ethnographic research on ethnic groups in Lao PDR and the need for
more systematic study of gender relations within these groups. This is an important but challenging
project. Marriage, residence, inheritance, and other practices can vary widely within ethnic groups.
In addition, ethnic minority societies in Lao PDR are dynamic and constantly changing. Rapid
social change is especially evident in upland villages that are relocating closer to roads and markets
or that are being amalgamated with other villages including other ethnic groups. A recent study of
relocated ethnic minority villages in Luang Namtha and Sekong found numerous changes in
cultural patterns, including the adoption of lowland-style housing, dress, marriage practices, and
technologies. However, the gender division of labor in resettled households remains essentially
unchanged, with women and girls continuing to carry out most of the household work in addition to
livelihood activities.” Traditional norms and practices are also changing as young people migrate to
urban centers and to Thailand to work part of the year.

Certain gender biases cut across all ethnic groups, although women in some groups may be
more seriously affected. For example, the gender division of labor in rural communities is often
explained on the basis that men do the “heavy” work while women do the “light” work. However,
many of women’s traditional “light” tasks, such as weeding of upland rice fields, hand milling of
rice, and gathering of fuel wood and water, are more tedious and time consuming than men’s tasks.
There is also an assumption that men are more mechanically inclined. Therefore, when agricultural
processes are mechanized—for example, through the introduction of power tillers or modern
irrigation systems—men tend to assume control of the new technology, although women often
contribute the cash needed to buy and maintain the equipment. Women in all ethnic groups also
have traditionally deferred to men in community decision making, in dealings with government
officials, and in legal matters. This is particularly true in remote and ethnic minority communities
where women have little direct contact with outsiders. This gender norm has broad implications for
women’s participation in governance at all levels, their control of land and small business assets,
and their legal awareness and empowerment.

Despite progress in human development, gender gaps persist in a number of key education
and health indicators. Women in Lao PDR have a far lower average literacy rate than men. For
example, an ADB study in 2000 found a female literacy rate of 48% compared with a male literacy
rate of 74%. This gap is much wider among some ethnic groups. For example, the female literacy
rate among Khmou is 23% compared with 61% for men. The female rate among Hmong is 8%
compared with 46% for men.? Similar gaps are found in enrollment and completion rates, and the

! Alton, Charles and Houmphanh Rattanavong. 2004. Service Delivery and Resettlement: Options for

Development Planning (UNDP/ECHO livelihoods study). Vientiane.

8 ADB. 2000. Lao PDR Country Report: Health and Education Needs of Ethnic Minorities in the
Greater Mekong Subregion. Research Triangle Park, North Carolina: Research Triangle Institute. The
Lao National Literacy Survey 2001 found much lower tested literacy rates for women and men (45%
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gaps widen at higher levels of schooling. Several explanations have been offered for the low school
attendance of poor girls in rural areas, including their household responsibilities, the cost of
clothing and school supplies, distance to the nearest school, language barriers for ethnic minority
girls, and parents’ skepticism about the quality and relevance of formal education for girls.
However, a recent survey indicates that attitudes toward education are changing in some rural
communities.

There has been improvement in a number of key health indicators, but Lao PDR still falls
behind most other countries in the region. Maternal mortality declined from 750 per 100,000 live
births in 1990 to 530 in 2000, but this is still one of the highest rates in Asia. Infant and child
mortality rates have also come down but are still high for the region. The higher mortality rates in
rural areas can be linked to the greater distances to health centers and hospitals, the lower
percentage of villages with medical practitioners, and the language barriers faced by ethnic
minorities in seeking health services. The fertility rate has declined from 5.6 in 1995 to 4.9 in 2000
with somewhat higher rates in rural areas and declining rates linked to years of education. Frequent
pregnancies without adequate spacing place a serious strain on rural women’s health. The
persistently high fertility rate in rural areas also contributes to a high national dependency ratio (89
in 2000) and to a persistently large percentage of the population under 15 years (about 44% in
2000).° The reproductive health survey conducted in 2000 found that 32% of married couples were
using family planning methods but that close to 40% of couples still needed family planning
services, with a higher percentage in rural areas. The survey also found that 24% of rural women
had never heard of contraceptives, and 36% had never heard of HI\VV/AIDS.

More women than men are active in agriculture and fisheries, but women farmers have
little direct access to agricultural extension services. Ethnic Lao women have traditional rights to
inherit and own land, but women in some upland ethnic groups have traditionally accessed land
mainly through their husbands or male relatives. Women are extremely active in handicraft
production, food processing, small-scale trading, and services; studies have found that women own
and operate most of the registered small businesses in the country. However, women entrepreneurs
have limited access to market information, technical training, and financial services. As owners of
micro and small businesses, they can also be hampered by complex business registration, licensing,
and tax requirements. The LECS 3 recently confirmed that Lao women and girls work on average
more than one hour more per day than men and boys.”® The heavy workload on women and girls
can impair their health and make it more difficult for girls to attend school.

compared with 60%). Lao PDR and UN Country Team. 2004. Millennium Development Goals
Progress Report: Lao PDR (MDG Progress Report). Vientiane.
o National Statistical Center (NSC). 2001. Report of the Lao Reproductive Health Survey 2000.
Vientiane.
NSC. 2004. The Households of Lao PDR: Social and Economic Indicators — Lao Expenditure and
Consumption Survey 2002-03 (LECS 3). Vientiane. The time-use data included in the survey cover
adults and children 10 years and older. Women/girls were found to work an average of 7 hours a day,
compared with 5.8 hours for men/boys.
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Almost 23% of National Assembly members are women. This proportion compares
favorably with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Viet Nam, and surpasses many
industrialized countries. Within the National Assembly, a women’s caucus was formed in late
2002, and a gender mainstreaming strategy and action plan are being developed.'* However, Lao
women are not well represented in other decision-making bodies and government offices.
Retrenchments in the civil service beginning in the late 1980s resulted in disproportionate layoffs
of women from government offices. They now represent a little over one third of government
employees with very few women in senior government positions at national, provincial and district
levels. In 2000 women represented 1.2% of village chiefs and 1.6% of deputy village chiefs.”
The limited role of women in village leadership and the limited number of ethnic minority women
working as technical staff in provincial and district offices hamper the effectiveness of poverty
reduction programs in rural areas and provide few role models for ethnic minority girls.

Lao PDR is undergoing rapid change that will further intensify as road networks improve
and as inter-regional commerce expands. These changes are already having profound effects on
economic activities and social practices. These effects are most visible in urban areas, where
women as well as men have increasing opportunities for advanced education and technical training,
wage employment, adequate health care, and financial and social independence. This is in stark
contrast to the situation of rural women, especially ethnic minority women in remote areas, who
have limited education and are burdened by overwork, frequent pregnancies, and poor health.
Social change is also evident in the attitudes and behavior of young people, especially those who
are migrating to urban centers and to Thailand for work and adventure.

There is growing awareness that Government policies and economic trends can have
different effects on Lao women and men and among groups of women and men depending on their
ethnicity, education and skill levels, location (urban or rural), and other factors. These policies and
trends include (i) land allocation and titling processes; (ii) the commercialization of agriculture;
(iii) extension of road networks; (iv) development of manufacturing, tourism, and other services;
and (v) increasing mobility (including movements of young people to urban areas and to
neighboring countries for work and the influx of construction workers, traders, and transport
operators from neighboring countries). Increasing tourism and migration also intensify social risks
such as the transmission of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) including HIV/AIDS,* and
human trafficking. These trends and risks are discussed further in Chapter I1I.

11
12

MDG Progress Report, op. cit.

UNDP. 2001. National Human Development Report Lao PDR 2001: Advancing Rural Development
(National HDR 2001). Vientiane; LWU/ GRID 2002 Calendar. Vientiane.

3 National HDR 2001, op. cit.

¥ Human immunodeficiency virus/acquired immunodeficiency syndrome.



Chapter |11 Gender Status and Trends

A. Gender and Poverty
1. Poverty in Lao PDR

In recent years, the Government of Lao PDR has focused increasingly on the problem of
poverty, especially in rural areas where about 80% of the population lives. The concept of poverty
as understood in the international development community does not translate easily into Lao or the
languages of other ethnic groups in the country.’> However, a Prime Ministerial Instruction issued
in 2001 provides the official definition of poverty in Lao PDR:

Poverty is the lack of ability to fulfill basic needs, such as: not having enough food (less
than 2,100 calories per day/capita), lack of adequate clothing, not having permanent
housing, not capable of meeting expenses for health care, not capable of meeting
educational expenses for one’s self and other family members, and lack of access to
transport routes.*®

The Prime Ministerial Instruction also includes poverty indicators at the household, village,
and district levels. For example, a household is considered poor if it has income equivalent to less
than Kip 85,000 per person per month (at 2001 prices). A village is considered poor based on the
percentage of poor households and access to schools, health facilities, safe water supply, and roads
or trails. However, since poverty is not measured at the individual level, these official indicators do
not permit disaggregation of poverty data on the basis of gender.

2. National Trends and Targets on Poverty and Hunger

The Government intends to use the official poverty definition and indicators to measure
progress toward Target 1 under the first MDG—to halve the proportion of people living in poverty
by 2015. There are two corresponding national targets: (i) to reduce the proportion of people living
below the national poverty line to 24%, and (ii) to reduce the poverty gap ratio to 6%."" (See Table
2.) This is achievable based on the trend in poverty reduction during the 1990s. Based on LECS 1
and LECS 2, the proportion of people living below the poverty line fell from 45% in 1992/93 to

= For example, the participatory poverty assessment notes that in the Lao language, “poor” refers to the

condition of suffering that arises from the human condition; in the Khmou language, the term means
“unfortunate” and is associated mainly with fate. These local meanings contrast sharply with the
economic and other physical conditions associated with the word “poor” in English.

Lao PDR. 2001. Instructions on the Development of Poverty Eradication Programs. No. 010/PM, 25
June 2001. Vientiane. (As translated into English in the NGPES, p. 20.) The calorie requirement was
subsequently reduced to 1,923 calories per day.

The poverty gap ratio measures the average depth of poverty in the population (with depth of poverty
being calculated as the distance below the poverty line as a proportion of that line).
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39% in 1997/98.® During the same period, the poverty gap ratio also dropped from 12% to 10%.
Preliminary results from the LECS 3 indicate a further drop in poverty in 2002/2003.

Despite progress in reducing the incidence and depth of poverty, there is considerable
variation in poverty levels between urban and rural areas and among provinces. For example, the
1997/1998 poverty rate was lowest in the Vientiane capital (12%) and Xayabury province (21%)
and highest in the northern provinces of Houaphanh (75%), Oudomxay (73%) and Phongsaly
(64%). There were similar variations in the poverty gap ratio.* In 1997/98, both the poverty rate
and poverty gap ratio in the northern region were higher than in the central or southern regions.
Moreover, the rate of poverty reduction was lower in the north than in the other regions.

