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1. Executive Summary 
 

Objectives: This rapid assessment of socioeconomic impact of COVID-19 will contribute to the 

Government of Lao PDR (GoL) understanding of who is worst affected, how they are affected, 

and what do they need to recover, so that policies and concrete actions can be designed to ensure 

the individuals, households, businesses, and groups that are most affected by the crisis receive the 

support they need. In turn, this will help safeguard the crucial progress made by Lao PDR towards 

alleviating poverty, graduating from LDC status, and achieving the SDGs as well as supporting 

the ongoing development of the 9th NSEDP. 

Methodology: This rapid assessment drawn together the sectoral assessment efforts of other UN 

partners and itself focus in-depth on key sectors such as livelihoods and employment, tourism, 

agriculture, health, education, social protection and other cross-cutting issues and then use this 

information to develop short, medium- and long-term policy recommendations. A desk study of 

rapid assessments and other relevant studies and reports conducted by UN agencies, international 

and national institutions was conducted to consolidate existing knowledge and recommendations 

being proposed by different institutions, and to identify the gaps that require additional data and 

analysis. Secondary data were obtained from various sources including study reports and database 

from major national bodies and institutions (LNCCI and provincial chambers of commerce, NERI, 

Lao National COVID-19 Committee, BoL, MoF, MoIC, MoICT, MPI, MoLS, MoAF) and major 

international organizations (UN Agencies, World Bank, IMF, ADB). Key stakeholder interviews 

with business associations, chambers of commerce and industry, and line ministries were also 

carried out to obtain up-to-date information, some primary data, and gain additional insight. 

Additionally, two surveys were conducted simultaneously in the last two weeks of June, one is 

household survey with 1,200 samples, and another is enterprise survey of 350 samples, focusing 

on micro and small enterprises and including those operating in the informal sector. The survey 

covers six provinces (Champasack, Savannakhet, Vientiane Capital, Luangprabang, Oudomxay, 

and Luangnamtha) and was conducted by a local firm and coordinated by a UNDP team. 

 

Major Findings 

The macroeconomic outlook: Despite the expected increase in electricity export to Thailand and 

progress in major infrastructure construction projects, the two major factors to counter the 

downturn of GDP growth in 2020, without an adequate and effective intervention, the Lao 

economy this year seems more likely in a negative growth territory of up to minus two (-2) percent 

or more.  

Tourism income has drastically plunged since March and will remain so for the rest of the year. 

Export-oriented industries have been facing logistical challenges, affecting the availability of 

material inputs and delivery, and sales dropped as demand in export markets declined. Some 

investment projects have been delayed, causing FDI inflows to slow. Most workers had to follow 

a stay-at-home order during the lockdown, some were paid fully and partially, others stayed home 
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without pay; and many were not called back to work once the lockdown was lifted, raising 

unemployment. All these have a negative impact on households’ disposable income, causing 

domestic demand to also decline. Although domestic travel restrictions have been lifted, 

international travel restrictions remain in place as the global situation of the pandemic is getting 

worse, especially in the north and south Americas, and it is expanding in the south and southeast 

Asia region, particularly India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, and the Philippines. Thus, 

although there are some signs of improvement after the lockdown was lifted, the economic 

downturn is unlikely to reverse to the pre-COVID-19 condition soon. 

Inflation has been rising, 3.3 percent in 2019 and 6.1 percent during the first five months of 2020, 

due mainly to increases in the prices of food and clothing in both years, as well as household 

furnishing and maintenance, communication,  health care, and miscellaneous in 2020. The kip has 

been sliding from LAK8,401/USD in 2018 to LAK8,680/USD in 2019, and on 30th June, a dollar 

was exchanged for LAK9,013 at the country’s largest bank BCEL. The expected combined effect 

of the current account balance deterioration and lower FDI inflows, as some major investment 

projects are being delayed, will increase pressure on the kip to further depreciate, leading to higher 

inflation.  

The pandemic is expected to last into 2021, and businesses are facing a growing difficulty repaying 

loans, raising risks of business closures. This pushes the banking sector into a more vulnerable 

territory as non-performing loans (NPLs, as percent of total gross loans) in some commercial 

banks, especially SOE banks, were reported to be much higher than that of the nationwide average 

rate of 3.04 percent end of Q4 of 2019. In comparison to some countries, Lao PDR’s national 

average rate of NPL is considered relatively low, but it is higher than that of an ASEAN average 

of 2.2 percent. A high rate of NPL among some commercial banks under this difficult economic 

situation is a threat to the country’s financial system and macroeconomic stability.  

As government tax revenue is falling, fiscal deficit will rise and is expected to reach the 

neighborhood of 7.5 percent of GDP in 2020, an increase from 5.1 percent in previous year. This 

will result in public debt to rise to 65 percent of GDP in 2020, from 59 percent in the previous year 

(WB, June 2020). To address the revenue shortfall, according to the Ministry of Finance (MoF) 

and other ministerial sources, the GoL has been working on obtaining grants and loans from 

multilateral and bilateral sources as well as negotiating for foreign debt repayment deferral as 

solutions for dealing with the crisis while working on long-term solutions involving tax collection 

reforms and modernization. As an early fruit of this effort, the GoL has been granted a debt 

repayment deferral from China for a year, according to the Ministry of Planning and Investment. 

To minimize the pandemic impact on major investment projects, the GoL has been facilitating 

cross border movements of investors, technical experts, workers, and materials while maintaining 

the closure of tourism visa issuance. On debt issues, the GoL has proposed several measures 

including converting debts into investments and selling some SOE shares (WB, June 2020).  

In 2021, the macroeconomy is expected to improve, given that the pandemic has been brought 

under control or simply disappeared in the first quarter or second quarter of the year. Thereafter, 

with the global economy recovering, tourism returning to normal, electricity export is expected to 

increase with more dams completed, the Laos-China high speed train service to begin service in 
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late 2021, and other major infrastructure and commercial construction projects are expected to 

complete from late 2020 onward, the Lao economy is expected to continue to further improve. 

Industries and enterprises: The lockdown impact on businesses is well-known, as reported by 

ECCIL, LNCCI, UNIDO. However, these surveys covered small, medium, and large enterprises 

and in the formal sector only, leaving out micro enterprises and those in the informal sector, which 

account for more than 80 percent of enterprises in the country. Our survey, conducted in late June, 

of 350 enterprises across six provinces, comprising of 91 percent micro enterprises, 48 percent 

informal (those without a business registration) and 81 percent owned by women, found evidence 

suggesting that MSEs enterprises in the informal sector had a similar experience as others. Most 

enterprises, including the informal micro and small enterprises, have reported sales contraction 

and losses during and after the lockdown in May and June. The survey also found that few 

enterprises experienced a positive impact or no impact, compared to the same period last year, 

from the pandemic during the lockdown and post lockdown (i.e., repair and maintenance, tourism 

or hospitality, delivery, restaurants—take-home, food stalls serving locals, local convenient stores, 

sales of food items and online sales). They are among the few five to ten percent of enterprises in 

the survey sample reported income increase or no change during and post lockdown. 

Although the end of the lockdown had allowed businesses to resume operations, most enterprises, 

including the informal MSEs, have reported sales contraction and losses in May and June. Despite 

domestic travel restrictions have been relaxed, the travel and tourism industry remain near lifeless. 

While the entertainment businesses (night clubs, karaoke), which consume foods, drinks, and 

beverages remained prohibited, many restaurants and bars, are facing challenges dealing with low 

customer attendance, according to the hotel and restaurant association. As well, the manufacturing 

sector is facing supply chain disruptions and demand contraction. 

Evidence from rapid assessments by UNIDO, LNCCI, and ECCIL indicate that, in the first quarter 

and during the lockdown, manufacturing firms have faced sales contraction and logistic challenges 

due to supply chain and transport disruptions. Our interviews with representatives of business 

associations and executives of special economic zones in late June reveal that those challenges that 

business operators faced in March and especially during the lockdown in April were to some 

degree improved after domestic travel restrictions were lifted in May, but decreased demand and 

supply chain and logistical challenges continued. Firms felt greater financial pressure.  

The travel and tourism industry is most severely affected and most enterprises in this industry are 

facing heavy financial and survival challenges. Over January-June 2020, Lao Airline lost 66.5% 

in number of passengers and 66.3% in revenue, compared to same months in 2019. During the 

lock down, most hotels and restaurants were closed, and some remained closed until this time of 

writing. Those that have reopened for service suffer income loss from 20 percent to 90 percent, 

depending on types of business and target market (locals or foreigners). Some hotels, resorts, tour 

agencies and tour operators that can attract domestic tourists, although mainly just a weekend 

market, are in a better situation than those cater services to foreign tourists. Some tour operators 

and hotels lay off workers up to 80 percent, but around 42 percent on average. Special economic 

zones that are tourism-oriented are affected as severely as the entire tourism industry. Industrial 
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special economic zones as well as manufacturers outside of the zone experienced supply chain 

disruptions and demand contraction.  

Layoffs, unpaid break, and salary cut between 20 percent and 50 percent are common. Agriculture 

also faced supply chain disruptions, affecting both exports and production inputs, especially during 

the lockdown. Luangnamtha, which has an international border crossing with China, is reported to 

have been affected most severely during the lockdown. However, negative impacts with immediate 

outcomes have been mainly on cash crops linked to tourism market and exports (i.e., vegetables, 

bananas, other fruits), as well as domestic market due to negative income effect. Other main crops, 

such as rice, maize either had little and temporary impact on certain inputs or no impact at all. 

Micro and small enterprises have also been affected heavily as more than 80 percent of 350 sample 

firms, comprising of 91 percent micro enterprises and 81 percent owned by women, reported 

income reduction during the lockdown. Also, 41 percent of the samples reported income decline 

41-60 percent, and 27 percent of enterprises reported income decline greater than 60 percent over 

January-May 2020 compared to the same period in 2019.  

Government’s effort to reduce financial burdens of business benefited few businesses. Our survey 

of 350 micro and small enterprises across six provinces, with 52 percent having business 

registration, as well as enterprise surveys by LNCCI (of 474 samples in all 17 provinces and the 

Capital), ECCIL (of 56 firms in various industries), and UNIDO (of 102 manufacturing firms) 

found that most firms, 60 percent to nearly 90 percent, did not think government tax measures 

have meaningfully helped. The delay of loan repayment applies only to the principal; borrowers 

must continue to make the monthly interest cost payment. Assistances on utility bills (mainly 

electricity), loan repayment delay, low interest loan, a temporary break on tax obligations, and 

advisory support are among firm’s common expression of needs. 

Unemployment: As of the first week of July, the unemployment rate reached 23.4 percent, based 

on the labor force definition adopted in the 2017 Lao labor force survey. This amounts to 505,000 

individuals, including 183,300 who were looking for work but could not find one before the 

pandemic crisis, plus 191,200 who were recently released from work domestically due to COVID-

19, and 130,532 migrant workers returned from abroad (up to 3rd July). Moving forward into 

August and September, the unemployment situation may slightly improve as businesses adjust, 

but is unclear for the remaining months, depending on many factors, ranging from government 

health measures that affect economic activities and government economic responses, and regional 

and global pandemic situation. Women workers are affected most heavily, as the impact is more 

severe in the tourism, wholesale and retail trade and other tourism related service industries in 

which women workers are the majority. Women accounts for around 61 percent of the work force 

in tourism, 57 percent in wholesale and retail trade, and 58.6 percent in manufacturing. The impact 

on migrant workers will result in a loss of more than USD136 million in remittances for Lao PDR. 