Table 2: Millenium Development Goal 1 and National Targets on Poverty and Hunger
MDG 1:  Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger
Target 1:  Halve between 1990 and 2015 the proportion of people living in poverty
Indicators: Lao PDR Recent 2015
) Baseline Status Target
la: Proportion of people below poverty line 48% (1990) 39% 24%
(1997/1998)
2: Poverty gap ratio 12% (1990) 10% 6%
(1997/1998)
Target 2: Halve between 1990 and 2015 the proportion of people who suffer from hunger
4:  Prevalence of underweight children under 5 years 40% (1990) 40% 20%
(2000)
5. Proportion of population below minimum level of | 31% (1990) 29% 16%
dietary consumption (1998)

Source: Lao PDR MDG Progress Report

Lao PDR has made less progress in combating hunger, as reflected in recent trend data on
underweight children and minimum dietary intake. (See Table 2.) The proportion of underweight
children under five years—40%—is virtually unchanged since 1990. (The MDG Progress Report
notes that the actual figure may be higher, since nutrition surveys often undersample in remote
rural areas.) The proportion of the population consuming less than the minimum dietary level has
dropped only slightly since 1990. Based on these trends, Lao PDR will not meet its national targets
on hunger reduction by 2015.

18 The poverty rate based on LECS data is the percentage of the population whose consumption of food

and non-food essentials is below the national poverty line. For 1997/1998, for example, the overall
poverty line was Kip 15,218 per person per month.

The 1997/1998 poverty gap ratio was lowest in the Vientiane capital (3%) and Xayabury (3%), and
highest in Oudomxay (25%), Houaphanh (23%), Xaysomboun Special Region (20%) and Phongsaly
(17%). Between 1992/93 and 1997-1998, the poverty gap ratio declined by 19% in the Vientiane
capital, but actually increased by 19% in Oudomxay. Kakwani, Nanak et al. 2002 (revised). Poverty in
Lao PDR During the 1990s.
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The MDG Progress Report notes that the traditional Lao diet is generally inadequate in
both quantity and quality. Although it is assumed that people in rural areas are more prone to
hunger and malnutrition, this does not take into account the variety of alternative food sources in
forest areas that poor rural households rely on to compensate for rice deficits. However, the
nutrient content of these forest foods is just beginning to be analyzed. There is general agreement
that the traditional weaning practices of most ethnic groups contribute to the malnutrition of young
children. Some traditional food taboos for pregnant and postpartum women also can deprive
women and infants of important nutrients. In addition, the 2000 national health survey found that
girls are more likely to suffer deficiencies of Vitamin A and iodine and that women are more likely
to suffer iron deficiencies.?

3. National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy (NGPES)

The NGPES is the Government’s blueprint for meeting MDG 1 and its own national
targets for poverty reduction. Based on the official definition of poverty that emphasizes food
security and access to basic services, the NGPES includes action plans for the four key sectors in
which poverty reduction will be emphasized: agriculture, education, health, and road transport.
Several supporting sectors are also mentioned including rural electrification, tourism, industrial
development (especially small and medium-sized enterprises), and trade. Based on the official
indicators of district-level poverty, the NGPES identifies the poorest 42 districts in the country that
will be the main targets for priority investments and an additional 25 poor districts that will also
receive attention. The NGPES also emphasizes cross-sectoral priorities including gender equality,
population policy, and environmental conservation. As discussed further below, the NGPES
includes a gender strategy to promote gender equality across the key sectors for poverty reduction.

4. Gender Dimensions of Poverty in Lao PDR

Quantitative measures of poverty in Lao PDR such as the official measures of household
and district-level poverty do not provide insight on the gender dimensions of poverty because they
do not indicate the allocation of income, resources, and consumption within households. However,
the LECS 3 includes more information on individual household members which should permit
more gender disaggregation and gender analysis of the survey data than in previous household
surveys. Recent qualitative poverty studies such as the PPA and a pilot study of human security
have already provided valuable information on the different vulnerabilities and on coping
mechanisms of poor women and men. These findings are reflected in the NGPES and are the basis
for the NGPES gender strategy (discussed further below). Gender issues are also being considered
in the system for participatory monitoring of poverty reduction programs that is being developed
with support from ADB.

The PPA conducted in 2000 found that women in poor rural villages are active in a variety
of economic and household activities including agricultural production and processing; raising
small livestock; collection of water, fuel wood, and non-timber forest products; food preparation;

2 Ministry of Health, National Institute of Public Health, State Planning Committee and NSC. 2001.
Health Status of the People in Lao PDR. Vientiane.



14  Country Gender Strategy—Lao People’s Democratic Republic

childcare; and various types of handicraft production. The PPA found that poor women generally
work much longer hours than men. Poor women also have much lower literacy rates than the men
of their villages. In the ethnic minority villages surveyed, many women do not speak Lao. This
seriously limits their ability to engage with health care workers, extension workers, traders, and
others outside their villages. The PPA also found extremely high maternal and infant mortality
rates in the surveyed villages even by national standards—averaging about one mother and one
child in each village in the previous year. In most of the villages, men are the primary decision
makers, although women have some influence in the family and community.

Most of the poor surveyed in the PPA are from ethnic minority groups that have
traditionally cultivated upland rice (as opposed to paddy rice). Their main indicators of poverty are
rice insufficiency and loss of livestock. The PPA found that poor villages have an average rice
sufficiency of 7 months, and that villages in the Mon-Khmer ethnolinguistic family (such as the
Khmou) have the greatest rice deficits. Poor villagers frequently attributed their rice deficit
problems to the shortening of fallow cycles under the Government’s land-forest allocation program
which has resulted in lower rice yields. This substantially increases the work burden on poor rural
women. The shorter fallow cycle means that more time needs to be spent clearing fallows of weeds
which is usually done by women. Yet the soil depletion caused by the shorter rotation period also
reduces rice yields. To make up for the rice deficit, poor women spend additional time gathering
other food sources in forest areas. Increasingly, however, these alternative food sources are
becoming depleted. Poor villagers also complained about frequent epidemics affecting their small
livestock. Since women typically raise pigs, chickens, and other small livestock, these epidemics
devastate women’s livelihood activities.”*

In conjunction with the PPA, the Lao Women’s Union (LWU) and the State Planning
Committee (now the Committee for Planning and Cooperation [CPC]) organized a workshop on
gender and poverty with support from ADB.? The workshop included representatives from district
and provincial levels. Several recommendations emerged from the workshop, including: (i)
reduction of women’s heavy workloads through appropriate technologies and improved access to
clean water, (ii) improvement of women’s and girls’ education levels, (iii) improvement of
maternal and child health (including family planning), (iv) more income-generating opportunities
for women through skills training and microfinance, and (v) more budget resources for programs to
address women’s needs.

A recent study of human security in three provinces also found that women and men have
different perceptions of vulnerability and different strategies for coping with economic,
environmental, social, and cultural threats. For example, the study found that women have a keener
perception of threats and are more concerned with rice shortages, water shortages and water
quality, poor health, and low education and skills. Women were also found to use a wider range of
positive strategies to cope with economic and other hardships including reducing expenses, raising

2 Alton and Rattanavong, op. cit. Similar conditions were found in a recent study of Akha and Katu

ethnic minority villages in Luang Namtha and Sekong.

2 The workshop was supported by ADB regional technical assistance in1999.
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livestock, gardening, handicraft production, trading, and working with neighbors on joint
activities.?®

5. NGPES Gender Strategy

The NGPES addresses these gender-specific concerns through a broad gender strategy that
recognizes poor women’s important roles in agriculture and other sectors and their primary role in
maintaining their families” food security and health. The gender strategy also reflects the findings
that poor rural women are overworked and burdened by low literacy levels and poor health, yet
they still manage to cope pragmatically with food shortages and other hardships. Therefore, the
strategy recognizes that, “...[tJhe Government...will not be able to realize the goals of reducing
poverty and improving national education, health and population indicators without the active
participation of all women, particularly poor and ethnic minority women.” The strategy identifies
concrete steps to be taken in the four key NGPES sectors and also supports gender mainstreaming
in supporting sectors such as handicraft production, tourism, and trade and in governance at all
levels. Highlights of the gender strategy are summarized in Box 2.2

6. International Commitments on Gender and Rural Poverty

The NGPES gender strategy also furthers the Government’s international commitments to
address the gender dimensions of poverty, especially in rural areas of Lao PDR. For example,
Article 14 of CEDAW, which Lao PDR ratified in 1981, requires state parties to, “...take into
account the particular problems faced by rural women and the significant roles which rural women
play in the economic survival of their families, including their work in the non-monetized sectors
of the economy.” More specifically, Article 14 requires state parties to ensure that rural women can
participate in community activities and development planning; have access to adequate health care
facilities (including family planning); benefit directly from social security programs; benefit from
training and education programs (including extension services); have access to agricultural credit,
marketing and appropriate technology; benefit from equal treatment in land reform and
resettlement schemes; and enjoy adequate living conditions (including housing, water supply and
sanitation, electricity, transport, and communications).

Women and poverty is also one of the twelve areas of concern in the Beijing Platform for
Action that Lao PDR and other countries endorsed at the Fourth World Conference on Women in
1995. Actions that governments committed to take include (i) collecting data on poverty
disaggregated by gender; (ii) developing statistics to recognize the full extent of women’s work and
their contributions to the national economy; (iii) analyzing the impact of policies and programs on
poverty and inequality, especially in relation to women; (iv) enhancing women’s access to
agricultural inputs and services, housing and land; (v) allocating public expenditures to address

2 Committee for Planning and Cooperation (CPC) and United Nations Centre for Regional

Development. 2002. A Study on Integrating Human Security Concerns in Local Development in Three
Provinces of the Lao PDR. Vientiane. (This study is cited extensively in the NGPES.)

24 Lao PDR. 2003. National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy (NGPES). Vientiane. Chapter 6.1
(gender strategy) and Annex 3.5 (gender strategy matrix).
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basic social, education, and health needs of poor women; (vi) providing adequate safety nets
(including community-based support systems); (vii) developing and implementing anti-poverty
programs to improve poor women’s access to food; and (viii) addressing the needs of indigenous
women and migrant women.

Box 2: National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy: Gender Strategy
The strategy calls for several actions to be taken in the four main NGPES sectors and in governance including:

Agriculture

= Gender analysis and needs assessments in preparation of projects;

= \Women’s participation in farmer groups and extension/training;

= Use of indicators disaggregated by sex;

= Increased representation of women in provincial and district offices including extension workers;

= Woman farmers as gender focal points in villages to improve agricultural practices;

= Vaccination of small livestock;

= Attention to women’s traditional land rights in land allocation, land titling, and resolution of land disputes;
=  Assistance to women in accessing rural savings and credit schemes.

Education

= Increase in number of ethnic minority teachers;

= Improved relevance of primary school materials;

= Incentives for girls to attend school;

= Support to provinces and districts to develop locally appropriate materials to supplement the core
curriculum;

= School schedules to accommodate students’ home responsibilities;

=  “Bridge” courses to prepare students for vocational and technical schools;

= Literacy/numeracy training included in extension and small business support programs.