The high rate of unemployment and reduced income, due both to domestic layoffs and returned 

migrant workers, will push many families into poverty, as 14.66 percent of the population, or 

960,000 people, were in the poverty borderline in 2013. Our estimate suggests that 361,000 

individuals are at risk of falling into poverty due to COVID-19 impact. 
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Firms which have regularly contributed to the social security fund have asked government to pay 

workers that have been recently put in furlough or laid off. It has been reported that the first 

payment will be made some time in July.  

Our survey of 1,200 household heads (or spouse of) across six provinces in late June found that 

during March – May and the time of survey, only 29.9 percent of respondents have health insurance 

and just 0.9 percent have social security coverage while 27 percent were unemployed. In 2017, 

only 3.3 percent of the household members received support from the state authority for social 

security, social security organization, community-based health insurance, health equity fund, free 

mother, and child health insurance (LSB, 2018a).  

Poverty and inequalities: Unemployment is the main cause of poverty due to COVID-19 

pandemic. While the pandemic can affect poverty and inequalities through a variety of channels 

such as gender, economic and social structures, our assessment focuses on its impact through 

employment and income. Besides causing a high rate of unemployment, it adversely affects 

poverty and inequalities by limiting opportunities for micro-enterprise-type income generation 

activities and off-farm employment for women to engage, which pull farm households out of 

poverty. It also has a negative impact on agricultural productivity, at least temporarily, through 

travel restrictions and supply chain disruptions, and hence ability of rural household to improve 

the living standard. 

Our estimate indicates that the COVID-19 impact is more severe than that of the World Bank (June 

2020). We estimated that up to 361,000 more people could fall into poverty. This would add 

approximately 5.2 percent more to the national poverty rate, with proportionally higher in rural 

area. The World Bank (June 2020) estimated that, in its “downside scenario”, as many as 214,000 

people could be pushed into poverty and adding 3.1 percent to the national poverty rate. The 

difference between ours and World Bank’s estimate is mainly due to time of estimation as the 

employment situation was highly fluid. While the World Bank’s report came out in June, which 

used data gathered in April and the latest in May, our estimate is based on data gathered in late 

June (domestic unemployment) and early July (migrant workers). From May through July, more 

migrant workers have returned and more lay off occurred domestically as businesses adjusted to 

the new business environment with lower demand by releasing workers after the lockdown was 

lifted. The entertainment business, which directly employs 10,000 – 20,000 workers, remained 

prohibited. (Entertainment businesses are included in “art, entertainment and recreation”, which 

employed 9,000 workers, but many are administratively included in other service categories, 

particularly in “accommodation and food service activities” and “other service activities”, which 

together employed 65,000 workers in 2017.) 

The COVID-19 pandemic may exacerbate inequality because many unemployed individuals are 

daily workers living in rural areas and migrant workers who returned from Thailand, and the lack 

of jobs will increase poverty rates and widen the poverty gap between urban and rural areas. The 

pandemic is likely to put more women in socioeconomic hardship and poverty than men as its 

impact is more concentrated in industries in which women are the majority of the work force, 

particularly tourism and tourism-related services, retail trade, and manufacturing.  
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Our survey of 1,200 household samples found 32.6 percent unemployment rate for women and 

19.7 percent for men. While this finding does not confirm the true unemployment rates, it strongly 

reconfirms our suspicion that women have been more heavily affected then men. This places 

women and children at a more vulnerable situation that could potentially have a long-term social 

consequence. 

Livelihoods and Household Food Security: Food insecurity is directly related to unemployment, 

reduced income, and food price inflation. The loss of jobs and, hence, income due to 

unemployment has put many young children and adolescents in low-income and poor households 

at risk of food insecurity and malnutrition.  

Our survey found that 48.9 percent of the 1,200 sample households reported to have reduced 

spending on food or simply reduce food consumption; 15.2 percent expressed inability to pay for 

basic food. Among the 232 samples who took out loans during March – May this year, 78 percent 

stated the main purpose of their new debts was for buying food.  

The impact on food security are likely to be more severe in more remote and isolated areas 

commonly inhabited by ethnic minorities as cash income declined. However, food insecurity goes 

beyond the impact of COVID-19. Climate change has been the cause that will have long-term 

impact on food security, especially for the rural poor, as droughts and floods in 2019 have put 

roughly 76,000 people in high risk of food shortage by March this year, as pointed out in a rapid 

assessment by the WFP and FAO (May 2020). 

Most Vulnerable Groups: The COVID-19 socioeconomic impact has not been distributed evenly 

across genders, age groups, ethnicities, and health statuses. It was reported that women’s 

household workloads were disproportionally increased during the lockdown. Our survey found 

that 3.3 percent of men and 3.2 percent of women observed an increase of quarrels withing the 

household, and 5.3 percent of men and 4.4 percent of women reported seeing increased violence 

in their “households or neighborhood” during the lockdown. Female sex workers, 47.4 percent of 

whom are girls, are at a higher risk of exploitation due to a rising unemployment and falling 

income. As they try to find means to survive the crisis, this vulnerable group of women and girls 

has become more exposed to the risk of severe exploitation.  

Children and milking women in poor households are at risk of deteriorating health due to reduced 

food consumption and nutritional intake. Ethnic minorities, including the Mon-Khmer, Mien-

Hmong, and Sino-Tibetan groups, have a higher unemployment rate than the Lao Tai ethnic group, 

according to our survey. The disabled have been reported to have experienced income reduction 

and having insufficient basic hygienic, food and medical supplies to last two weeks during the 

lockdown (Humanity & Inclusion Lao PDR, 2020). As the pandemic continues to expand globally 

and in the south and southeast Asian regions, economic hardship is unlikely to reverse anytime 

soon. 

Education and Health Care: In our household survey, 86.1 percent of parents indicates that the 

major impact the pandemic has on children education is a “delay in learning”, 7.3 percent indicates 

“inconsistent learning or a lack of learning development” as the problem. All schools, from pre-
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school to university, had to close nationwide between 23 March and 18 May or 2 June, depending 

on class levels.  

Ministry of Education and Sport has produced a new radio and TV teaching and learning program 

to reach out to children. However, the program outreach effort had at best limited success as the 

content was not academic. Additionally, only 20 percent of households have radio, with 22.1 

percent urban and 14.9 percent rural without road, and 79.3 percent have TV, with 94 percent 

urban and 49.4 percent rural without road (LSB, 2018a).  

Some private schools were successful in minimizing or avoiding the delay by conducting an online 

learning program, but most schools do not have the required resources to facilitate learning online, 

especially for public schools. As well, most Lao families, especially those in rural communities, 

do not have the required resources (computer, tablet, access to the internet) to engage in online-

learning. Our household survey found that 16.5 percent of households with children aged 6-18 

years, 22 percent urban and 12.5 percent rural, had children attended online learning sessions 

during the lockdown.  

The negative impact on nutritious food consumption by pregnant and lactating women with 

children under two years of age, pointed out by WFP and FAO (May 2020), could have a long-

term, permanent effect on children’s mental and physical development, as well as the mother’s 

overall health. World Bank (June 2020) mentioned early evidence indicating a declining trend in 

antenatal care visits, births at health facilities, and assisted births at home in the first quarter of 

2020 compared to the preceding years. The impact of the pandemic crisis on public finance is 

adversely affecting government’s effort to improve health care access to the poor. 

LDC Status Graduation and 2030 SDGs Achievements: Despite the severe socioeconomic 

impact of the pandemic, Lao PDR has a good prospect to pass the next review in 2021 and 

technically be qualified to graduate by 2024. Data used for LDC graduation review has two-three 

years lag, which means the socioeconomic performance in 2020 will not be included in the review. 

However, the concern over Lao PDR’s LDC graduation is whether the country’s socioeconomic 

foundation will remain sufficiently strong, due to the adverse effect of the pandemic, to graduate 

and not slide back after graduation.  

Lao PDR’s qualification for graduation is solid on the per capita income criteria, but certain sub-

criteria in the Human Asset Index, which the country has also qualified, remain weak. They include 

secondary school enrolment ratio and mortality rate for children aged five and under, which 

determines the country’s foundation for sustainable development. The mass unemployment and 

income reduction would lead to lower nutritious food consumption and, hence, deteriorating 

health. This could further adversely affect school enrolment and mortality rate among children in 

poor households and negatively affect the Human Asset Index. In addition, Lao PDR is weak in 

the Economic Vulnerability Index, which is structurally linked with the Income and Human Asset 

indexes, which is likely to be further weakened by the pandemic and, if prolonged, threaten the 

country’s ability to sustain socioeconomic development.  
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Recommendations 

Recommendations in this paper are people-focus and prioritized the most important and actionable 

policies required for relief and recovery needed by the most affected and society in the next 18 

months with long-term impact considerations. Thus, recommendations are focusing on 1) 

households, livelihoods, poverty, and food security; 2) unemployment; 3) business enterprises 

(MSMEs); and 4) the most vulnerable groups including low-income women with children, 

adolescents, elderly, physically impaired individuals, and college and university students from 

low-income families. 

Short- and Medium-term Considerations (up to December 2021): John Maynard Keynes once 

said: “In the long run we are all dead,” if we do not get the short run right, and “The long run is a 

misleading guide to current affairs.” We first pay attention to the short run, immediate needs of 

households and businesses. While the overall situation has improved after the lockdown was 

expired, about half a million people, including migrant workers returned from abroad, are 

unemployed as of early July. Tour operators, hotels and other tourism related services are 

struggling to survive until international tourists start coming again. Many “self-employed” or 

micro and small enterprises, formal and informal, are struggling to deal with the impact of the 

pandemic; and the families of those most affected are facing difficulties having enough food for 

children. Socioeconomic difficulties are expected to last into 2021 as the pandemic is expected to 

last beyond 2020. 

Households and businesses both need help. Unemployment has a direct link to a lack of 

sales due to health measures and demand contraction, which pressure businesses to lay off 

workers. Thus, logically, the immediate need is an economic relief to minimize or prevent 

more households from falling into poverty, risking hunger and the deterioration of health 

among low-income children and milking mothers, and of other vulnerable groups. The 

relief should go to the most affected, particularly the unemployed and poor, and the most 

economically vulnerable groups. Equally important are measures to prevent businesses 

from going out of businesses and causing higher unemployment. They are necessary to 

enable businesses, especially MSMEs, to at least survive and maintain a certain level of 

operation and, hence, relieving pressure to lay off more workers until demand and the 

overall economic situation improve. 

Households need cash relief: The relief for households should be in monetary form as 

much as possible, for several important reasons. First, poverty and food insecurity are 

found to have a direct link with a lack of cash income to purchase food, not with a lack of 

rice or inputs for farming, or the inability to produce food because of the pandemic. Second, 

because spending has the multiplier effect to help boost the economy. One person’s 

spending becomes another person’s income that can be used to purchase goods and services 

from other suppliers, which will become another person’s income that can be used to 

purchase ... and so on. An in-kind assistance does not have the multiplier effect to boost 

the economy as the monetary assistance. For instance, once rice (the in-kind assistance) is 

consumed, it is gone and does not generate economic activities. Thus, in kind assistance 
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should be only for when or where financial management is seriously problematic, or money 

cannot purchase material needs. 

This cash grant is a short-term solution to prevent malnutrition, health deterioration, 

possibly a decline in children’s school enrolment, and a loss of access to health care. Other 

important possible solutions are non-monetary measures focusing on equity, inclusion, and 

on addressing learning loss and preventing dropouts, especially among students from poor 

families and ethnic minorities, as suggested in UN’s Policy Brief on Education during 

COVID-19 and beyond (UN, August 2020). On health care, the WHO (June 2020) suggests 

that besides ensuring access to health care for all, government should safeguard health care 

funding, ensure that all essential elements for antenatal care and postnatal care are 

maintained and that women and newborns have access to skilled care at all times. In 

addition, the WHO also suggests alternative strategies to safeguard schoolchildren’s food 

security and nutrition, for example, by providing micronutrient supplements, take-home 

rations, deworming medicines (as applicable), cash-based transfers to families with 

schoolchildren, and food voucher assistance. 

Businesses need assistances in both monetary and sensible administrative measures: 

The survival of businesses, especially SMEs, is important not only for preventing 

unemployment from rising further but also for maintaining the economy’s capacity to 

recover after the pandemic is over. Government has initiated some monetary and 

administrative assistances such as lowering the Central Bank’s interest rate to encourage 

commercial banks to lower their lending rates, repayment deferral for existing loans, three 

or more months tax payment deferral and temporary tax break for certain businesses, and 

suggesting the EDL to lower electricity price. However, the overwhelming majority (87.4 

percent) of respondents in our survey indicated that they were either of little help or not 

helpful at all.  

While the GoL has SME loan program of USD200 million, and was reported to be working 

on additional funding, it is inadequate and slow in implementation. Given the scale and 

magnitude of the impact, a special “crisis loan” program with an interest rate lower than 

the normal market rate and a repayment grace period will help struggling MSMEs during 

the pandemic crisis. Together with a temporary “crisis” tax relief policy over the entire 

period of the crisis, this would help prevent NPLs and business closures from rising to a 

level threatening the stability in the banking system and, hence, the overall macroeconomic 

stability. However, this monetary policy should be considered and implemented sensibly, 

since it could adversely affect the banking sector’s financial solvency as the World Bank 

has also pointed out. Banks, as financial intermediaries, have operation expenses and must 

pay interest to general depositors and investors, and repayment deferral and any discount 

loans are a loss of income for banks. Another important consideration is for the GoL to 

play a coordinating role in the financial chain—from creditors to debtors—to relieve both 

banks’ and borrowers’ financial stress and possible collapse. The COVID-19 pandemic 

crisis is a shared problem, a situation in which no one—creditors, banks, or borrowers—

can survive alone.  
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In addition to the need to assist businesses that are currently allowed to resume operations, 

a consideration to allow the entertainment business activities to resume is also important. 

Entertainment businesses provide 10,000 – 20,000 direct jobs, as explained under the 

Poverty and Inequalities section, consume foods and drinks, and an important 

complimentary component of tourism. The prohibition of entertainment businesses has a 

direct impact on income distribution as consumers who have income to spend on 

entertainment could not do so. It does not result only in unemployment and income loss in 

the entertainment sector. It also slashes demand for foods, drinks, and other products that 

the entertainment businesses purchase, and it reduces demand for domestic tourism, as 

entertainment is a complimentary component of the tourism industry. In sum, it kills 

income generation activities and jobs beyond the entertainment sector. 

Lao PDR is a low-risk country regarding domestic spread of the virus, as there are only 

three active cases as of 16 August, all were recently imported, isolated, and contained. The 

most important preventive measure to keep Lao PDR safe from COVID-19 is at 

international check points. In addition, enforcement needs to be raised on distancing, 

facemask wearing, and hand sanitizing in normally or potentially crowded public or 

business places. If the entertainment businesses were allowed to resume operation, with 

health measures—especially distancing—strictly enforced to maintain public safety, 

pressures on unemployment and financial insolvency in tourism related businesses would 

be reduced.  

As unemployment and reduced income are directly related to decreased demand, 

finding ways to increase demand and spending by individual consumers while 

maintaining health safety precautions is key to minimize socioeconomic impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

Long-term Considerations (beyond December 2021): In a more distance future, what we think 

today will be the outcome of tomorrow may be different from what the actual outcome will be. 

Thus, it is logical to pay attention to the immediate needs that have long term consequences. That 

is, solutions required to address short-term needs should as much as possible, if possible, lead to 

achieving the requirements for maintaining capacity to recover from the COVID-19 crisis and 

ensuring Lao PDR on the path towards graduating from LDC status in 2024 and achieving the 

2030 SDGs. 

Households: With long-term goals in mind, cash relief to the unemployed must be repaid by the 

recipients by working in public programs that serve a long-term national socioeconomic 

development goals that are inclusive, green, and sustainable. These public programs may include 

planting trees in public lands and selected private lands for the purpose of reforestation and land 

slide prevention; and improving village and town infrastructures, such as village and farm access 

roads and irrigation canals to increase farm productivity, sewage canals and garbage disposal to 

improve sanitation in the village, embankment, and others to prevent damages from natural 

disasters (flood, land slide).  



Socioeconomic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 in Lao PDR 

19 

 

Cash assistance to the disabled and other vulnerable groups such as low-income and poor families 

with young children and milking women may be considered as cash grant. For some, who are 

interested and qualified, provide scholarships for enrolment in vocational training in areas 

currently most demanded and following job growth trend such as construction, auto or machinery 

mechanic, carpentry, electrical, plumbing, house painting, ICT, and health care-related industries 

and services. 

To further ensure the country achieving long-term socioeconomic development goals of being 

inclusive and sustainable, over the next 5-10 years, Lao PDR needs to sufficiently increase funding 

to ensure access to improved health care and education quality for all. This health and education 

fund may be best tapped from resource revenues, particularly from mining and electricity, making 

it a requirement by law. Promoting private investment in quality health care and education is 

another way of diverting away competition for public resources by relatively high-income 

households, thus leaving more public resources available to those who need them most. In addition, 

to increase access to education for all, governments and development partners need to work 

together to remove technological barriers by investing in digital infrastructure and lowering of IT 

prices (UN, August 2020). Sometime in the near or far future, a lockdown or spacing requirement 

for health reasons may again be necessary, making it impossible for existing education 

infrastructure to facilitate regular classroom learning without delay. Thus, from a health crisis 

perspective, investing in distance-learning technology deemed necessary. Besides health reasons, 

distance-learning technology can ensure greater reach and increase efficiency and effectiveness. 

Businesses: While businesses require short-term, crisis-situation relief measures, the impact of the 

pandemic may have a profound long-term effect on either the entire business or certain industries’ 

ecosystem causing inefficiencies and difficulties in recovering. Beyond short-term, crisis financial 

solutions, ease of access to finance by qualified MSMEs (based on financial prudence of 

enterprises) is critical for an inclusive and sustainable development. Using fixed assets, commonly 

land and permanent structure on land, as collateral is almost the only method to access loans in 

Lao PDR, which creates a considerable barrier to accessing finance by many enterprises. Moving 

towards non-fixed asset loan approval criteria for certain loan levels will remove a barrier to 

accessing finance for especially MSEs. The BoL has been working on this, but it has been a slow 

process.  

As well, the overall pre-COVID-19 business environment in Laos PDR was not comparing well 

with others, as the country was ranked 154th out of 190 economies in the Doing Business 2020 

report by the World Bank (WB, 2020). This low ranking means that doing business in Lao PDR is 

either relatively slow or costly, or both, due to administrative requirements. Thus, how well Lao 

PDR will be able to recover from the pandemic crisis and how long will the country sustain 

economic growth will also critically depend on the country’s ability to make starting and operating 

a business easier, more efficient and, hence, competitive.  

Lao PDR is expected to graduate from the LDC status in 2024, which will result in a loss of 

potentially USD108 million, an estimate by ITC, associated with trade preferential treatments 

received from some developed countries. In anticipation of this impact of LDC status graduation, 

Lao PDR should begin to take necessary actions to, as pointed out by Decreux, Y. and Spies, J. 
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(Undated), gain duty-free access to EU market under GSP and to prevent losses of exports through 

diversifying market and re-directing resources to products in which Lao producers are competitive. 

 

The Three Scenarios: In Chapter three, three possible scenarios of economic outlook were 

discussed, and each of which is significantly depending on the domestic situation of the pandemic, 

the character of the global and regional pandemic, and when effective cure and vaccine will be 

widely available. As discussed, it seems that Lao PDR has already felled off the Moderate 

Scenario, which predicts a -0.5 percent to 1.0 percent GDP growth rate. The two other scenarios 

are the Strong Scenario, which predicts a contraction of GDP by more than -0.5 percent to -2.0 

percent, and the Extreme Scenario, which predicts GDP contraction of more than -2.0 percent. 

These scenarios affect the amount of resources needed for intervention to minimize damages and 

for recovery. 

 

Additional key recommendations are in bullet points as summarized in Table 6.1, for economic 

relief and recovery activities under short- and medium-term and long-term considerations. Other 

important recommendations provided by various UN agencies with offices in Lao PDR (on 

migrant workers and unemployment, education and health care, food security, trade facilitation, 

among others) which may not have been integrated into recommendations in this assessment 

should be considered and integrated in relief and recovery programs. A cost estimate is included 

for each component of the economic relief and recovery program proposed, which is considered 

sufficient to ensure the country is on the path of inclusive and sustainable development towards 

graduating from LDC status by 2024 on a solid ground and achieving the 2030 SDGs. Details of 

the cost estimate of each component of the economic relief and recovery program, which roughly 

amounts to USD2.2 billion in total, is available in Annex 2. This is for the GoL to consider and 

not necessarily for the UN to shoulder. A part of the required USD2.2 billion estimated budget can 

be redirected from existing resources budgeted for projects/programs that share goals and 

objectives with the COVID-19 crisis economic relief and recovery program. However, the bulk of 

the relief and recovery cost will necessarily be a new resource that the GoL would have to seek. 

How much, how, and where to obtain new resource is beyond the scope of this assessment. 
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2. Introduction 
 

This Rapid Assessment of Socioeconomic Impact of COVID-19 in Lao PDR has been carried out 

during 2nd - 30th June 2020 under the auspice of UNDP. As the UN’s technical lead agency on 

socio-economic impact and recovery, UNDP is supporting the Lao Government’s request, through 

the Centre for Development Policy Research under the Ministry of Planning and Investment, to 

conduct assessments of the socioeconomic impacts of COVID-19 in Lao PDR. 

This rapid assessment is aiming at gaining a clear and cohesive understanding of the 

socioeconomic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis in Lao PDR, particularly since the 

nationwide lockdown and into the foreseeable future and offer sensibly actionable policies for 

mitigating impact and recovery. Numerous studies have been conducted, by various UN agencies, 

international organizations with operations in Lao PDR, as well as various domestic institutions, 

but each is focused on limited scope consistent with each agency’s core responsibilities and 

programs. This rapid assessment incorporates these previous assessments and studies and analyze 

secondary and primary data gathered by the assessment team as well as by a local firm engaged to 

conduct households and micro and small enterprise surveys to provide a more cohesive and in 

depth understanding of the overall impact. 

We assume that readers, at this point of time, are well familiar with what COVID-19 is—its origin, 

how it is spread, etc. Thus, without unnecessarily elaborating COVID-19 pandemic in details, 

anywhere COVID-19 is mentioned in this report will be brief and only to provide the contextual 

background and its relationship with each specific area of the socioeconomic impact being 

discussed. 

This rapid assessment has six major chapters. Chapter 3 provides a macroeconomic outlook and 

compares Lao PDR with other countries in the SE Asia region. This chapter ends with a brief 

assessment of the evolving global pandemic situation and trend, how they affect travel, tourism, 

and trade, and how they affect Lao PDR’s health measure responses, which in turn affect the 

country’s economic outlook.   

Chapter 4 highlights main findings and policy recommendations made by UN agencies and other 

international institutions such as the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, and the 

International Monetary Fund, as well as Lao PDR’s domestic institutions, including NEIR, 

LNCCI, ECCIL, ERIT, various ministries. 