Health

=  Training and promotion of more ethnic minority staff and health care providers especially at provincial and
district levels;

= Gender focal points in provincial and district primary health committees;

= Increased participation of women in village health committees;

=  Gender and ethnic balance in in-service and specialized training;

= Incentives for health care workers in remote areas;

=  Men and youth targeted for health care messages on birth spacing and prevention of STDs;

= Expanded reproductive health services for ethnic minority women.

Transport

=  Consultations with local communities, including women, on design of roads and transport facilities;

= Gender analysis included in impact assessments for new transport and infrastructure projects;

=  Community development projects to ensure local benefits from road and other infrastructure projects;
= Monitoring of project impacts disaggregated by sex;

= Health awareness campaigns in construction camps, along road corridors, and at transit stops;

= Women’s participation in community road maintenance funds.

Governance

= Increased percentage of women in government positions at national, provincial, and district levels;

=  Encouragement to village leaders and committees to include more women in local decision making;

= Awareness-raising on legal rights and remedies (e.g., relating to land, employment, and personal security)
among women, especially rural and ethnic minority women.
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B. Gender and Human Resource Development

Lao PDR recognizes the importance of developing its human resources. However, much
more remains to be done, especially to narrow gender gaps and to address the needs of poor
communities in remote areas. Both the Five-Year Socio-Economic Development Plan (2001-2005)
and the NGPES therefore include ambitious targets for improving basic services such as education,
health, and water supply and sanitation. The NGPES also represents the Government’s framework
for making progress toward the MDGs. The NGPES prioritizes the needs of the poorest districts
many of which are in remote areas populated by ethnic minorities. The NGPES also emphasizes
the importance of narrowing gender gaps in education and health, and its gender strategy includes
specific measures to narrow these gaps.

1. Education
a. National Trends and Targets on Education

Lao PDR has made progress in education especially at the primary level. Over the past 10
years, net enrollment in primary school increased from 58% to over 80%, and completion rates
through grade 5 increased from 48% to about 60%. During the same period, the gender gap in
primary school enrollment also narrowed with the ratio of girls to boys enrolled in primary school
rising from 77% to over 83%. (See Table 3.) However, these national rates mask significant gaps
between urban and rural areas and among provinces. For example, the MDG Progress Report notes
that net enrollment rates are over 95% in both the capital Vientiane and in Vientiane Province but
are less than 60% in the remote, predominantly rural provinces of Attapeu and Phongsaly. The
NGPES points out that gender gaps in enrollment are still significant in some areas, especially in
the northern provinces.

Adult literacy rates also vary significantly based on gender and ethnicity and between
urban and rural areas and among provinces. The LECS 2 found adult literacy to be 88% in urban
areas compared with 65% in rural areas. Literacy rates also ranged from 90% in the capital
Vientiane to 35% in Luang Namtha.”> An ADB study in 2000 found that only 48% of women were
literate compared with 74% of men, with much wider gaps among some ethnic groups.?
Furthermore, the Lao National Literacy Survey 2001 (LNLS) indicates that many reported literacy
rates may be substantially overstated. The LNLS found that only 51% of adults (ages 15-24) tested
at a basic literacy level and that only 45% of women tested at a basic literacy level compared with

% The LECS 3 recently updated these figures for 2002/03. The survey estimated that 79% of men and
57% of women can read and write without difficulty. If those who can read and write with some
difficulty are added, the literacy rates rise to 85% of men and 64% of women (or 74% of the
population as a whole). By this measure, literacy rates are substantially higher in urban areas (95% of
men and 85% of women), and are lowest in rural areas without road access (69% of men and 39% of
women).

The female literacy rate among Khmou was found to be 23% compared with 61% for men. Among
Hmong, the female rate was 8% compared with 46% for men. The lowest literacy rates were found
among Akha and Lahu with male literacy below 10% and female literacy below 1%.
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60% of men. These results reinforce concerns about the quality of basic education in Lao PDR. The
large gender gap in tested literacy reflects the limited access that rural and ethnic minority women
have had to basic education. It also reflects the problem of “reverse literacy” common to many
ethnic minority women who have few opportunities to use the Lao language as adults.?’

Table 3: Millennium Development Goals and National Targets on Education

MDG 2:  Achieve Universal Primary Education

Target 3: Ensure that by 2015 children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a
fully course of primary schooling

Indicators: Lao PDR Recent 2015
) Baseline Status Target
6: Net enrollment in primary school 58% (1991) | 83% (2002) 98%
7: Proportion of pupils starting grade 1 who reach grade 5 | 48% (1991) | 62% (2001) 95%
8: Literacy rate in age group 15-24 years 79% (2001) | 79% (2001) 99%

MDG 3:  Promote gender equality and empowerment of women

Target 4: Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and to
all levels of education no later than 2015

Indicators: Lao PDR Recent 2015
) Baseline Status Target
9: Ratio of girls to boys in primary (P), secondary (LS and (1991) (2002)
US) and tertiary (T) education (number of girls per 100 P: 77% P: 84%
boys enrolled) LS: 66% LS: 74% 100%

US: 56% US: 68%
T: 49% T: 58%

10: Ratio of literate women to men, age 15-24 years 81% (1995) | 90% (2001) 100%

Source: Lao PDR MDG Progress Report

The Government has set a number of ambitious targets to improve primary school
enrollment and completion, to increase adult literacy, and to narrow gender gaps in school
enrollment and literacy. (See Table 3.) However, the MDG Progress Report notes that year-to-year
improvements in these areas have been very uneven. Therefore it appears unlikely that the national
targets will be met by 2015. These targets will be especially difficult to meet in rural areas,
particularly in the northern provinces where school attendance rates are low and dropout and
repetition rates are high even by national standards.

b. Gender Issues in Education

The PPA and other studies have identified several reasons for the low school attendance of
poor girls from rural areas, especially in higher grades. These include:

2 The phenomenon of “reverse literacy” or “backsliding” among ethnic minority women was

highlighted in ADB’s country briefing paper on Lao women.
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= girls’ household responsibilities, including care of younger siblings, farming, and other
household work;

= financial factors such as the cost of clothing and school supplies and the opportunity
cost of the girls’ lost labor;

= physical factors such as the distance to the nearest school, road access to school, and
the existence of separate latrines for girls and boys;

= educational factors such the language of instruction (Lao, which is a barrier for many
ethnic minority girls), relevance of the school curriculum, rigid school schedules, poor
quality of instruction, the limited number of ethnic minority teachers, and inadequate
school facilities;

= sociocultural factors, such as the level of parents’ support, awareness of opportunities
related to education, parents’ education levels, and cultural traditions (including early
marriage for girls).

The MDG Progress Report mentions several of these factors as challenges to the
achievement of gender parity in education under MDG 3. These challenges are strongest for ethnic
minority girls living in remote areas. However, there is evidence that attitudes toward girls’
education are changing in ethnic minority communities. For example, a recent social assessment
carried out in ethnic minority villages in Attapeu, Houaphanh, Luang Namtha, and Sekong found
that most parents in the villages valued education for their children and that several village leaders
had introduced incentives and sanctions to encourage parents to send both girls and boys to school.
At the same time, the survey found that girls are more likely than boys to be embarrassed about not
having proper school clothes to wear and about not performing well in front of their peers.” Girls’
self-consciousness therefore can also discourage them from attending school.

In recent years, both the Government and external agencies have focused on improving
girls’ attendance in primary school. However, MDG 3 (Target 4) aims to eliminate gender gaps in
all levels of education by 2015. The MDG Progress Report therefore notes the importance of
encouraging girls to complete primary school and go on to secondary school. In light of the high
dropout rates among girls, nonformal education and skill training are also essential to ensure that
adolescent girls have the basic literacy and life skills to make informed choices. This is especially
important as more young women migrate from remote areas to towns and cities for work. Young
ethnic minority women with little education and limited knowledge of Lao language will have few
opportunities and will be at greater risk of exploitation.

C. Gender and Education Initiatives

The Government’s education strategy and the NGPES emphasize (i) increasing equitable
access to education, (ii) improving the quality and relevance of education services, and (iii)

8 Gillespie, Anna. 2003. Social Assessment for the World Bank EDP Il — Second Education
Development Project in the Lao PDR. Vientiane.
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strengthening education management.”® The NGPES also includes supplemental goals to address
gender disparities in enrollment, especially in the northern region. These include (a) increasing the
availability, quality and relevance of primary and secondary education for poor and ethnic minority
girls; (b) ensuring that vocational and technical school programs are accessible to poor and ethnic
minority women; and (c) scaling up successful approaches to nonformal education that are
particularly beneficial to women. Several of the general priorities in the NGPES also are likely to
improve girls’ school attendance such as increasing the number of qualified ethnic minority
teachers, improved training for teachers in bilingual and multi-grade teaching, and development of
more locally relevant teaching materials. The NGPES also includes commitments to increase the
share of national and provincial budgets for education, and to increase the proportion of education
spending for recurrent costs such as teachers’ salaries and instructional materials.

The gender strategy in the NRDS includes similar measures to increase girls’ school
attendance and to improve female literacy with spillover benefits for boys and households in
general. These include:

» increasing the number of trained ethnic minority teachers, especially in primary
schools;

» in-service training in bilingual and multi-grade teaching, especially for teachers in
remote and ethnic minority areas;

» incentives and support to district education bureaus and teachers to develop locally
relevant curriculum materials for primary schools;

= effective incentives for girls to attend primary and secondary school, especially in
remote and ethnic minority areas;

= “bridge” courses to prepare young people—especially ethnic minority youth—for
vocational and technical education programs;

= ensuring gender and ethnic balance in vocational and technical education programs;

= including functional literacy and numeracy skills in village-based health, extension,
and small business support programs targeting women.

Several of these measures are already being tested and implemented in projects such as the
ADB-supported Basic Education (Girls) Project and Second Education Quality Improvement
Project, the Lao-Australia Basic Education Project, the Teacher Upgrading Project (supported by
UNICEF), Primary Education for Girls and Boys in Remote Areas of Laos (supported by the
World Food Programme) and the Lao-German Programme on Occupation-Oriented Basic and
Further Training for Target Groups from the Informal Sector .

2 Ministry of Education. 2000. Education Strategic Vision up to the Year 2020. Vientiane; Ministry of

Education. 2002. Education Strategic Planning: 20 Year, 10 Year and 5 Year Development Plan for
Education. Vientiane.
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2. Health
a. National Trends and Targets on Health

Lao PDR has made progress in a number of key health indicators. (See Table 4.) However,
it still falls behind most other countries in the region. For example, between 1990 and 2000, the
maternal mortality rate declined from 750 to 530 per 100,000 live births, but this is still one of the
highest rates in Asia. The maternal mortality rate in rural areas—580—is substantially higher. The
PPA suggests that maternal deaths are higher still in the poorest villages; on average, villagers
reported one maternal death per village in the year preceding the assessment. The high maternal
mortality levels in rural areas can be attributed to several factors: the greater distances to health
centers and hospitals; the lower percentage of villages with trained medical practitioners; the
scarcity of female health workers in health centers; the language barriers faced by ethnic minority
women in seeking health services; and early marriage and high fertility rates in these areas.®
Young women and women who have frequent pregnancies are especially vulnerable. Contraceptive
use has increased, but the Reproductive Health Survey 2000 found that only 32% of married
couples were using family planning methods. Moreover, 40% of couples wanted but did not have
access to family planning with a higher percentage in rural areas.®! The survey also found that 76%
of recently pregnant women had received no antenatal care, and 86% still delivered at home. There
has been a slight increase in the proportion of deliveries assisted by skilled health personnel, but
women who experience complications during delivery also need access to emergency obstetric
services (for example, to stop hemorrhage).

Between 1990 and 2000, infant and child mortality rates also dropped substantially, but
they remained higher in rural and remote areas. Many infant and child deaths are caused by
malaria, respiratory infections, diarrhea, dengue fever, measles, and meningitis. Although
immunization programs are recognized as extremely cost-effective, the immunization coverage of
one-year-olds actually dropped during the late 1990s. Impregnated bed nets also provide very cost-
effective protection from malaria, but 40% of households in malaria-prone areas still do not have
them. (See Table 4.)

One of the justifications for relocating upland villages to lowland areas is to improve
villagers’ access to health care facilities, schools, and markets. However, the resettlement process
itself entails substantial relocation costs and disrupts food production, other livelihood activities,
and social structures. There is also evidence of sharp increases in mortality rates in villages that
have recently relocated. For example, a recent survey in Luang Namtha found that relocated

% The national fertility rate has declined from 5.6 in 1995 to 4.9 in 2000, but higher rates are still found
in rural areas. Consistent with studies conducted elsewhere, the fertility rate declines with increasing
years of education. NSC 2001. However, further decreases in fertility rates are hampered by the
limited availability and use of family planning services, particularly in rural areas.

NSC. 2001. The survey also found that 24% of rural women had never heard of contraceptives, and
36% had never heard of HIV/AIDS.
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villages had an average mortality rate of 4 (per 100 in the population) compared with an average

rate of 2.32 in upland villages and 0.78 in lowland villages.*

Table 4: Millennium Development Goals and National Targets on Health
MDG 4:  Reduce Child Mortality
Target 5: Reduce by two-thirds the under-five mortality rate
Indicators: Lao PDR Recent 2015
) Baseline Status Target
13: Under-five mortality rate (deaths per 1,000 live births) 170 (1990) | 106 (2000) 55
14: Infant mortality rate (deaths per 1,000 live births) 134 (1990) 82 (2000) 45
15: Proportion of one-year-old children immunized 62%(1996) | 42%(2000) 90%
MDG 5:  Improve Maternal Health
Target 6: Reduce by three-quarters the maternal mortality ratio
Indicators: Lao P_DR Recent 2015
Baseline Status Target
16: Maternal mortality ratio (deaths per 100,000 live births) 750 (1990) | 530 (2000) 185
16a: Contraceptive prevalence rate 13% (1990) | 32% (2000) 55%
17: Proportion of births attended by skilled health personnel | 14% (1994) | 17% (2000) 80%
MDG 6:  Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria and Other Diseases
Target 7: Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS
Indicators: Lao P_DR Recent 2015
) Baseline Status Target
18a: HIV prevalence among commercial service women N/A | 0.4%(2001) <1%
(15-24 years)
19a: Proportion of women who have ever used a condom | 0.9%(1994) | 0.7%(2000) 20%
(15-24 years)
20a: Proportion of women (15-24 years) who know how to N/A | 32% (2000) 70%

prevent STDs (e.g., by using a condom)

Target 8:

Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse incidence of malaria and other major diseases

21. Death rate associated with malaria (per 100,000) 9 (1990) 4 (2002) 0.2

21a: Morbidity rate due to malaria (suspected cases per year | 44 (1990) | 48 (2002) 15
per 1,000)

22a: Proportion of population in malaria risk areas protected | 25% (1999) | 60% (2002) 100%
by impregnated bed nets

23: Prevalence rate associated with TB (per 100,000) 144 (1990) | 144 (1990) 50

Source: Lao PDR MDG Progress Report
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Romagy, Laurent and Steeve Daviau. 2003. Synthesis of Reports on Resettlement in Long District,

Luang Namtha Province, Lao PDR (ACF report). A recent study of relocated villages in Luang
Namtha and Sekong found similar evidence of high mortality rates related to outbreaks of disease and

lack of adequate health services to deal with the outbreaks. Alton and Rattanavong, op. cit.
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The reported prevalence of HIV in Lao PDR is low, currently estimated at around 0.06%.
However, Lao PDR is surrounded by countries with high prevalence rates, and the increased
mobility of people within the country and across its borders heightens the country’s vulnerability to
the disease.® The first HIV case was reported in 1990, and the first case of AIDS was identified in
1992. The MDG Progress Report notes that close to 1,100 cases were reported by April 2003, but
the actual figure is likely to be higher. The groups considered most at risk of contracting AIDS
include mobile groups such as truck drivers, police, military, migrant workers, government
officials, development workers and business people who travel, sex workers, adolescents, and
women whose husbands have multiple partners.®* Recent sentinel surveillance has found increases
in HIV prevalence among high-risk groups including truck drivers and women working in bars and
nightclubs. STD infections in some high-risk groups are also approaching 50%, which further
increases the risk of HIV infection.* Recent testing of 1,000 young people returning from seasonal
work in Thailand found an HIV infection rate of over 6%.* Condom use and awareness of
HIV/AIDS in the general population are also low, which increases the risk that HIV infections
could spread quickly from high-risk individuals (such as truck drivers and migrant workers) to their
spouses and partners.

The Government has set several ambitious targets linked to the health MDGs. (See Table
4.) 1t will be difficult for Lao PDR to achieve all of these targets, particularly when regional and
ethnic differences in access to health care are considered. Reducing maternal mortality will be
especially challenging in rural and remote areas, given the limited access to contraceptives,
prenatal care, and health facilities.

b. Gender Issues in Health Care

Lao women are primarily responsible for their families’ health care. However, their own
health is compromised by strenuous work, frequent pregnancies, anemia and poor nutrition, malaria
and other diseases, and inadequate or inaccessible health services especially in remote and rural
areas. Rural women have limited awareness of sanitation and disease prevention which can
negatively affect the health of their children. A large proportion of rural women still are unaware of
modern contraceptives and of how to prevent HIV/AIDS and other STDs. Ethnic minority women
are at a particular disadvantage because of language and cultural barriers that inhibit them from

8 Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand and border provinces of PRC such as Yunnan have been contending

for several years with HIV/AIDS epidemics, and Viet Nam now faces a possible epidemic especially
among injecting drug users and sex workers. Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS and
WHO. 2003. AIDS Epidemic Update. Geneva.
i National Committee for Control of AIDS (NCCA). HIV/AIDS Country Profile: Lao PDR 2000.
Vientiane; Supang Chantavanich with Allan Beesey and Shakti Paul. 2000. Mobility and HIV/AIDS in
the GMS (ADB TA 5881-REG). Bangkok.
NGPES; Family Health International. 2003. HIV Surveillance Survey and STD Periodic Prevalence
Survey: Lao PDR 2001. Arlington, Virginia.
Lao PDR. 2003. Report on the Implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (Combined Initial, Second, Third, Fourth and Fifth Report): Lao PDR
(CEDAW Report). CEDAW/C/LAO/1-5.
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going to health centers and seeking help from health care providers. Food taboos and other
traditional practices related to pregnancy and childbirth can also harm the health of women and
their children. Women’s health and health awareness therefore are critical not only for their well
being and productivity but also for the health and well being of their families, especially infants
and small children.

Women in Lao PDR are especially vulnerable to HIV/AIDS because of their generally low
health status, lack of knowledge about STDs and HIV/AIDS, and limited power to negotiate
condom use with male partners. In addition to high-risk groups such as sex workers, the wives of
men who visit sex workers or who have a “second wife” are also at risk. Adolescents are also an
increasingly vulnerable group, as large numbers of them travel to urban centers and to Thailand for
work where they are more likely to engage in risky sexual behavior. Adolescent girls are especially
at risk because they are perceived to be “healthy,” and therefore are particularly attractive to the
sex industry.

Domestic violence inflicts psychological as well as physical harm on its victims who are
primarily women and children. This problem has not been widely investigated or openly discussed
in Lao PDR. Violent behavior among family members has traditionally been viewed as an internal
family matter, although some victims have sought help from village authorities. During 2003, both
the LWU and the Gender and Development Group (an affiliation of about 20 NGOs) are conducted
field research on domestic violence. The LWU also recently established a counseling center at its
Vientiane office to assist women and girls who are victims of physical or sexual abuse. The Law on
the Development and Protection of Women passed by the national Assembly in October 2004
includes provisions on the prevention of domestic violence, rights of victims, and measures to
assist and protect them.

Human trafficking also causes physical and psychological harm, especially for victims who
are forced into prostitution or sweatshop work. There is increasing concern that the expansion of
road networks linking Lao PDR with neighboring countries will facilitate the trafficking of girls
from remote areas to Thailand and other countries. Increased traffic along major roadways is also
expected to increase the demand for sex workers at truck stops and other roadside establishments.
These risks are discussed further in Chapter 111.F. The Law on the Development and Protection of
Women also includes provisions and penalties on trafficking of women and children.

C. Gender and Health Initiatives

The Government’s health strategy and the NGPES address gender concerns in virtually all
of the country’s major health care initiatives. These include improvements in primary health care in
rural areas (with emphasis on strengthening the number and capacity of ethnic minority health
workers), in mother-and-child health care promotion in rural areas, in immunizations, in control of
malaria and other communicable diseases, in prevention of STDs and HIV/AIDS, and in
improvements in water supply and environmental health.’’ The NGPES also stresses the

3 Ministry of Health. 2000. Health Strategy up to the Year 2020; Ministry of Health. 2002. National
Poverty Eradication Plan of the Health Sector from 2003-2005. Vientiane; NGPES, op. cit.
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importance of strengthening the role of women in the primary health care network, especially in
remote rural areas. Under the NGPES, special efforts will be made to increase the number of
female and ethnic minority health workers, to ensure gender balance in training programs for
village health workers, and to increase women’s representation on village health committees. The
NGPES also proposes a greater role for the LWU in community mobilization on nutrition, birth
spacing, and other reproductive health issues. As in the education sector, the NGPES recognizes
the need to increase national and provincial health care budgets and to ensure adequate funding of
recurrent expenditures such as health workers’ salaries.