Chapter 5, which has seven sub-chapters, provides socioeconomic assessment of COVID-19 

impact on selected industries and enterprises and important socioeconomic issues. Selected 

industries and enterprises are covered in sub-chapter 5.1, including travel and tourism, agriculture, 

manufacturing, micro-and small enterprises and informal economy, and Special Economic Zones. 

The assessment covered in the remaining sub-chapter include unemployment and migrant workers, 

poverty and inequalities, livelihoods and household food security, most vulnerable groups, 

education and health care, and Lao PDR’s LDC status graduation and 2030 SDGs achievements. 

Gender issues are examined in each of the sub-chapters where appropriate. 
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Chapter 6 provides conclusion of the rapid assessment and offer policy recommendations that are 

fact-based and actionable, aiming at assisting individuals, households, businesses, and groups who 

are worse affected to get what they need to recover. Recommendations are offered under two 

possible scenarios, as there are uncertainties on how the pandemic will evolve over time.  

 

2.1. Background 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic, due to its health, psychological and socioeconomic consequences, is 

currently the greatest threat to human society worldwide and has created unprecedented challenges 

to households, businesses, and governments in countries around the world including Lao PDR. 

Currently, although Lao PDR has zero active case, with the last of a total of 19 patients released 

on 9th June, the socioeconomic impact felt throughout the country has not shown a sufficiently 

meaningful sign of relief for most households and businesses, except for the gradual revival of 

most activities after the 3rd of May, the final day of the nationwide lockdown. 

The pandemic will likely last into 2021, based on its previous behaviors of shifting from countries 

that have passed their peaks of contraction cases to other countries, as epidemiological experts 

have suggested. While the pandemic continues its course across the global as one big wave and 

growing (as of June), health experts also indicated that a second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic 

for countries that have already passed their peaks of contraction cases or countries that had few 

cases may occur around the winter of 2020. The second wave could result in more severe damages 

to human physical and mental health and socioeconomic wellbeing because, according to 

epidemiologists, the winter has been a season when other viruses and winter sicknesses normally 

emerge annually.  

Lao PDR while has a small number of confirmed cases and no death, the society and economy 

have been heavily affected. The economic impact began before Lao PDR has the first confirmed 

cases on 23rd March, through a decline in travel and tourism, international trade and delay in major 

investment projects (Lao-China railway, property development projects, special or specific 

economic zone). Health measures that were necessary to combat, contain and prevent the spread 

of the coronavirus enforced in neighboring countries and worldwide, including the nationwide 

lockdown enforced over 30 March -19 April which was extended to 3rd May 2020 in Lao PDR, 

had unavoidably exacerbated the socioeconomic impact.  

The nationwide lockdown and the closing of international check points have effectively halted 

travel and tourism industry and paralyzed virtually the entire economy.1 Although transportation 

of goods across international borders and across provinces remained in operations, the wider 

impact of COVID-19 domestically and internationally, as businesses could not maintain normal 

operations, has caused disruptions to supply chains and, hence, production in certain sectors. 

 
1 During the nationwide lockdown production and services allowed include farm activities, food production and 

food services for home delivery, markets selling food items and daily essentials, delivery of goods, pharmaceutical 

and medical services, financial institutions, electricity and water, and emergency services. 
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The lockdown had resulted in a sudden jump in unemployment, as most businesses had to 

temporary cease operations during the 33-day lockdown, many remained closed since, and many 

of those that have resumed operations were operating at a much lower capacity than before the 

COVID-19 crisis. More than 130,500 migrant workers had returned through immigration from 

abroad between March and 3rd July, mainly from Thailand, and more are returning daily2. Some 

Lao migrant workers are believed to have returned through unofficial channels. The 

unemployment situation, thus, has been exacerbated by these legal and illegal migrant workers 

who have returned from abroad. The loss of income due to unemployment has put many young 

children and adolescents in low-income households at risk of food insecurity and malnutrition as 

families were pushed to the edge of poverty. The closure of schools has delayed children’s 

education, especially for those in public schools as distance-learning tools in public schools do not 

exist.  

After the nationwide lockdown, which was expired 21 days after an absence of new confirmed 

cases, authority began to gradually ease some health measures, allowing travel within province 

until mid-May. Then, interprovincial travel was allowed from 18th May, and domestic tourism 

started to emerge in few locations later that month. However, international travel remains virtually 

closed to prevent the unintended import of the virus, except for diplomatic, emergency, 

international aid, development-related work and other important private projects purposes. Most 

businesses were allowed to reopen, except for those that could not maintain a minimum of one 

meter between persons. Bars, nightclubs, social gathering of larger than 10 people, contact sports 

remained prohibited. Schools remained closed until mid-May, when some classes were allowed to 

reopen, to avoid overcrowding and allow time for schools to better manage spacing and other 

health precautions, and others delayed until June.  

The economy continues to heavily suffer as health measures necessary to prevent the spread of 

virus imposed by Lao PDR (by possibly asymptomatic virus carriers that may exist in the country 

and by individuals arriving from abroad) and by other countries in the region and around the world. 

Many workers who were ordered to stay home during the lockdown were not called back, 

especially in travel and tourism businesses, their supply chains, and businesses earning a good 

proportion of their income from servicing visitors, e.g., retail businesses, restaurants, massage & 

spa. A plunge in demand has forced some businesses to remain closed beyond lockdown or 

downsize, further worsening unemployment and falling incomes across sectors. This necessarily 

leads to a sudden fall in government tax revenues needed for paying salaries and pensions and for 

social services. Children, adolescents, women, elderly and the physically impaired, especially 

among low-income families, and ethnic minorities are at risk of malnutrition and lacking access to 

basic daily necessities, medical service, and education. 

Looking ahead, as the COVID-19 pandemic continue to spread in many countries with rising 

confirmed cases and deaths without a clear sign of slowing and dissipating, the socioeconomic 

challenges facing individual households, businesses and government are expected to last well into 

mid- to late in 2021 or beyond. It depends on the behavior of the pandemic in the coming months 

and how soon an effective cure and vaccine can be successfully made available widely. Many 

 
2 More than 2,000 Lao migrant workers returned through immigration over 1-3 July alone. 
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households and businesses would require several years after the pandemic die down to fully 

recover. 

 

2.2. Objectives 
 

This rapid assessment of socioeconomic impact of COVID-19 will contribute to the Government 

of Laos (GoL) understanding of who is worst affected, how they are affected, and what do they 

need to recover, so that policies and concrete actions can be designed to ensure the individuals, 

households, businesses, and groups that are most affected by the crisis receive the support they 

need. In turn, this will help safeguard the crucial progress made by Lao PDR towards alleviating 

poverty, achieving the SDGs, and graduating from LDC status, as well as supporting the ongoing 

development of the 9th NSEDP. 

 

2.3. Methodology 
 

This rapid assessment drawn together the sectoral assessment efforts of other UN partners and 

itself focus in-depth on key sectors such as livelihoods and employment, tourism, agriculture, 

health, education, social protection and other cross-cutting issues and then use this information to 

develop short, medium- and long-term policy recommendations. 

There are three major components in this rapid assessment. The first component of the assessment 

will produce a consolidated analysis of rapid and other impact assessments conducted by several 

UN agencies. The second component of the assessment will focus on targeted thematic areas that, 

based on related work and after consultation with the Government, have been identified as priority 

areas for the impact of COVID-19. They include livelihoods and employment associated with 

COVID impact on the private sector businesses, particularly micro, small and medium enterprises 

MSMEs--tourism, agri-business, garment, textile, and handicrafts; on household wellbeing; on 

unemployment and migrant workers; on access to education and health care; on poverty and 

inequalities; on gender inequalities; on ethnic minority; and on vulnerable groups. The third 

component provides recommendations. 

The assessment begins with a desk study of rapid assessments and other relevant studies and 

reports conducted by UN agencies, international and national institutions to consolidate existing 

knowledge and recommendations being proposed by different institutions, and to identify the gaps 

that require additional data and analysis.   

Next, a rapid review of secondary data was conducted. Data are obtained from various sources 

including study reports and database from major national bodies and institutions (LNCCI and 

provincial chambers of commerce, NERI, Lao National COVID-19 Committee, BoL, MoF, MoIC, 

MoICT, MPI, MoLS, MoAF) and major international organizations (UN Agencies, World Bank, 

IMF, ADB). Key stakeholder interviews with business associations, chambers of commerce and 
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industry, and line ministries were also carried out to obtain up-to-date information and gain 

additional insight.  

Then, primary data was gathered. Two surveys, 1,200 households and 350 enterprises (focusing 

on micro and small enterprises), coordinated by a UNDP team, will be conducted by a local survey 

firm in June 2020. Due to a limited time allowed to complete the assignment, the primary data 

collection will be carried out in 6 provinces: Champasack, Savannakhet, Vientiane Capital, 

Luangprabang, Oudomxay, and Luangnamtha. The survey will include both urban and rural areas, 

covering 120 villages within the sampling frame of Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey to 

ensure a good national representation of the data. Other primary data, mainly qualitative, 

nonquantifiable data, as well as some quantitative data will be gathered by the assessment team 

through interviews and consultations of relevant officials, international organizations with 

operations in the country, and local business associations. Additionally, ongoing online surveys 

conducted by various agencies, should their results become available, will be exploited as either 

additional data for integrating in the analysis or for cross-checking, or as cross references. 

The assessment team is comprised of three researchers, including an international development 

economist (team leader), a national economist and a national community development specialist. 

With limited time to complete the assessment, some interviews and consultations for primary data 

gathering will be split among the three researchers, but mainly among the two national researchers, 

and others may be conducted as a team with the participation of the international consultant. 

Sectoral data analysis and reporting of results will be assigned to individual researchers based on 

personal strengths and appropriateness with the support of the assessment team leader, who will 

then consolidate all sectoral analyses and drafts into the main report for completion. 

The assessment team will conduct a weekly meeting with UNDP Economist and team to discuss 

progress and any issues of concern. The expected timeline for this assessment is 1 June -15 July 

2020.  

 

2.4. Limitations 
 

This rapid assessment benefits considerably in terms of understanding and data concerning some 

sectoral situations and impacts, from other rapid assessments and studies conducted and made 

available by the various UN agencies and other international and national institutions. This enables 

our assessment to cover a larger scope and get more in depth in sectors and areas of priorities of 

concerns. However, as a rapid assessment of an ongoing crisis which may change over time and 

with time limitation, which necessarily force us to use the ‘best-possible’ obtainable data, 

conclusions and recommendations in this assessment will have some limitations. 

First, this rapid assessment attempts to cover multiple aspects of the COVID-19 impacts, including 

a number of business sectors and subsectors, public sphere, as well as various social issues within 

30 workdays. It is a very challenging task, time wise, as data must be gathered quickly within a 

very short time period to prepare, organize and digest. However, studies that have been done before 
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ours have allowed us to design our data collection to attain data that will add to what have already 

been known, adding new understanding and increasing confidence. 

Second, although our policy recommendations will be attempted to be fact-based and actionable, 

we will be unable to provide certain recommendations that would be more meaningful with a 

quantitative measure. For example, the sufficient size of a budget required to assist the unemployed 

that will not simply help them and their families getting through the crisis but to benefit them long-

term. Similarly, what would be a minimum amount of assistance to MSMEs that are most affected 

by the crisis to achieve a certain economic growth figure, unemployment rate, preventing poverty 

to exceed a certain rate or lower poverty to a certain rate. 

Third, some of our conclusions and recommendations, for practicality reason, may be more heavily 

based on other studies or those proposed in other studies we think credible, combining with our 

own data analysis. 

Fourth, the continually changing character of the global pandemic, the uncertainties involving the 

date an effective cure and vaccine will be made available worldwide together means that our 

conclusions and recommendations, which will be based on what we have learned from facts, a set 

of assumptions and what we anticipate, may require calibration over time if real life situations in 

the future deviate from our assumptions. We address this possibility by considering policies under 

several scenarios. 