The HIV/AIDS/STD Policy of Lao PDR, and its National Plan of Action for
HIV/AIDS/STD (2002-2005), recognize that the country’s fragile health care system could not
cope with a full-scale AIDS epidemic. Therefore, they emphasize prevention and behavior
modification. The policy and plan take a multi-sectoral and rights-based approach, involving
central ministries and provincial and district government offices, mass organizations, the private
sector, external agencies, and NGOs. Priorities in the national plan include prevention of HIV
among service women, mobile populations, and youth; STD prevention and treatment; condom
promotion; prevention of mother-child transmission of HIV; and prevention of HIV among the
general population and ethnic minorities.*®

The gender strategy in the NRDS includes similar measures to respond to the health needs
and constraints of women, especially ethnic minority women. These include:

= training and promoting more women and ethnic minorities at all levels, especially
provincial and district-level staff and health care providers at district and village levels;

= upgrading the skills of village health workers and increasing the number of women
representatives on village health committees;

= ensuring gender and ethnic balance in all in-service and specialized training for health
staff and health care providers;

= providing appropriate incentive packages for health care workers assigned to remote
districts and villages;

= using radio and other media to promote health education to men and youth as well as
women in rural and ethnic minority areas, especially relating to family planning and
prevention of STDs and HIV infection;

= expanding access to reproductive health services, especially for ethnic minority
women, through village health workers and mobile health units;

» improving emergency obstetric care at district and provincial hospitals;

= production of HIV/AIDS awareness materials in Chinese and Vietnamese for
circulation to migrant construction workers, trucker operators, and traders;

= cooperation with provinces of neighboring countries (for example, to promote
HIV/AIDS awareness at border crossings and nearby markets and truck stops);

= cooperation with private sector businesses and associations (for example, construction
contractors, trucker associations, travel companies, hotels, and beer/beverage

¥ NCCA. 2001. HIV/AIDS/STD Policy. Vientiane; UNAIDS. UN Joint Plan of Action and Common
Strategy in Support of the National Response on HIV/AIDS/STI in Lao PDR (2002-2005). Vientiane.
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distributors) to educate their employees, to provide HIV/AIDS information to their
customers, and to support social marketing of condoms.

Several of these measures are already being pursued in the ADB-supported Primary Health
Care Expansion Project and other health projects and programs supported by the United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the European Union,
the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) and other bilateral agencies,
international NGOs, and the LWU. The National Plan of Action for HIV/AIDS/STDs is being
supported by a large number of external agencies and NGOs, many of which participate in the UN
Theme Group on HIV/AIDS and contribute to the HIV/AIDS Trust set up in 1998. As mentioned
in Chapter I11.D, STD and HIV/AIDS risks are also increasingly identified in transport and other
large infrastructure projects, including those supported by ADB.

3. Water Supply and Sanitation
a. National Trends and Targets on Water and Sanitation

Clean water and sanitation services (WSS) are essential to public health. Considerable
progress has been made in recent years to expand and improve WSS in Lao PDR. For example,
between 1990 and 2002, the proportion of the population with access to a safe water source
increased from 28% to 58%. (See Table 5.) However, access varies substantially between urban
and rural areas and among provinces. For example, the LECS 3 found that only 24% of people in
rural areas without road access have a safe water source. The NGPES notes that less than 40% of
households and less than 10% of primary schools have sanitary latrines. The MDG progress report
also notes that the WSS in provincial towns are much less reliable than in Vientiane. Even where
water sources are relatively safe, water often becomes contaminated during collection or storage in
households.

The Government has set ambitious targets for expanding and improving WSS. Under the
NGPES, 75% of poor districts should have access to clean water and 55% should have sanitation
by 2010. By 2015, 80% of the population should have sustainable access to clean water, and 70%
of the [urban] population should have improved sanitation.* (See Table 5.) More primary schools
will also be outfitted with sanitary latrines. However, these targets will be difficult to reach,
especially in remote provinces.

b. Gender Issues in Water and Sanitation

The gender benefits of WSS are well recognized. Women and girls in rural Lao PDR, as in
most rural societies, are mainly responsible for collecting water for household use and can spend a
substantial amount of time at this task if the local water source is a distance away. Women are also
primarily responsible for their families’ health. Therefore, potable water and sanitation services are
extremely important in minimizing illnesses from water-borne diseases. Women’s own health also

% The NGPES does not include a national 2015 target for improved sanitation. The 2015 target included

in the MDG progress report (70%) appears to apply only to urban areas.
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depends on clean water as bathing in dirty water increases the risk of reproductive tract and other
infections.

Table 5: Millennium Development Goal 7 and National Targets on
Water and Sanitation

MDG 7:  Ensure Environmental Sustainability

Target 10: Halve by 2015 the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water

Lao PDR Recent 2015

Indicators: Baseline Status Target

30: Proportion of population with sustainable access to an | 28% (1990) | 58% (2002) 80%
improved water source

3la:Proportion of [urban] population with access to improved | 11% (1990) | 42% (1998) 70%
sanitation

Source: Lao PDR MDG Progress Report
C. Gender and Water/Sanitation Initiatives

The Government has included gender considerations in its National Rural Water Supply
and Sanitation Sector Strategy that is implemented by the National Center for Environmental
Health and Water Supply (Nam Saat) under the Ministry of Health. Over the last several years,
Nam Saat has made considerable progress in implementing a community-based, participatory, and
gender-sensitive approach to rural WSS. Nam Saat’s participatory approach to rural WSS includes
community dialogue and consensus building on the most cost-effective, appropriate WSS
technology for a particular village; formation of gender-balanced community user groups;
consensus on village agreements relating to WSS construction, maintenance, and use; women’s and
men’s contributions of labor during construction; and promotion of good hygiene practices in
villages and schools. Nam Saat’s strategy also includes efforts to improve the gender balance
within central, provincial, and district Nam Saat staff, staff training in gender awareness and
sensitivity, and collection and analysis of data disaggregated by sex. Provinces such as Oudomxay
have established their own gender plans to make progress in these areas.”” Nam Saat’s participatory
approach has been supported by the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), the
World Bank, UNICEF, and others. The social action plan under the ADB-supported Northern
Economic Corridor Project also supports Nam Saat’s programs in Luang Namtha and Bokeo.

In urban areas, the national water supply company, Nam Papa Lao, is responsible for the
supply of WSS. Community-based and gender-sensitive approaches are increasingly used in urban
development projects, including improvements in WSS facilities. These include the ADB-
supported Vientiane Urban Infrastructure and Services Project and the Small Towns Development
Sector Project. Both of these projects include gender strategies to ensure that women participate in
project activities and that the projects address women’s needs as household managers and small
business owners.

40 National Center for Environmental Health and Water Supply. 2001. Moving Gender Strategy into

Practice: Steps Taken in the Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Sector in Lao PDR. Vientiane.
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4. International Commitments on Gender and Human Development

The NGPES and the Government’s strategies on education and health also further Lao
PDR’s international commitments to promote gender equality in human development. For example,
Article 10 of CEDAW requires Lao PDR and other state parties to, “...take all appropriate
measures to eliminate discrimination against women in order to ensure to them equal rights with
men in the field of education.” Article 12 requires state parties to. “...take all appropriate measures
to eliminate discrimination against women in the field of health care,” with particular attention to
family planning services and pregnancy, confinement, and post-natal care. Article 14 calls for
attention to the needs of rural women, including adequate health care facilities, formal and informal
education and training to achieve functional literacy, and adequate living conditions including
sanitation and water supply.

The development of women’s capabilities is also highlighted in the Beijing Platform for
Action endorsed by Lao PDR and other countries in 1995. Education and training, health care and
related services, and violence against women are among the twelve areas of concern in the
platform. The platform is extremely comprehensive, and highlights the needs of rural, indigenous,
and migrant women and girls. The platform also stresses the importance of sensitizing men and
boys on sharing household duties, preventing unwanted pregnancies and STDs, and not engaging in
sexual harassment and violent behavior toward women and girls. Its strategic objectives include the
following.

Education and Training of Women
= ensure equal access to education;
= eradicate illiteracy among women;
= improve women’s access to vocational training;
= develop non-discriminatory education and training;
= allocate sufficient resources for and monitoring implementation of education reforms;
= promote lifelong education and training for women and girls.

Women and Health
= increase women’s access to appropriate, affordable, and quality health care;
= strengthen preventive programs that promote women’s health;
» undertake gender-sensitive initiatives that address STDs, HIV/AIDS, and sexual and
reproductive health;
= promote research and disseminate information on women’s health;
= Increase resources for monitoring women’s health.

Violence Against Women
= take integrated measures to prevent and eliminate violence against women;
= study the causes and consequences of violence against women and the effectiveness of
preventive measures;
= eliminate trafficking in women and assist victims of violence from prostitution and
trafficking.
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The Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and Development
that Lao PDR and other countries adopted in Cairo in 1994 also emphasizes gender equality,
women’s empowerment, and human resource development as essential to the success of both
population and development programs. The Programme recommends that countries provide
universal access to health care (including family planning services and other aspects of
reproductive health care), eliminate violence against women, and ensure that women control their
own fertility. The Programme also stresses the importance of formal and nonformal education to
expand women’s and girls’ life choices, encourage later marriage and birth spacing, and thereby
improve the health of women and their children. The Programme highlights the specific needs of
adolescents, indigenous people, and migrants, and emphasizes the importance of involving men in
family planning and prevention of STDs.

The Cairo Programme of Action strongly influenced the National Population and
Development Policy of Lao PDR that was adopted in May 1999. Following the recommendations
in the Programme, the National Population and Development Policy included time-bound targets
for reductions of maternal, infant, and child mortality and the total fertility rate and for
improvements in contraceptive prevalence, girls’ school enrollments, and women’s literacy.
Updated versions of several of these targets are included in the national targets to achieve the
MDGs.

The NGPES stresses the importance of supporting women’s and men’s traditional
livelihood strategies, while also expanding their opportunities for alternative income and
employment. For 80% of the Lao population living in rural areas, their livelihoods are still
dependent on agriculture and some off-farm activities. Rural women are especially resourceful in
diversifying their economic activities to include foraging, gardening, raising small livestock, and
producing handicrafts in addition to growing rice, collecting fuel and water, and performing other
household tasks. These livelihood activities are essential to poor households’ food security and
general well being. They are also important for meeting the Government’s targets to reduce poverty
and hunger, and thereby make progress toward MDG 1 (see Table 2). The NGPES also supports
the development of small and medium-sized businesses that provide opportunities for women as
both entrepreneurs and employees. Expanding work opportunities for women outside the
agricultural sector also furthers the national goals of gender equality and women’s empowerment
reflected in MDG 3.

C. Gender, Livelihoods, and Employment

In Lao PDR, about 70% of the population 10 years and older is economically active. Over
80% of economically active people work in agriculture and fishing mainly for subsistence (see
Table 6). Women represent over 50% of the working population, and a majority of agriculturalists,
service workers, and office workers. They represent over 40% of craft workers (and the vast

4 The indicators for achievement of MDG 3 include, in addition to school enrollment and literacy ratios

of girls to boys, the share of women in wage employment in the nonagricultural sector. National
targets for gender parity in school enrollment and literacy are discussed in Chapter 111.B.1. The
Government is currently considering a 2015 target for the wage employment indicator as well.
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majority of handicraft workers), almost 40% of technicians (including health workers and teaching
associates), and one third of professionals. However, just over 10% of company managers are
women, and very few women hold senior government or legislative positions.*?

Table 6: Lao Occupations
. Male Female
Occupation Group Total NuUmber % Number %
Legislators and Senior Officials 5,261 5,167 98% 94 2%
Managers 4,193 3,706 88% 487 12%
Professionals 26,861 17,878 67% 8,983 33%
Technicians 62,568 38,517 62% 24,051 38%
Clerks 5,249 2,378 45% 2,871 55%
Service Workers 85,713 36,899 43% 48,814 57%
Agriculture and Fishery Workers 1,852,686 849,066 46% | 1,003,620 54%
Crafts and Related Trade Workers 55,930 33,129 59% 22,801 41%
Operators and Assemblers 21,195 20,429 96% 766 4%
Elementary Occupations 25,295 18,329 72% 6,966 28%
Other Occupations 21,231 19,632 92% 1,599 8%
All Occupations 2,166,192 | 1,045,137 48% | 1,121,055 52%

Source:  Lao PDR Population Census 1995

The following subheadings review national trends and gender issues in three areas that are
particularly relevant to Lao women: agriculture, small businesses, and wage employment. The
discussion draws heavily on the NRDS gender strategy.

1. Agriculture and Related Activities
a. National Trends

With over 80% of the working population engaged in subsistence agriculture,
improvements in the agricultural sector are critical to the Government’s goals of poverty reduction
and national development. The NGPES therefore places high priority on the Government’s
development plan for the sector. This plan stresses (i) food security and food self-sufficiency; (ii)
reducing vulnerability to drought, floods, livestock diseases, and other risks; (iii) increasing the
value of agricultural products; and (iv) increasing rural incomes from agroprocessing.

The NGPES reports steady increases in agricultural production over the past decade.
However, most of the increase has occurred in lowland areas where paddy rice and other crops are
grown and where farmers have access to agricultural support services and markets. In contrast,
farmers in upland areas continue to grow dry-land rice using shifting cultivation techniques.
Population pressure and the Government’s land-forest allocation program have restricted the land

42 However, the number of women elected to the National Assembly has tripled since 1995 and now

stands at 23%.
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available for upland farming and shortened fallow periods resulting in declining rice yields. The
hardships of upland farmers are exacerbated by the lack of agricultural support services and limited
access to markets. Government efforts to eradicate opium cultivation in upland areas have also
increased hardships for ethnic minority communities that depended on the opium crop for cash
income. The Government’s agriculture strategy therefore includes different approaches for lowland
and upland areas: a market-based approach for lowland areas including promotion of cash crops
and more value-added processing and a more proactive approach for upland areas including
improved land-use zoning, extension services, and market access.

b. Gender Issues in Agriculture

Rural women play vital roles as farmers and agroprocessors, raisers of small livestock,
harvesters of non-timber forest products (NTFPs), producers of handicrafts and other non-farm
products, and traders. Gender roles in agriculture can vary considerably, often related to ethnicity,
location, type of farming system, use of technology, and other factors. Gender roles are also
changing rapidly as more farming households diversify into cash crops, as communities relocate
from upland areas to amalgamated villages closer to roads and towns, and as Government policies
change the allocation of rural land and influence farming practices.

More Lao women are active in agriculture and fisheries than men. However, women have
historically had little direct access to agricultural extension, veterinary care for their livestock,
credit, marketing information, or other inputs except in projects supported by external agencies and
NGOs where specific provisions have been made for women’s participation. Ethnic minority
women have even less access to agricultural services because they are more likely to live in remote
areas, many cannot speak or read Lao, and they have limited contact with extension officers and
other outsiders who deal mainly with the male members of their communities.

General trends in the Lao agricultural sector may affect women and men differently,
especially in poor and ethnic minority communities. These trends include the implementation of
land allocation and land titling policies, policies to stabilize shifting cultivation and reduce opium
cultivation, and policies to promote new technologies and commercial agriculture. The gender
dimensions of some of these trends are noted briefly below.

There is considerable variation in land tenure and inheritance practices among ethnic
groups. For example, among ethnic Lao, the family home and some paddy land typically are
inherited by the child who has taken care of the aging parents, often the youngest daughter.
However, among the Hmong, women have no traditional right to inherit land.** Rural communities
have also developed unique rules and practices governing use of common land and access to forest
land. National laws, decrees, and policies of Lao PDR increasingly affect rural land tenure and use,
often in tension with traditional land practices and with different impacts on women and men.

4 However, a recent study under the Lao-Swedish Forestry Programme found a number of variations in

inheritance rules within the same ethnic groups, including reports of daughters inheriting land even in
some upland ethnic communities. Rodenburg,Hermien and Chansamone Phengkhay. 2000. Special
Study: Social and Gender Impacts of Land Allocation. Vientiane.
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Traditional land practices are also changing in response to increasing population pressure on arable
land, the interest of many farmers in growing cash crops and fruit trees as well as rice, and other
factors.** During the preparation of the 1997 Land Law, the LWU lobbied to protect ethnic Lao
women’s traditional right to inherit family land and jointly own land acquired with household
resources.”®> As a result, the Land Law provides that the names of both husband and wife are
recorded in the land register. Considerable attention also was paid to gender awareness in the
preparation of the original land titling project.*® Recent studies have suggested that greater attention
also needs to be paid to gender issues in the allocation of agricultural and forest land, especially in
non-Lao ethnic areas.*’ These issues are discussed further in Chapter I1V.B .

The Government’s land-forest allocation program is closely tied to a number of other
policies and programs including the stabilization of shifting cultivation practices, reduction of
opium cultivation, focal site development and promotion of more commercial approaches to
agriculture and agroforestry. Ongoing studies in Luang Prabang and Oudomxay are providing
valuable insights into the links between these policies, local conditions, and gender dimensions of
land use. For example, the studies confirm the PPA findings that the land-forest allocation program
has severely reduced the fallow periods for upland farmers, leading to reduced soil fertility and
declining rice yields. This particularly affects women farmers who spend much more time clearing
fallows of weeds but experience even lower rice yields. Consequently, they must rely on harvesting
of NTFPs, sale of livestock, and other strategies to meet their households’ food needs. Women
interviewed in one district, for example, expressed their strong desire to switch from backbreaking
upland rice farming to paddy farming, livestock raising, weaving, and trading. However, they
complained of the severe shortage of paddy land and the need for extension and other support for
alternative income-generating activities. At the same time, women and men in the study areas are
working constructively to cope with land shortages, depletion of NTFPs and other problems. Their
coping strategies include diversification of activities, informal land exchanges and efforts to
sustainably cultivate NTFPs such as red mushrooms.*® Women’s and men’s livelihood activities
are especially strained in relocated villages where there is not enough land for all of the relocated
households, and where water and forest resources are insufficient for the growing village
population.*

4 Some of these changes in the traditional land practices of a sample of ethnic Lao, Khmou, and Hmong

villages were identified in a recent study under the land Ttitling Project supported by the World Bank
and AusAID. Lao Consulting Group. 2002. Lao PDR Land Titling Project (IDA Loan Credit 2832
LA): Existing Land Tenure and Forest Lands Study. Vientiane.

Viravong, Manivone. 1999. “Reforming Property Rights in Laos,” in Women’s Rights to House and
Land: China, Laos, Vietnam, edited by Irene Tinker and Gale Summerfield. Boulder and London.
Schenk-Sandbergen ,Loes, Hermien Rodenburg and Chansamone Phengkhay. 1997. Land, Gender
and Social Issues in Lao PDR: Towards Gender Sensitive Land Titling. Vientiane.

Rodenburg and Phengkhay, op. cit.

Lao Swedish Upland Agriculture and Forestry Research Programme (LSURP). 2003. Report on the
Diagnostic Survey in Phonsay District and Report on the Diagnostic Survey in Namo District (drafts).
Vientiane; LSURP. 2002. Research Report — Land Management Component on Land Use Planning
and Socio Economic Issues in Phonesay and Nam Mo Districts. Vientiane.

Alton and Rattanavong, op. cit.
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Changes in agricultural practices—for example, increased mechanization and shifts from
subsistence to commercial agriculture—change the gender division of labor and gender relations.
In these instances, men typically assume greater control of land, farming equipment and marketing
of crops, although women’s investments of cash and labor are often essential to the success of the
ventures. For example, field studies have found that the replacement of buffaloes with power tillers
reduced women’s workloads to some extent. However, the change also increased the decision-
making power of male household members who assumed control over the machines, although the
women had been responsible for raising much of the cash needed to purchase the tillers. Similarly,
men have assumed the dominant role in water user associations formed to operate and maintain
new irrigation facilities, although the cash needed to pay water user fees often comes from the
trading and other productive activity of women in the community.”® Men also tend to take control
of women’s traditional livelihood activities such as rice milling and the raising of small livestock
once the process is mechanized or external resources are provided.>

Women farmers are also hampered by the small number of female and ethnic minority
extension workers. Particularly in ethnic minority villages, women are unlikely to engage with
male, Lao-speaking extension workers, even when the extension advice and inputs relate to the
women’s own livelihood activities and areas of expertise. Yet project evaluations confirm that
providing extension training and technology only to male farmers does not guarantee that the
information and inputs will reach the household members who can most effectively use them.>

C. Gender and Agricultural Initiatives

The NGPES includes a number of measures to better support women farmers’ productive
capacity and local knowledge. These include (i) use of gender-related data and needs assessments
in agricultural research and project planning; (ii) inclusion of women in project activities,
extension, and training; (iii) use of gender-related indicators to monitor projects; (iv) increases in
the number of female extension workers; (v) women farmers as gender focal points in villages to
promote improved agricultural practices; (vi) sensitivity to women’s traditional rights in land
reallocation, land titling, and resolution of land disputes; and (vii) assistance to women in accessing

%0 Schenk-Sandbergen, Loes and Outhaki Choulamany-Khamphoui. 1995. Women in Rice Fields and

Offices: Irrigation in Laos. Heiloo, Netherlands.

For example, a study in Luang Prabang found that even when rice mills were provided to villages
specifically for women’s use, they were initially controlled by village men until the provincial LWU
and local officials intervened. Ireson-Doolittle and Moreno-Black, op. cit. Similarly, in a livestock
project in Luang Namtha and Luang Prabang, over 60% of the model chicken and pig farms supported
by the project are managed by men, although the raising of chickens and pigs has usually been
considered “women’s work.” de Koning,Mirjam. 2002. Rural Credit to Promote Pig and Poultry
Production in Northern Lao PDR (SUNV report). Luang Prabang.