 

3. Lao PDR Economic Outlook and Regional 

Comparison  
 

Chapter 3 provides a macroeconomic outlook of the Lao economy and compares with other 

countries in the SE Asia region, Lao PDR’s major trading partners and sources of FDI, and major 

world economies to get a sense of external situations and their potential impact on the Lao 

economy. The assessment in this chapter benefits considerably from reports released by major 

international institutions, including the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the 

Asian Development Bank, as well Lao PDR’s government institutions and ministries. Relevant 

domestic institutions include the Bank of Lao PDR (on monetary policy, lending, NPLs, inflation, 

exchange rate); Ministry of Planning and Investment (on development plan and growth 

adjustment); Ministry of Finance (on government finance); Ministry of Industry and Commerce 

(on trade and manufacturing); COVID-19 Special Committee (on policy and regulatory measures 

to combat and prevent the spread of the virus and their impact on economic activities). This chapter 

ends with a brief assessment of the evolving global pandemic situation and trend, how they affect 

travel, tourism, and trade, and how they affect Lao PDR’s health measure responses, which in turn 

affect the country’s economic outlook.  
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3.1. The Pre-COVID Economy 
 

Before the outbreak of the novel coronavirus, Lao PDR’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has been 

forecasted to grow 6.5 – 6.7 percent in 2020.3 Key assumptions in this growth forecast include the 

economy to be fueled by increased electricity production and export, major construction projects 

(Lao-China railway, electricity dams, commercial real estates, special economic zone), growing 

tourism sector, and a revival of agriculture from a weather-related set back in the previous year.  

However, the Lao macroeconomy fundamentals were already weak prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic outbreak. Government fiscal deficit was slightly worsened in 2019, as revenue felled 

short of expectation and spending increased to relief and recover flood damages, increasing from 

4.7 percent of GDP in 2018 to an estimated 5.1 percent of GDP in 2019. The domestic currency 

(kip) was on a declining trend, depreciating against major currencies—the baht and the dollar—in 

the past four years. The decline of the kip accelerated since 2017, when the annual average 

exchange rate was LAK8,245/dollar. By 2019, the kip-dollar annual average exchange rate 

increased to LAK8,680/dollar (ADB, June 2020A; and WB, June 2020). 

Lao PDR has continued to persistently run a trade deficit which creates a downward pressure on 

foreign exchange reserve required for maintaining the stability of the domestic currency (kip). 

Current account balance improved in 2019, falling from -USD2,059.9 million in 2018 to -

USD1,499.5 million in 2019, and FDI inflows also grew, from USD1,433 million in 2018 to 

USD1,845 million in 2019, according to the World Bank (WB, June 2020).  

The depreciation of the kip was coincided with a rising fiscal deficit, expansion of the money 

supply and credit to the economy, and rising inflation as illustrated in Table 3.1. Broad money 

supply and credit to economy respectively increased 18.9 percent and 7.4 percent in 2019, higher 

than they were in 2018, which respectively increased 8.4 percent and 2.8 percent. Inflation, 

measured by Consumer Price Index, was also rising, from 2 percent in 2018 to 3.3 percent in 2019. 

Other important macroeconomic indicators are summarized in Table 3.1. 

 

3.2. The COVID-19 Impact and Outlook 
 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak on Lao PDR’s economy began to take effect in 

tourism, starting in January-February, when the number of visitors from China dropped 16 percent 

(NEIR, 19 April 2020), as Chinese authorities started travel restrictions to contain the outbreak in 

some cities and provinces. The impact continues to strengthen in March, with a larger number of 

visitors dropping and exports declining. 

A week after the first two cases were confirmed on the 23rd of March, the authority issued a “stay-

at-home order”, commonly known as a “lockdown order”, effective nationwide from 30th March 

(although actual enforcement began on 1st April) through 3rd May. The nationwide lockdown 

 
3 World Bank’s forecast 6.5 percent and IMF’s, 6.7 percent. 
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virtually shuts down all travels and businesses, except for essential production and services that 

serve daily needs and health care, emergency, and security purposes. The nationwide lockdown 

was deemed necessary to prevent the virus from spreading in communities as whether there were 

more cases to be discovered was still unknown, and Lao migrant workers were returning home 

(mainly from Thailand) in large numbers in multiple provinces from north through south, raising 

risks of importing the virus to spread in communities. From March through 3rd July, 130,532 

migrant workers have returned from abroad, according to data provided by the Lao National 

Taskforce Committee for Covid-19 Prevention and Control (Lao COVID-19 Committee)4. The 

nationwide lockdown and border closures together has proven to be effective in containing the 

spread of the virus to 19 confirmed cases.  

While the nationwide lockdown was proved to be effective in containing COVID-19, it has a 

profound effect on businesses, the economy, livelihood, and wellbeing of members of society, 

especially the poor and the disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. Travel and tourism, including 

hotels and restaurants, have been most severely affected, followed by wholesale and retail trade 

and all micro and small enterprises (MSEs) that support the tourism and tourism-related activities.  

Lao PDR’s GDP in 2020 is projected to either contract or grow anywhere between -1.8 percent 

and 3.3 percent, based on projections by ADB, IMF, WB, and National Economic Research 

Institute (NERI). Of all economic growth projections released by major institutions considered in 

this rapid assessment, NERI has the most optimistic forecast, with a GDP growth range of 2.5-3.3 

percent for 2020 (NERI, 19 April 2020).5 Since the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak this year, major 

international institutions including ADB and WB have revised their forecast twice, downward both 

times. The latest revision of the forecast, released in June, by these three major international 

institutions has Lao PDR’s GDP growth rate in the range of -1.8 percent to 1.0 percent.  

The World Bank provides two possible scenarios, with a 1.0 percent growth rate for the “upside” 

scenario, down from the earlier estimate of 3.6 percent, and -1.8 percent growth rate for the 

“downside” scenario (World Bank, June 2020). Asian Development Bank revised down from 3.5 

percent to -0.5 percent, and the International Monetary Fund forecast at a 0.7% growth rate, down 

from the earlier forecast of 6.7 percent. Lao PDR’s GDP growth forecast by major institutions are 

summarized and illustrated in Figure 3.1.  

 

 
4 According to the Lao COVID-19 Committee, this data is a combined result of data gathered from immigration 

check points, quarantine centers, and coronavirus tests for returned migrants. 
5 The 2.5-3.3 percent GDP growth range is based on the NERI (April 2020) report and an interview with Dr. 

Sthabandith Insisienmay, Head of Macroeconomic Department, NERI. 
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Figure 3. 1  Lao PDR’s GDP Growth Forecast: 2019 -21 

 

 

As the pandemic is expected to endure through this year and into 2021, many businesses will 

inevitably face a growing difficulty repaying loans, and risks of business closure will also rise. 

This pushes the banking sector into a more vulnerable territory as non-performing loans (NPLs, as 

percent of total gross loans) in certain commercial banks, especially in some SOE commercial 

banks, were reported to be much higher than that of a nationwide average of 3.04 percent end of 

Q4 of 2019. While the Lao PDR’s national average rate of NPL itself is considered relatively low 

compared to some countries around the world, it is higher than that of ASEAN average of 2.2 

percent, and as government is held back by a shrinking fiscal space, a high rate of NPL among 

some commercial banks under this difficult economic situation raises the country’s risks of 

financial and macroeconomic stability.6 

Export-oriented manufacturing has also been affected through supply chain disruption and falling 

demand as the pandemic continue to spread globally and growing as this writing taking place. 

Major construction projects, all of which related to FDI, have been either delayed or slowed, a 

result of supply chain disruption. Foreign direct investment inflows, an important source for 

foreign exchange and economic growth, have slowed as investors reallocated investment 

resources. 

On government revenue and fiscal deficit, as of May 2020, government tax revenue felled by 32.9 

percent compared to the same period last year (Vientiane Times Newspaper, 28 May 2020), and 

total government revenue declined 11 percent (PM Report to NA, June 2020). With government 

tax revenue shrinking, as a result of COVID-19 impact, the fiscal deficit is expected to increase 

much further in 2020, to 7.5 percent of GDP (WB, June 2020), while the GoL has reported an 

 
6 For Lao PDR’s NPLs, Bank of Lao PDR, www.bol.gov.la (accessed 13th June 2020); for ASEAN average NPL, 

IMF, https://data.imf.org/regular.aspx?key=61404589 (accessed 10 August 2020). 
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expected deficit of 5.78 percent of GDP (PMO, June 2020). This fiscal condition would most 

certainly increase public debt and create pressure on the kip and consumer prices. Total public and 

publicly guarantee debt is expected to increase to 65.1 percent of GDP, from 58.9 percent in 2019, 

and further increase in the next several years (WB, June 2020).  

To address the revenue shortfall, according to the Ministry of Finance (MoF) and other ministerial 

sources, the GoL has been working on obtaining grants and loans from multilateral and bilateral 

sources as well as negotiating for foreign debt repayment deferral as solutions for dealing with the 

crisis while working on long-term solutions involving tax collection reforms and modernization. 

As an early fruit of this effort, the GoL has been granted a debt repayment deferral from China for 

a year, according to the Ministry of Planning and Investment. To minimize the pandemic impact 

on major investment projects, the GoL has been facilitating cross border movements of investors, 

technical experts, workers, and materials while maintaining the closure of tourism visa issuance. 

 

Table 3. 1 Lao PDR’s Key Macroeconomic Indicators 

Macroeconomic Key Indicators 2018 2019(e) 2020(f) 2021(f) 2022(f)

GDP Growth Rate 6.3 4.7 1.0 4.6 4.4

     Agriculture 1.3 -0.9 3.2 2.9 2.9

     Industry 7.8 4.7 2.9 6.6 4.5

     Service 6.8 6.7 -1.4 3.3 4.8

Inflation Rate (CPI, annual average) 2.0 3.3 6.5 4.9 5.0

Fiscal Balance (%GDP) -4.7 -5.1 -7.5 -6.7 -6.3

Broad Money Supply (%change) 8.4 18.9

Credit to economy (%change) 2.8 7.4

Current Account Balance

     In million USD -2,059.9 -1,499.5 -2,001.5 -1,740.4 -1,683.3

     In %GDP -11.4 -8.0 -11.1 -9.4 -8.8

FDI

     In million USD 1,433 1,845 1,333 1,637 1,344

     In %GDP 7.9 9.8 7.4 8.8 7.0

Exchange Rate (LAK/USD, annual av.) 8,401 8,680 9,750 10,335 10,955

Gross International Reserve (end of period)

     In million USD 873 997 500 600 680

     In months of imports 1.3 1.5 0.8 0.9 1.0

Total Public and Public Guaranteed Debt (%GDP) 57.5 58.9 65.1 66.9 68.6

Notes: e - estimate; f - forecast. Data Source: WB (June 2020). Lao PDR Economic Monitor, Lao PDR in the 

Time of COVID-19, World Bank Group.  

The kip has depreciated more rapidly in 2020. On 30th June, a dollar was exchanged for LAK9,013 

at the country’s largest bank the Banque pour le Commerce Exterieur Lao Public and for 

LAK9,600 in a parallel market. The widening gap of the kip-dollar exchange rate between 

commercial bank’s rate and the parallel market rate began late in 2019 (WB, June 2020). With a 

rising fiscal deficit, declining exports, and falling FDI inflows, the kip is expected to further 
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deteriorate in 2020, to an annual average exchange rate of LAK9,750/dollar, and continue to 

further deteriorate by more than 10 percent into 2022 (WB, June 2020).  

Consumer Price Index rose 6.1 percent in the first five months this year, due mainly to increases 

in the prices of food that rose 10.5 percent over the same period, clothing, household furnishing 

and maintenance, health care, and miscellaneous. Food accounts for 46 percent of an average 

household’s monthly expenditure. As the kip is expected to continue to depreciate, the World Bank 

forecasted that CPI would rise by 6.5 percent in 2020. Current account balance is expected to 

deteriorate in 2020 but improve the following year as imports become more expensive due to kip 

depreciation and perhaps increased production and consumption of import-substitutes. FDI 

inflows are also expected to pick up after 2020. See Table 3.1 for details. 

 

Table 3. 2 Lao PDR versus ASEAN Member Countries and Major Economies 

ADB IMF WB ADB IMF WB ADB IMF WB

Brunei Darussalam 3.9 3.9 na 1.4 1.3 na 3.0 3.5 na

Cambodia 7.1 7.0 7.1 -5.5 -1.6 -1.0 5.9 6.1 6.0

Indonesia 5.0 5.0 5.0 -1.0 0.5 0.0 5.3 8.2 4.8

Lao PDR 5.0 4.7 4.7 -0.5 0.7 1.0 5.4 5.6 4.6

Malaysia 4.3 4.3 4.3 -4.0 -1.7 -3.1 6.5 9.0 6.9

Myanmar 6.8 6.5 6.3 1.8 1.8 1.5 6.0 7.5 6.0

Philippines 5.9 5.9 6.0 -3.8 0.6 -1.9 6.5 7.6 6.2

Singapore 0.7 0.7 na -6.0 -3.5 na 3.2 3.0 na

Thailand 2.4 2.4 2.4 -6.5 -6.7 -5.0 3.5 6.1 4.1

Timor-Leste 3.4 3.1 3.4 -3.7 -3.0 -4.8 4.0 3.8 3.8

Viet Nam 7.0 7.0 7.0 4.1 2.7 2.8 6.8 7.0 6.8

China 6.1 6.1 6.1 1.2 1.0 9.2 6.9

S. Korea 2.0 2.0 -1.0 -1.2 3.5 3.4

Japan 0.7 0.3 -5.2 -6.1 3.0 2.5

India 4.2 4.2 4.2 -4.0 1.9 -3.2 5.0 7.4 3.1

United States 2.3 2.3 -5.9 -6.1 4.7 4.0

Germany 0.6 -7.0 5.2

France 1.3 -7.2 4.5

United Kingdom 1.4 -6.5 4.0

Euro Area 1.2 1.2 -7.5 -9.1 4.7 4.5

World 2.9 2.4 -3.0 -5.2 5.8 4.2

Sources: ADB - Asian Development Outlook Supplement, Asian Development Bank, adb.org 

(accessed 28th June); IMF - International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook Update, June 

2020, imf.org (accessed 28th June, 2020); WB - World Bank, Global Economic Prospects, June 

2020, wb.org (accessed 28th June 2020).

2020 (forecast) 2021 (forecast)2019 (estimate)ASEAN & Major 

Economies
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With the COVID-19 pandemic ravaging countries around the world without any sign yet of 

slowing down and dissipating, the world’s economy is expected to shrink perhaps more than 

between 3 percent and 5.2 percent in 2020 as respectively forecasted by the IMF and WB, then 

grow between 4.2 percent (WB) and 5.8 percent (IMF) the next year. All major economies and 

Lao PDR’s major trading partners, except for China and Vietnam, are expected to shrink in 2020, 

then expand in the following year.  

In 2020, of Lao PDR’s top three trading partners and sources of FDI (Thailand, China, Vietnam), 

Thailand is expected to shrink the most in 2020, between -5 percent and -6.7 percent, then 

reversing to a positive rate of growth between 3.5 percent and 6.1 percent in the following year. 

Vietnam’s GDP is expected to grow between 2.7 percent and 4.1 percent in 2020; and China, 

between 1 percent and 1.2 percent. Table 3.2 compares Lao PDR’s GDP growth forecast with 

other ASEAN countries, its major trading partners and sources of foreign direct investment, 

selected other countries, and world’s major economies that are important for Lao PDR’s export 

and tourism markets. 

 

3.3. The Outlook and Possible Scenarios 
 

The economic outlook forecast by major institutions are based on various assumptions but mainly 

on the severity of disruptions and damages caused by the pandemic outbreak globally, how long it 

lasts (which depends on its unpredictable natural progression or on when effective cure and vaccine 

will be made available widely), and how wide spread it is. In addition, how effective domestic 

responses to its socioeconomic impact for relief and recovery can significantly influence the 

economic outlook.  

The pandemic is getting worse. It has shown a sign as if it were slowing down in late April-early 

May, when daily new cases in the United States was declining. However, the daily new cases 

reversed in mid-May and expanding rapidly in June as outbreaks rose in Brazil, Mexico, and other 

countries in the South American continent. Daily new cases in the United States also sharply rose 

again from mid-June, with a new characteristic of cases being among younger population. India 

has become Asia’s COVID-19 epicenter, with the world’s third largest cases, and its daily new 

cases and deaths are still rising. On 22nd July India had more than 45,000 new cases and 1,120 

deaths, reaching more than 1,288,000 cases and more than 30,600 deaths in total. Other countries 

in South and Southeast Asia that are also experiencing growing cases and deaths similar with India 

include Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, and the Philippines. Thus, there is a large room of 

uncertainties involving the characteristic of COVID-19 pandemic, how long it will last, whether 

Lao PDR will have a second wave and, hence, its disruptions to human activities, economy, and 

international trade. 

 

 



Socioeconomic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 in Lao PDR 

33 

 

Figure 3. 2  The COVID-19 Pandemic is not Slowing Down 

 

Source: https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/ (accessed 4:30 am, 24 July 2020). 

 

Given such uncertainties, three possible scenarios are laid out to see what the future could be for 

Lao PDR under the influence of COVID-19 and, hence, its socioeconomic impact. 

1. Moderate Scenario: -0.5 to 1 percent GDP growth rate. The WB’s “baseline” or “upside” 

scenario, in which domestic restriction by health measures ease after the lockdown ended 

on May 3rd, and domestic economic activities gradually pick up in the third quarter. It is 

assumed that the severe effect on travel and tourism industry and a more moderate impact 

on wholesale and retail trade lasts until the end of June, and the overall impact is a 

contraction of -1.4 percent in the service sector (WB). Under this scenario, the impact on 

businesses is not serious and no large-scale loan defaults occur, and major trading partners 

in the region (China, Thailand, Vietnam) end “restriction measures” after June, export 

demand gradually picks up. Under this scenario, the World Bank forecast a 1 percent 

growth rate. With forecasts by ADB and IMF respectively of -0.5 percent and 0.7 percent 

included, the expected GDP growth rate under moderate scenario is -0.5 percent to1 

percent.  

 

As the situation unfolds, it seems we are no longer in the moderate scenario, since 

international travel restrictions are remained in place today, and the regional pandemic 

situation is getting worse. The travel and tourism industry remains near-lifeless close to 

when it was in April, and most businesses are struggling to survive. 

 

2. Strong Scenario: GDP contracts >-0.5 to -2.0 percent. This is around the WB’s 

“downside” scenario, in which GDP contracts -1.8 percent, domestic “restriction 

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
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measures” ease after June and key trading partners experience slower and long recovery. 

Under this scenario, the private and financial sectors are affected moderately to 

significantly, which may result in some business closures and defaults, further increase the 

already high NPLs and lower banks’ return. The service sector is expected to contract by -

5.3 percent. Although the nationwide lockdown was ended after 3rd May, the travel and 

tourism sector continue to have a severe downturn, due to a lack of international visitors 

and domestic tourism has not shown sign of robustness. Wholesale and retail trade continue 

to experience sales contraction. 

 

3. Extreme Scenario: GDP contracts > -2 percent. The pandemic outbreak expands to more 

countries and prolonged globally until the end of March 2021, regardless whether Lao PDR 

maintains COVID-19-free. If few new cases found in Lao PDR, brought by travelers, it is 

likely will be quickly contained with only provincial level travel restrictions. Some of 

major trading partners in Asia (China, Thailand, Vietnam) and other countries in southeast 

Asia and Pacific (Australia and New Zealand) experience reemergence of new outbreaks 

but localized, preventing domestic restrictions in those countries from being further eased 

and causing international travel restriction measures to remain in place. Consumers are 

becoming more cautious with spending. Although domestic tourism, trade and other 

economic activities gradually reemerge, the severe impact on travel and tourism prolonged; 

and wholesale and retail trade continue to struggle to survive. Some business closures and 

loan defaults increase stress to banks with already high NPLs and low returns. Supply chain 

disruption caused further delay in production and delivery of certain exports, in some major 

construction projects, and cautious spending by consumers with reduced income at home 

and abroad further dampens demand. As FDI being one of the major growth drivers of the 

Lao economy, the delay of FDI inflows and decline in new investment also cuts into 

economic growth. Unemployment remains high into the first-third quarter of 2021. 

 

4. Findings and Recommendations by other UN and 

Non-UN agencies  
 

Since the donor and international communities began to realize that COVID-19 will become a 

pandemic, there have been numerous rapid assessments and other studies released and some are 

work-in-progress at various stages by UN agencies (WHO, FAO, UNICEF, UNIDO, IOM, UN-

Habitat, ITC), other international organizations (World Bank, International Monetary Fund, Asian 

Development Bank), major national bodies and institutions (NERI, Lao National COVID-19 

Committee, BoL, MoF, MoIC, MPI, MoLS, MoAF), and major chambers of commerce (LNCCI 

and ECCIL). This chapter provides an inventory and a summary of knowledge and 

recommendations made in these papers. 

Industries and enterprises: Since late March, there have been four enterprise surveys and one 

tourism industry survey conducted and published online. There are several other surveys being 
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conducted by various organizations including the UNIDO, on 102 firms manufacturing food, low-

tech products (apparel, leather, furniture, wood, recycling, paper), and med- and high-tech 

products (chemicals, plastics, metal and non-metal products, medical instruments, electric 

machinery, and machinery); ITC, focusing on export-oriented wood processing firms; LNCCI, 

surveyed 474 SMEs of multiple industries in all 17 provinces and the Vientiane Capital; and 

ECCIL, surveyed 56 firms of various industries. All reveals that businesses were affected severely 

during the lockdown, and the majority of them expected to experience more than 50 percent of 

revenue loss this year and, as a result, would have to lay off workers from 30 percent to 90 percent. 

However, none covers micro and informal enterprises that makes up more than 80 percent of all 

enterprises in Lao PDR. This is where our assessment is focusing on.  

Key recommendations came out from these studies for government to intervene include ease of 

restriction while maintaining health precautions (wearing masks, maintaining physical distance, 

hand washing or sanitizing, and other requirements based on each different operational 

environment), tax relief through delay of payment, halt the required contribution by company to 

the 2020 social security fund, delay of loan repayments, and low-interest loan. 

Agriculture: A rapid assessment by the WFP and FAO (May 2020) found that the agricultural 

sector has been affected most heavily in the northern part of the country and part of the south. 

Border closures have caused delays in export shipments combined with reduced demand from 

China have resulted in reduced exports, as well as difficulties in obtaining agricultural inputs. 

Luangnamtha has been affected most heavily. Other provinces from north through south also have 

reported supply chain disruptions during the lockdown, which caused difficulties in getting 

agricultural inputs. Declined agricultural sales in local markets and mobile buying activities by 

traders were also observed. The COVID-19 pandemic is a force exacerbating agricultural problems 

due to drought in the north and flood in the south in 2019, which resulted in food shortage 

estimated to begin in March this year for affected villages. 