For example, the final project report from a forest development project in Luang Prabang in the 1980s
found that the project had had no discernable impact on the upland land management practices of
villages in the project area. This was explained in part because, “...the trained men did not share their
training and technology with other members of their families, so the women (who have major
responsibilities in upland farming systems and in fruit production) continued their work and farm
management as before.” Ireson-Doolittle and Moreno-Black, op. cit.
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rural savings and credit schemes. Several of the general priorities for agriculture in the NGPES will
also benefit rural women including programs to improve the health of small livestock, to promote
sustainable harvesting of NTFPs, and to support market gardens in peri-urban areas.

The gender strategy in the NRDS includes similar measures to support women’s as well as
men’s rural livelihood activities especially in remote and ethnic minority communities. These
include:

= collecting data disaggregated by sex and consulting with both male and female farmer
groups to plan extension and other project activities;

» including women in project activities through mixed farmer groups (including water
uSer groups) or women’s groups, as appropriate;

= ensuring that women farmers receive extension services, for example, by training
husband-wife “model farmer” teams and arranging village-based training for women
farmers to accommodate their work schedules;

= increasing the number of female extension workers in the field, for example, by hiring
husband-wife extension teams, especially from ethnic minority groups, and providing
effective incentives to work in remote areas;

= increasing the number of women and ethnic minority staff in provincial and district
land offices, and including community and gender awareness activities in the land-
forest allocation program administered by district forestry offices;

= paying special attention to the vaccination of small livestock (identified as a priority in
the PPA);

= supporting rural women’s livelihood activities such as community-based agro-
processing, cultivation and sustainable harvesting of NTFPs, and market gardens;

= using radio and other media to provide better market information to small farmers and
agroprocessors, especially women.

These and other gender-sensitive approaches are included in the ADB-supported Nam
Ngum River Basin Development Sector Project and Decentralized Irrigation Development and
Management Sector Project, and in rural development projects supported by the World Bank,
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the European Union (EU), the German
Agency for Technical Cooperation (GTZ), other external agencies and international
nongovernment organizations (NGOSs).

2. Small Businesses
a. National Trends
According to a recent study supported by the United Nations Industrial Development

Organization (UNIDO), over 98% of manufacturing businesses in Lao PDR are micro and small
businesses, and about 75% are grain milling businesses with fewer than two employees.”® The

> Tas, Nilgun F. and Sengxay Phousinghoa. 2002. Small and Medium Sized Enterprise Development

Framework (Draft No. 2 — Working Paper). Vientiane.
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UNIDO study also found that the vast majority of tax-registered businesses are sole traders.
According to the LECS 3, 28% of Lao households operate at least one household business (67% of
urban households and 17% of rural households).>* Another recent study finds that the non-farm and
off-farm business activities of rural households such as weaving, handicraft production and fish
processing are generally more productive than agriculture and can generate more than half of total
household income.>

The Government of Lao PDR places considerable emphasis on strengthening the country’s
business environment through support of the private sector, including promotion of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and foreign direct investment. SME development therefore is a
priority in the NGPES. An SME decree was recently prepared with technical assistance from
UNIDO. ADB is supporting implementation of the decree finalized in 2004.%°

One of the main constraints facing small businesses in Lao PDR is the limited access to
credit and savings services. In recent years, more rural development programs have included
microfinance components to assist microenterprises and also to address the food security needs of
poor households. These often have taken the form of village revolving funds. Commodity banks
(e.g., rice and livestock banks) have also been established at the village level mainly for the benefit
of poor households.”” However, many of these village funds and commodity banks have operated
on a small scale and have been linked to specific development programs. Therefore, they generally
have had limited reach and sustainability. Recently, UNDP and the United Nations Capital
Development Fund developed a proposal to establish a national microfinance institution modeled
on microfinance programs they had supported in several provinces.”® ADB is also supporting the
establishment of pilot credit unions in selected areas.*® Building on these and other proposals, the
Government is developing a general regulatory framework for microfinance institutions.

b. Gender Issues in Small Business

In all regions of Lao PDR, women traditionally have been responsible for rice milling, and
many women have translated this traditional household activity into small businesses through the
acquisition of rice mills. Women are actively involved in other types of agroprocessing as well as
weaving, handicraft production, and small-scale trading. Women from several ethnic groups are

> The percentages are higher if all households with registered business income (such as rural households

that produce textiles for sale) are included. By this measure, 46% of households have “business

activities” (68% of urban and 38% of rural households). LECS 3, op. cit.

Keomixay, Souphanh et al. 2003. “Off-farm and Non-farm Employment and Activities in the Lao

PDR,” in Off-farm and Non-farm Employment in Southeast Asian Transitional Economies and

Thailand. Phnom Penh.

% ADB. 2003. Technical Assistance to Lao PDR for Advisory Assistance on Small and Medium-Sized
Enterprises and Private Sector Development. Manila.

> UNDP and United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF). 1997. Microfinance in Rural Lao
PDR: A National Profile. Vientiane.

%8 UNDP and UNCDF. 2001. Microfinance and Sustainable Livelihood: Feasibility Study Mission
Report. Vientiane.

> ADB. 2000. Technical Assistance to Lao PDR for Rural Finance Development (TA Cluster). Manila.
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also increasingly involved in commercial weaving and embroidery activities and have established
relationships with buyers in Thailand and overseas markets.®® A 1995 survey of SMEs found that
women own and operate over 60% of registered small businesses in Lao PDR, and the percentage
may be higher in some urban areas.®* According to the LECS 3, 53% of household businesses are
operated by women (62% in urban and 43% in rural areas).

Although women are active in the Lao private sector, they face a number of constraints as
business owners. For example, the 1995 survey of SMEs found that women’s enterprises tend to
have fewer assets and less revenue than men’s, and the average loan received by women
entrepreneurs is substantially smaller. The recent UNIDO study also noted that women
entrepreneurs are especially hampered by cumbersome procedures for registering their businesses.
Because of gender biases among bank officers and collateral requirements, women business owners
are likely to have less access to financial services and must rely on alternative sources such as
moneylenders and suppliers to meet working capital needs. Because of their lack of political voice,
women business owners can also be more vulnerable to arbitrary treatment by tax authorities and
other government officials. Business licenses and taxes are especially burdensome for micro and
small enterprises because they have little working capital to draw on, especially to pay fees and
taxes in advance.®> Women entrepreneurs in rural areas, for example, handicraft producers, also
lack direct access to market information and are therefore at a disadvantage in negotiating prices
with traders.

A recent study of gender issues in micro and small enterprises by GRID and the ILO,
including a field survey of 250 entrepreneurs (150 women and 100 men) in five provinces, made
similar findings.®® These include the following.

= Women’s businesses tend to be smaller than men’s in terms of productive assets, total
investment and sales.

= Women are more likely to select a business that they can run from home and that does
not require a large amount of capital.

60 Ireson-Doolittle and Moreno-Black, op. cit.; Kosakabe, Kyoko. 2003. “Definition of Women’s Work

and Market Hierarchy in the Borderland of Lao PDR.” Paper presented at British International Studies
Association Conference, 15-17 December 2003, University of Birmingham.

Ministry of Industry and Handicrafts and GTZ. 1996. Results of a National Survey: Small and Medium
Enterprises in the Lao PDR. Vientiane; Choulamany-Khamphoui, Outhaki. 2001. “Market Women of
Vientiane: Success and Stagnation.” Paper presented at Gender and Indochina Conference, 3-4 March
2001, Bangkok (author estimates that women represent about 90% of registered business owners in
Vientiane market area).

For example, the export tax introduced in 2000 was extremely burdensome for small exporters such as
individual cotton weavers who could only afford to pay the tax per piece. In contrast, larger exporters
were able to pay the tax in advance on a monthly basis and benefited from a much lower effective tax
rate. Kusakabe, op. cit.

63 LWU/GRID and ILO. 2004. Gender Issues in Micro and Small Enterprises in the Lao PDR.

Vientiane.
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= Most women sought the help of a male relative to establish their businesses, but both
women and men rely on family members in running their businesses.

= Both women and men were hampered in starting their businesses by the lack of finance
and marketing, but women also reported problems related to gender bias, restrictions
on their mobility, and family/social issues.

=  Women depend primarily on their own labor and that of other family members; men
are more likely to employ full-time workers outside their family.

= Women business owners make most business decisions on their own, but 30% rely on
their husbands to sign legal documents.

= Women spend on average over 8 hours a day in their businesses and over 2 hours a day
on household work for a total of almost 11 working hours; on average, men spend less
time on both their businesses (over 7 hours) and household work (about 1 hour).

= Most businesses are registered in the owner’s name; however, 25% of women’s
businesses are registered in the husband’s name, and 17% are registered in both names.
In contrast, only 10% of men’s businesses are registered in the wife’s name while 25%
are registered jointly.

=  Women are less informed than men about government policies and regulations related
to small businesses.

= Both women and men are interested in obtaining finance for their businesses, but more
women (27%) want business training, preferably short courses held in their villages.
Other priorities for women in business include lower utility costs (e.g., electricity and
water), simplified licensing and other regulatory requirements, and networking
opportunities.

Many of the microfinance programs introduced in Lao PDR have been specifically
intended to assist women’s microenterprises. However, one study of rice banks and village
revolving funds in some ethnic minority villages found that the funds were often co-opted by the
most powerful families in the villages. The funds also were generally controlled by male village
members, even when they related to women’s traditional livelihood activities such as small
livestock and embroidery.®* Therefore, it is important to ensure that the Government’s new
regulatory framework for microfinance institutions and new institutions such as the credit unions
supported by ADB respond to the needs and constraints of rural microentrepreneurs, especially
women from ethnic minority groups who have least access to other forms of credit and savings. For
poor and ethnic minority women, savings schemes may also be more useful than loans.

C. Gender and Small Business Initiatives

A number of small-scale initiatives have been launched to promote women’s enterprises,
for example, in the weaving and handicraft sector. These ventures have been supported by a
number of external agencies including the Canadian International Development Agency, the EU,
GTZ, the International Labour Organization (ILO), the Japan International Cooperation Agency
(JICA), UNDP, and several NGOs. Producer cooperatives engaged in silk production have been

64 Karkas, Eleni. 1999. NGOs, Minority Women and Microfinance: Focus on the Lao PDR (Concern

Worldwide report).
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particularly successful. The Lao Handicraft Group, one of the business groups in the National
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, includes a number of women’s businesses. However, women
entrepreneurs are not well represented in the National Chamber of Commerce as a whole. The Lao
Trade Promotion Centre under the Ministry of Commerce has also supported the larger textile and
weaving enterprises owned by women and has organized business training seminars for rural
entrepreneurs (both women and men). The Vientiane Women’s Business Association provides
training and other support to women business owners in the Vientiane area. However, women’s
businesses in other parts of the country have no such support.