Recommendations include ease restrictions to allow traders and middlemen to conduct their 

business (during lockdown), provide support to households with insufficient access to food, 

support agricultural season to ensure food security. 

Labor, employment, and migrant workers: A significantly large proportion, 82.7 percent, of 

the Lao labor force was employed in the informal sector (LSB, June 2018). The impact of COVID-

19 crisis on employment was found in nearly every industry in the economy, but the tourism 

industry was most heavily affected, with laying off between 28 percent and 51 percent and 

affecting females more than males found in a survey in May (ADB, June 2020B). As bars, karaoke 

clubs, and other entertainment venues remain prohibited since the lockdown, workers in these 

establishments, who are overwhelmingly women, remained unemployed. Oxfam reported that 

more than 8,075 workers in these businesses that its partners in Lao PDR support are affected 

(Oxfam, May 2020). NERI (19 April 2020) estimated, based on a survey took place over 6-10 

April, that approximately 70,584 workers would be unemployed. Throughout March, Vientiane 

Times Newspaper reported that there were 134,404 migrant workers returned from neighboring 

countries, cited in UN’s COVID-19 Situation Report No.1 (UN, May 2020). The return of migrant 

workers has caused Lao PDR to lose an estimated US$125 million in remittances, based on the 
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assumption of 100,000 migrant workers (WB, June 2020), affecting their household income, 

particularly in rural areas. 

Key recommendations from LNCCI (2020a) include provide unemployment benefit to workers 

who participate in the unemployment benefit scheme, assist households with agricultural workers 

unemployed, provide vocational training for returned migrant workers, and expand the existing 

job platform that facilitate employer-employee matching. The WB (June 2020) recommends direct 

cash transfer to the unemployed and economically vulnerable households because the majority of 

workers are not covered by the social security fund.  

Poverty and inequalities: Unemployment and reduced sales due to demand contraction are found 

to be the main cause of poverty. Besides the tourism and tourism related businesses that were 

severely affected by the crisis, supply chain disruptions and reduced demand also pressured 

manufacturing firms to reduce output and lay off workers. Due to the pandemic crisis, up to 

214,000 people could fall into poverty, which would add 3.1 percent to the poverty rate, according 

to the World Bank (WB, June 2020).  

The World Bank recommends direct cash transfer to the unemployed and economically vulnerable 

households because the majority of workers are not covered by the social security fund. Due to 

limited fiscal capability, GoL is recommended to “reprioritize spending” and allocate resources to 

support the most affected households and businesses.” 

 

Livelihoods and household food security: A joint FAO-WFP rapid assessment during November 

– December 2019, cited in WFP and FAO (May 2020), found that 67,800 people in the northern 

and southern parts of Lao PDR “would be food insecure” from March 2020. In 2019, while the 

northern provinces experienced drought from May through December, southern provinces suffered 

heavy rainfalls and severe floods during August – September. Laid off migrant workers returned 

from abroad, causing a loss of more than USD125 million would also put many families in poverty 

(WB, June 2020). 

The LECS-VI survey found that 6.2 percent of households, approximately equivalent to 430,000 

people, have a “poor” or “borderline” Food Consumption Score, cited in WFP and FAO (May 

2020). WFP and FAO (May 2020) also cited that this survey also reported that 31.8 percent of 

households, or 2.2 million people, experienced mild, moderate or severe food insecurity. 

Remittances sent home by migrant workers working in neighboring countries are important 

household cash income especially in southern part of the country, where 20 percent of adults 

received remittances in 2014, while it was 2.7 percent in the north (WFP & FAO, May 2020).  

Most vulnerable groups: Due to existing gender inequalities, it is believed that the pandemic 

crisis may affect women differently than men. A focus group discussion with women by the SODA 

team (2020) and CARE COVID Impact Assessment (2020) found that women had increased 

workloads at home during the lockdown. Also, a study by the LWU (2020) points out that retuning 

women migrant workers who must spend 14 days in quarantine centers are vulnerable to sexual 

harassment due to low quality quarantine centers and a lack of separate bathrooms between males 

and females. On disable people, Humanity & Inclusion Lao PDR (2020) found that about 78 
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percent of people with disability who participated in the survey have reported a loss of income to 

their household and a decrease in personal income, which resulted in an interruption in medical 

and assistive devices services during lockdown. Children are at risk of food nutrition deterioration, 

especially among poor families, as food consumption decreases due to food price inflation, pointed 

out in a rapid assessment by WFP and FAO (May 2020). 

Education and health care: Lao PDR’s capacity to deal with COVID-19 is limited by its state of 

being underfunded, substantial gaps in skills, inadequate human resources, and shortages of 

essential drugs and equipment (WB, June 2020). Poor and rich women are significantly different 

in access to health care. For the richest quintile of women who are pregnant, 97.3 percent has 

access to antenatal care while only 52 percent of pregnant women from the poorest wealth quintile 

receive it (WB, June 2020). Living in remote areas without access to road and health facilities 

nearby is a key barrier to accessing maternal health care. 

 

5. Socio-Economic Assessment  
 

This chapter examines selected industries and enterprises, food security, other critical 

socioeconomic issues, and segment of the population that have been most heavily affected and will 

continue to be affected most as the COVID-19 crisis prolongs. Important social issues examined 

include impact on poverty and inequalities, food security, access to education and health care, and 

vulnerable groups. 

 

5.1. Selected Industries and Enterprises 

This section of Chapter 5 provides a rapid assessment of selected industries and enterprises, 

including travel and tourism, agriculture, labor-intensive manufacturing, micro and small 

enterprises and the informal economy, and special economic zone. These industries and enterprises 

were selected because these are where the COIVID-19 impact matters most to the ordinary people, 

low-income and disadvantaged people. For each industry/enterprise type, a background is 

immediately followed by a rapid assessment focusing on current situation and impacts, examining 

production, sales, employment, profitability, challenges, and survivability. Gender issues are also 

examined where relevant in each selected industry/enterprise.  

 

5.1.1. Travel and Tourism  

 

Pre-COVID-19 Condition: Background 

Tourism has been one of the most successful industries Lao PDR has developed, in terms of 

income and foreign exchange earnings, job growth, landscape development, heritage preservation, 

as well as nature conservation with nature-based ecotourism. In 2019, tourism earned USD934 
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million of foreign exchange Lao PDR needs to finance trade deficit; it ranked third after mineral 

exports (USD1.43 billion) and electricity exports (USD1.32 billion), as cited in ADB Briefs No. 

141 (ADB, June 2020B). The World Travel and Tourism Council estimated that tourism directly 

contributed 4.6 percent to the country’s GDP and employed 54,000 workers, with women 

accounted for 63 percent of them, cited in ADB Briefs No. 141 (ADB, June 2020B). Tourism total 

contribution to GDP, which include direct and indirect contribution, was estimated at a significant 

share of 14 percent, and accounted for 11 percent of total employment (WB, June 2020). 

 

Figure 5.1.1. 1  Total Number of International Visitors to Lao PDR and Revenue: 2014 - 19 

 

 

Figure 5.1.1. 2  Lao PDR’s Four Largest Country-Source of International Tourists: 2010 - 19 

 
 

The past two years have seen the Lao tourism industry recovering from a two-year downturn in 

both number of visitors and tourism revenue that began in 2016 and bottomed in 2017 before 

reversing in 2018 (Figure 5.1.1.1). Last year, with 4.79 million visitors, marked the first time the 

number of visitors fully recovered and slightly surpassed the 2015 level, when 4.68 million tourists 
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visited the country. The landscape on the Lao tourism industry has also changed in 2019, when 

more than a million Chinese visitors were registered, surpassing the number of Vietnamese visitors 

and became the second largest tourism country-market for Lao PDR (Figure 5.1.1.2). This was a 

considerable success of the Visit Laos-China Year campaign. In 2020, the number of international 

tourists was expected to hit 5 million, until the COVID-19 pandemic changed everything.  

 

COVID-19 Impact 

Travel and tourism industry were the first to be affected and most severely by the COVID-19 crisis. 

As the outbreak that began in China grew larger and spreading across provinces, Chinese 

authorities began to enforce measures to contain the outbreak by limiting population movements 

in major provinces by restricting land and air transportations, Chinese visitors to Lao PDR began 

to drop in February. Then, as it started to show sign of becoming a pandemic in March, 

international tourists from the region and elsewhere started to cancel their reservations. The closure 

of international borders around mid-March and the prohibition of regular commercial flights later 

in March just before the nationwide lockdown that began on 30th March had put a complete stop 

to international tourists to enter the country.  

As a result, the impact on the travel and tourism industries have been adversely affected severely. 

In total, there were 886,447 international tourists that entered Lao PDR from January through 

March 2020, a drop of 16.6 percent from the same period of last year.7 Since the border closure 

until today (first week of July), as the COVID-19 is still growing in some countries around the 

globe (especially in North America and South America) as well as in South and Southeast Asia, 

for precautionary purpose, Lao PDR is still not issuing tourist visa. 

 

COVID-19 impact on transportation: To get a sense of the impact of COVID-19 on tourism, 

economic activities in a broad sense, as well as the passenger transportation industry itself, we 

examine passenger data provided to us by the Southern Bus Station (SBS), Lao Bus Association 

(LBA), and Lao Airline. The Southern Bus Station is a private owned enterprise serving travelers 

between the Capital and Xiengkhouang and other provinces and major tourist destinations south 

of the Capital.8 The Lao Bus Association is a state-owned enterprise, serving transportation needs 

mainly within the Vientiane Capital. The association has 80 vehicles serving 24 routes daily, 

including the Municipality, Vientiane Capital outskirts, international routes (Lao-Thai Friendship 

Bridge, Nongkhai, Oudone, Khonkhaen), and six interprovincial routes. 

As illustrates in Figure 5.1.1.3, the number of passengers began to drop in February and intensified 

in March for both the SBS and LBA. In April, even the LBA, which mainly serves routes within 

the Capital, has zero passengers due to the lockdown order that prohibited regular service of public 

buses; public transportation can only serve emergency purposes during the lockdown. After the 

 
7 There were 1,062,377 international visitors over 1st January – 31st March 2019, according to the Department of 

Tourism, MoICT. 
8 These destinations include Attapeu, Pakse, Salavan, Don Deth, Savannakhet, Thakek, Konglor Cave, 

Xiengkhouang, and Laksao. 
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lockdown was ended on 3rd May, there were few interprovincial travels in May, with just 1,431 

daily passengers for the Southern Bus Station, compared to 10,710 passengers in January. 

In both the SBS and LBA, no worker has been laid off, but salaries were cut 30-50 percent or 

regular salary. The SBS and LBA predicted that they will need 6 months to 2 year to recover and 

suggested that to avoid bankruptcy, they need financial support in the form of low interest loan. 

 

Figure 5.1.1. 3  Bus Daily Passengers: January - May 2020 

 

 

Consistent with land transportation passengers, the Lao Airline also experienced a decline in the 

number of passengers in February and intensified in March. However, unlike bus services, Lao 

Airline remained in service for officials, Lao citizens returning from abroad, and essential foreign 

civilian passengers.9 Nevertheless, the number of monthly passengers plunged 96.7 percent in 

April compared to the same month last year as illustrates in Figure 5.1.4. As tourist visa remains 

on hold, the number of passengers of the Lao Airline in June this year remained at only 9 percent 

of June 2019. Although the Lao Airline has not laid off any of its 1,010 employees, it has a measure 

to encourage employees to take leave without pay and, during lockdown, only 30 percent of salary 

was paid. 