The NGPES supports measures to ensure that women and ethnic minorities participate
fully in the private sector, particularly in SMEs. The NRDS also recognizes that private sector
activities have gender dimensions. It therefore includes recommendations to ensure that the
benefits of private sector development are equitably shared. These measures include:

= working jointly with the national authorities to simplify the registration, licensing, and
taxation of micro and small businesses;

= considering the impact of trade rules and duties (and proposed changes in these rules)
on micro and small businesses;

= providing market and storage facilities for small-scale traders at border crossings and
in duty-free zones;

= improving market information systems for handicraft producers, agroprocessors and
other small businesses, using radio, Internet, and other technologies;

= coordinating with the Bank of Lao PDR, the Agriculture Promotion Bank, LWU,
external agencies, and NGOs to improve the financial services available to micro and
small businesses, including savings programs that are accessible to poor and ethnic
minority women;

= ensuring that women and ethnic minorities are represented in any provincial chambers
of commerce, and that these associations respond to the needs of micro and small
businesses.

The recent GRID/ILO study recommended that the institutions to be set up under the new
SME decree address the needs of women business owners, for example, by establishing a gender
focal point or gender division within the new national SME promotion office, and by establishing
an SME promotion fund for which women entrepreneurs would be a priority target group. The
study also recommended that (i) information on legal and regulatory requirements, business and
market information, and sources of business training and credit be disseminated widely to micro
and small entrepreneurs; (ii) business development services be extended to women in rural areas
through village-based training; (iii) women’s business groups or associations be developed and
supported; and (iv) statistics on micro and small enterprises and women entrepreneurs in particular
be updated regularly.®

% LWUI/GRID and ILO, op. cit.
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3. Employment

The largest employers in Lao PDR are the Government and large manufacturing
enterprises, most of which are government owned. However, the vast majority of private sector
businesses have fewer than 10 employees, and these small businesses as a group employ a larger
number of workers than the large enterprises. In recent years, larger private sector enterprises have
been set up with foreign owners or partners including garment factories. Tourism and related
services are also expanding, particularly in the municipalities of Vientiane and Luang Prabang. The
Government is encouraging foreign investment and private sector development more generally in
order to create more wage employment opportunities for its young population that adds another
50,000 to 80,000 workers to the labor force each year.*

Private sector development, particularly involving foreign investment, creates employment
opportunities for women as well as men. For example, the vast majority of workers in Lao garment
factories—maost of which are foreign-owned—are young women. However, women and ethnic
minorities may not benefit equitably from foreign investment if they are hired primarily for less-
skilled, lower-paying jobs and have little opportunity to participate in in-house training programs
and advance to higher positions. Women and ethnic minority workers are already at a disadvantage
because of their lower education and skill levels. For example, women represent nearly 75% of
seasonal and temporary employees but less than 15% of technicians in industrial establishments.
Average wages for men in industry are almost two times higher than for women.®’

Relative wages strongly influence the work and life choices that young Lao people make.
A recent study found that young women can make substantially more money working in nightclubs
or beer shops (and providing commercial sex) than working in a garment factory.®® In its recent
report to the CEDAW expert committee, the Government also noted that low factory wages have
contributed to an increase in prostitution.®® The CEDAW report explained that many female factory
workers feel compelled to earn extra money to send home to their families by moonlighting in
restaurants or nightclubs where they may be sexually exploited by customers.

Lao garment workers are also in a precarious position because of the phase-out of import
guotas on textiles and clothing under the World Trade Organization (WTQ) Agreement on Textiles
and Clothing (due to be completed by the end of 2004). This liberalization of the textile and
clothing market will expose Lao garment manufacturers to greater competition with uncertain

% NSC and National Economic Research Institute (NERI). 2001. “The Labour Market in the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic,” in Labour Markets in Transitional Economies in Southeast Asia and
Thailand. Phnom Penh:Development Analysis Network.

Upadhyaya, Shyam and Ittichai Yossri. 2000. Survey of Industrial Establishments, 1999. Vientiane.
Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare and UNICEF. How | Got Here:Commercial Sexual Exploitation
of Children in Lao PDR. Vientiane. The study found that a garment factor worker earns about 100,000
to 200,000 kip a week while a girl can earn 100,000 to 400,000 kip a week (or 400,000 to 1,200,000
kip a month) as a sex worker.

% CEDAW Report, op. Cit.
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effects on jobs and wages in the sector. Limited job opportunities and low wages in Lao PDR
already lead many young women to migrate to Thailand for work. As discussed further in Chapter
I11.F, these migrants typically end up in domestic service, small factories, and brothels where they
work under harsh and exploitative conditions.

These trends highlight the importance of vocational and technical training, language
training, and continuing education programs to raise the skill levels and improve job opportunities
of Lao workers, especially young women and ethnic minority youth. The private sector is generally
viewed as more capable of providing relevant business training. Targeted scholarships and student
loans could assist young women, especially those from ethnic minority groups, to access private
vocational/technical training programs in Lao PDR or neighboring countries in order to qualify
themselves for better jobs.” Apprenticeships with development agencies or large private sector
businesses, including on-the-job training, would also provide valuable skills and work experience
to young women.”

The NRDS recommends similar measures to ensure that the benefits of private sector
development are equitably shared. These include:

= ensuring gender and ethnic balance in vocational and technical education programs;

= providing “bridge” courses to prepare young women and ethnic minority youth for
vocational and technical programs;

= encouraging large private sector companies to create apprenticeship programs for
young women and ethnic minority youth to increase the pool of young people with the
skills and work experience to participate in the market economy;

= encouraging large private sector businesses to promote gender equity and ethnic
diversity in hiring, in in-house training, and in promotions.

As discussed further in Chapter 1V.B, the 1994 Labour Law provides a basic framework
for the protection of workers’ rights and includes provisions on nondiscrimination, equal pay, work
hours, minimum wages and overtime, benefits (including maternity leave and benefits), and safe
working conditions. However, the law provides little protection to workers in practice, both
because it does not specify penalties for violations or clear enforcement procedures, and because
the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MLSW) as implementing agency has limited staff and
resources to implement the law. Given the Government’s emphasis on private sector development
(including foreign investment), it will be increasingly important to strengthen the capacity of
MLSW to implement and enforce the Labour Law. As a complementary measure, the Government

70 Knowles, James C. 2004. Labor Market Assessment (Report under ADB Small-scale Technical

Assistance for Social Protection in the Lao PDR).

ADB?’s country briefing paper on women proposed the creation of an internship and training program
for young Lao women to help them gain employment in government offices, businesses, and
organizations. More recently, the author of that study and other development specialists have proposed
an apprenticeship and training program for young people from poor districts to work in community
development projects in their own areas. Chagnon, Jacqueline. 2003. Development Apprenticeship
Program for Disadvantaged and Poor Rural Youth in the Lao PDR (discussion paper).
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and donors could also work with industry groups to develop codes of conduct on conditions of
work.

4. International Commitments on Gender, Livelihoods, and Employment

The Government’s support of gender equity measures in the agriculture sector and private
sector enterprises also furthers Lao PDR’s international commitments to promote gender equality
in livelihoods and employment. For example, Article 11 of CEDAW requires Lao PDR and other
state parties to (i) ensure equal rights between women and men in employment opportunities, job
security and promotions, vocational training and retraining, equal pay and benefits for work of
equal value, social security, and occupational health and safety; and (ii) prevent discrimination
against women on the basis of marriage or maternity (including provision for maternity leave with
pay or comparable benefits, social services for working parents, and protection of pregnant women
from harmful work). Article 13(b) of CEDAW also requires state parties to ensure equal rights to
bank loans, mortgages, and other forms of credit. Article 14, which addresses the problems of rural
women, confirms their rights to training and education (both formal and informal), community and
extension services, access to agricultural credit, marketing facilities, appropriate technology, and
equal treatment in land reform and resettlement schemes.

As discussed in Chapter 1V.A, Lao PDR has only ratified four ILO conventions. However,
as an ILO member, Lao PDR is bound to enforce all of the core labor standards included in the
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights of Work, including nondiscrimination in
employment and equal pay for equivalent work."

The enhancement of women’s economic potential and economic security is also supported
by the Beijing Platform for Action which Lao PDR and other countries endorsed in 1995. One of
the twelve areas of concern in the Beijing Platform is women and the economy. Actions that
governments committed to take in this area include promoting women’s access to employment and
appropriate  working conditions; eliminating occupational segregation and employment
discrimination; facilitating women’s equal access to resources, markets, and trade; providing
business services, training and access to markets, information, and technology especially for low-
income women; and strengthening women’s economic capacity and commercial networks.

D. Gender and Infrastructure

Compared to neighboring countries such as the PRC, Thailand, and Viet Nam, Lao PDR’s
road networks, electricity grid and other basic infrastructure are still relatively undeveloped
especially in rural areas. The NGPES notes the importance of basic infrastructure for economic
development and regional integration, and the particular benefits of rural roads and rural
electrification for poverty reduction. However, infrastructure development, especially in remote
and ethnic minority areas, also introduces environmental and social risks that need to be identified,
minimized and mitigated. The impacts of infrastructure projects—both positive and negative—also

& ILO. 1998. ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work.
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can affect women and men differently. These gender-differentiated effects are recognized in both
the NGPES and NRDS gender strategies.

The following subheadings highlight gender issues in transport, energy, and urban
development. The discussion draws heavily on the NRDS gender strategy. One theme running
through these subheadings is the interconnection between environmental impacts of large
infrastructure projects and their social (including gender) impacts. This reflects the importance of
natural resources, including forest and water resources, to the livelihood activities of rural women
in Lao PDR, especially ethnic minority women.

1. Transport

The Government has made substantial investments in recent years to rebuild and expand
Lao PDR’s road networks. However, the NGPES noted that almost 50% of the national road
network is still unpaved, and large segments of the road network are still impassible during the
rainy season.

The improvement of road networks presents a number of opportunities for women and men
including wider access to markets for both locally produced and imported goods; improved access
to schools, health facilities, extension, and other basic services; new income-generating activities
related to ecotourism and cultural tourism; and more opportunities for work in nearby towns. At the
same time, the improvement of roads in rural areas inevitably attracts in-migration that can lead to
land shortages, pressure on resources, and conflicts between the original inhabitants and recent
settlers along the improved road corridors. The upgrading of roads through remote rural areas can
also facilitate illegal logging, hunting of wildlife and overharvesting of NTFPs which damages the
fragile ecosystem on which many rural households depend. The improvement of rural road
networks also opens up remote areas to road construction workers, truckers, traders, and tourists
which increases the risk of transmitting HIV/AIDS and other STDs to unaware and vulnerable
groups, especially ethnic minorities.” Improved road links with neighboring countries also increase
opportunities for trafficking in human beings, wildlife, illegal drugs, and other contraband.

The NGPES stresses the potential contribution of improved transport systems to poverty
reduction. Therefore, it identifies road transport as a key sector for poverty reduction. The poverty-
focused transport goals include attention to environmental and social safeguards in road
construction; involvement of local communities in road planning, construction, and maintenance
including local employment; and coordination with other agencies to link road construction with
the extension of basic services to rural areas and HIV/AIDS awareness along road corridors. The
gender strategy in the NGPES also provides for attention to gender issues in social assessments of
new road projects and monitoring of project impacts, for inclusion of women in community

s For example, UNDP has documented increases