Taxi service was also severely affected, with 25 cars seized due to a lack of interest payment on 

the loan, according to the Lao Taxi Association, which has 216 members providing service in 

Vientiane Capital. A typical driver normally makes LAK300,000 a day on average. If the COVID-

19 crisis lasts until the end of this year, the association predicted that only about 70 percent of 

drivers will continue to work. If COVID-19 still exists until the middle of 2021, more than 50 

percent will go bankruptcy. The association suggested that government can help reduce the impact 

by exempting driver’s income tax until the situation returns to normal. Beyond the COVID-19 

 
9 Essential foreign civilian passengers refer to investors, managers, or technical personnel of normally large 

investment projects, and others for medical emergency reason. 
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crisis, government could assist by providing English training course for all drivers and prohibiting 

unregistered individual taxi drivers. 

 

Figure 5.1.1. 4  Lao Airline’s Monthly Passengers: Comparing same months in 2019 and 2020 

 

 

Table 5.1.1. 1  COVID-19 Impact Finding on Passenger Transportation 

  On Income On Employment Outlook 

Transportation Over January-June 2020, 
Lao Airline lost 66.5% in 
number of passengers and 
66.3% in revenue, 
compared to same months 
in 2019. During April and 
May, loss increased to 
95%, but slightly improved 
to 85% in June. 
 
Bus and taxi services also 
experienced a significant 
fall in the number of 
passengers, but less 
severe than that of the Lao 
Airline. 

During lockdown, Lao 
Airline paid employees 
30% of their regular 
salaries; it has not laid off 
any worker, but have 
measures to encourage 
staff to take leave without 
pay. 
 
Lao Bus Association has 
not laid off any worker, 
but paid salary 50-70% of 
their regular salaries. 
Some workers have 
requested to take leave 
without pay. 
 
25 taxi have been seized 
due to a lack of payments 
on interest. 

Lao Airline is expected to 
slowly recover, but lots 
of uncertainties 
associated with COVID-
19 remain. A substantial 
loss expected as long as 
COVID-19 cannot be 
brought under control at 
a global scale. 
 
The bus service will 
gradually recover as 
domestic travelers, who 
normally make up the 
majority of passengers, 
start to recover, but taxi 
will continue to struggle 
as it depends more on 
foreign passengers.  
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COVID-19 impact on tour agencies, tour operators, hotels and restaurants: An interview in 

early July with the Board of Director, Lao Association of Travel Agents (LATA), which has 70 

members in all 17 provinces plus the Capital, reveals that travel agencies are being affected 

heavily by the crisis, especially for inbound agencies. Outbound agencies can partially make up 

for the loss by organizing domestic tours. Tour activities for most locations and premises have 

been impacted severely, especially for those catering to foreign tourists and for activities that 

require an entire day or longer. These include northern provinces, Vang Vieng, central and 

southern provinces. However, some tour activities, especially those with short time duration (2-4 

hours) and locating near or next to main roads can target domestic tourists to partially make up 

for the loss from international tourists. Some tour operators at certain locations have dropped 

prices to attract domestic tourists while others retain regular prices. As many tour operators also 

own and operate hotels and restaurants, to attract domestic tourists the nightly rates were reduced 

steeply, in some cases up to 70 percent discount. Nevertheless, domestic tour market is only for 

the weekend. 

As a province, Luangprabang has been affected perhaps most heavily as the province’s tourism 

market is foreign-visitor-oriented. During the lockdown, only 21.6 percent of hotels and 

restaurants surveyed by ADB was found operating (ADB, June 2020B). An interview in June with 

the Luang Prabang Tourism Association, which has 32 registered members (from hotels, 

restaurants, guesthouses, tour sites, boat service, elephant ride, organic farms, weavers, and 

souvenir producers), found that during the lockdown period members lost 80 percent of their 

income compared to the same period before the COVID-19 crisis. About 40 percent of hotel guests 

was asked to leave during the lockdown without any payment. The association estimated that their 

members are expected to lose 70-80 percent of income in 2020, and if the COVID-19 crisis 

continues until the end of the year, without any assistance from creditors or other forms, about 80 

- 90 percent of members could go bankrupt. The association suggests that it would be helpful if 

there is a relief and recovery fund to assist SMEs in the tourism sector. However, for long term, 

investment in infrastructure like public toilets, emergency health center, and tourist safety system 

would benefit the industry. 

An interview in June with the Lao Hotel and Restaurant Association (LHRA) found that more than 

80 percent of workers was laid off during the lockdown period, especially for hotels. After the 

lockdown up until now (early July), as most hotels and restaurants reopened, about 40 percent of 

workers have been laid off indefinitely, according to LATA’s Board of Director, and lay off among 

tour operators is higher than for restaurants.  

Similar with hotels, some restaurants will be able to survive if they can adjust their services to 

domestic consumers, take online orders for home delivery, according to the LHRA. For large 

hotels and restaurants, up to 80 percent loss of revenue or even higher is a high possibility, since 

the number of guests has significantly dropped, and no cultural events or large wedding parties 

which are an important part of the revenue for large hotels. If the COVID-19 crisis continues until 

the end of this year, about 80 percent of members will be downsizing or moving to other 

businesses, and about 20 percent will go bankrupt. 
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Table 5.1.1. 2  COVID-19 Impact Finding on Tour Agencies, Hotels and Restaurants 

  On Income On Employment Outlook 

Travel 
Agencies 

Inbound travel agencies 
suffer a total loss since the 
lockdown. 
 
Outbound travel agencies 
can offset lost by 
organizing domestic tour. 

Employees take leave 
without pay. 

Uncertain. 

Tour 
Operators 

Tour activities require 
longer than 4 hours, 
mainly serve foreign 
tourists, are most severely 
affected. 
 
Those located on or near 
main roads and activities 
not longer than four hours 
can more easily attract 
domestic tourists 
necessary for survival. 

Those cater to foreign 
tourists, keep few staff 
mainly to maintain 
properties. Others have 
30% - 60% staff on leave 
without pay. 
 
Domestic tourists are 
mainly a weekend market 
thus, some employees 
must continue to be on 
leave without pay. 

Some properties could 
run down. If situation not 
improved by later this 
year, some may 
permanently close. 
 
Domestic tourists may be 
the only hope if COVID-
19 lasts into next year. 
 
COVID-Free Tourism 
bubble may be a way out 

Hotels & 
Restaurants 

During lockdown, income 
dropped to nearly zero. 
 
Now, deep discount of 
nightly rates, up to 70%, is 
necessary to attract 
domestic guests, but it’s 
only weekend market. 
 
Some hotels have been 
put for sale. 

During lockdown, only few 
workers were retained to 
guard and maintain 
properties. 
 
After lockdown until now, 
approx. 40% of workers 
continue to be on leave 
without pay. Some hotels 
catering to foreign guests 
must cut more workers. 

Substantial losses will be 
unavoidable for most, 
especially those could 
not attract domestic 
guests, which requires a 
deep discount. Debt will 
grow as interest cost on 
loans accumulates; and 
some will bankrupt if the 
situation does not 
improve by year end. 

 

About 80 percent of the members carry some debts, and banks have been providing some 

flexibilities by allowing borrowers to either pay the interest cost or postpone repayment with 

interest accumulating. Some of members, especially those with debts, have expressed an interest 

in selling their hotels. 

What they need from government, according to the LHRA, is to open international borders and 

allow international flights. Government can also assist in making available funding with low 

interest rate similar to SME fund. 
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5.1.2. Agriculture 

Agriculture, for food security reason, is probably the most important sector of the economy during 

times of crisis like this COVID-19 pandemic. As the pandemic still expanding, it remains highly 

uncertain how significantly global food supply chain will be disrupted, and countries are vigilant 

in spreading and importing the virus through food distribution. In the context of Lao PDR, as 

roughly 70 percent of the population rely on agriculture for their livelihoods and most laid off 

urban workers are from rural farm families, agriculture has a critically important role in getting 

society through this crisis.  

 

Pre-Covid-19 Conditions: Background 

The fact that agricultural output accounts for just 16 percent of GDP (in 2018) but employs nearly 

70 percent of the working population, it clearly indicates that agricultural production in Lao PDR 

is widely characterized by low productivity and, hence, low income for most rural households. The 

past two years have not been kind to the rural communities in Lao PDR, with agricultural output 

grew just 1.3 percent in 2018 and it is estimated to have contracted in 2019 by about a percent, due 

to floods, droughts, and pests (WB, June 2020). The WFP-FAO rapid assessment late in 2019 

found that, as a result of droughts from May to December 2019, some rural communities in the 

country, particularly in the north, were at a high risk of experiencing a food shortage starting in 

March this year (WFP and FAO, May 2020). 

 

COVID-19 Impact on Production Activities and Supply Chain 

A rapid assessment by WFP and FAO (May 2020) conducted in April during the lockdown is the 

most revealing assessment of COVID-19 impact on agriculture. Our findings that provide 

additional knowledge are mainly based on our micro and small enterprise survey and household 

survey, conducted by a local firm and coordinated by UNDP, over a period of last two weeks in 

June this year. Both surveys were conducted over the same period in six provinces including 

Luangnamtha, Oudomxay, Luangprabang, Vientiane Capital, Savannakhet, and Champasak. 

Additional information is from an interview with the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry on 26th 

June. 

In our household survey, 148 (12.3 percent) of the 1,200 samples are self-employed in agriculture. 

These are smallholders with agriculture as the main livelihood and income source. Among them, 

85 percent reported a decrease in income over March and May, compared to the same months last 

year. See Figure 5.1.2.1 comparing self-employed in agriculture with other employment types. 

This reflects finding in a rapid assessment by WFP and FAO (May 2020) that sales of agricultural 

goods in local markets were reduced and mobile buying activities conducted by traders in 

agricultural communities disappeared during the lockdown. It will not be unreasonable to think 

that these activities remain lower than the pre-COVID situation due to income effect on household 

purchasing behaviors. Our household survey also found that cutting down on food purchase and 

consumption is one of the coping mechanisms households adopted to deal with the crisis and 

income contraction. 
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Figure 5.1.2. 1  Percent of Households Reported Income Decline Based on Type of Employment: 

March - May 2020 Compared to Same Months in 2019 

 

 

Our survey of randomly selected 350 micro and small enterprises, as its main intent is not to focus 

on agriculture, contains just two agricultural enterprises and both owned by women. Both reported 

a negative impact on sales in both April and May. From January to June this year, one report sales 

dropped 21 – 40 percent and another reported sale dropped 41 – 60 percent compared to the same 

period last year. Problems faced during lockdown were sales decreased, lack of raw materials and 

transportation. 

According to an interview with MoAF, the nationwide lockdown did not have a significant impact 

on agricultural production activities in general, except for some cash crops in the north that are 

grown mainly for export to China and short-term cash crops, culinary vegetables, that supply hotels 

and restaurants serving tourism market. Outputs (sales) of culinary vegetables and some fruits have 

contracted, due to falling demand from hotels and restaurants serving tourists, roughly between 10 

percent and 30 percent in Luangprabang and Savannakhet, the two sample provinces of the rapid 

assessment conducted by the MoAF. However, sales of agricultural products as well as activities 

of the middlemen buying agricultural products in villages were observed to have decreased during 

the lockdown (WFP and FAO, May 2020). Agricultural exports were disrupted during the 

lockdown, particularly in the northern provinces. Vegetable and fruit growers in and near Vang 

Vieng, a major tourist town of Vientiane Province, have a similar experience. After the lockdown 

was expired, growers of short-term cash crops supplying hotels and restaurants serving tourism 

market continue to experience low sales and, hence, low production activities.  

The lockdown had some impact on agricultural inputs supply chain and unevenly across provinces. 

As reported in WFP and FAO (May 2020), disruptions on essential material inputs (i.e., seeds, 

fertilizer), equipment, and labor were most significant in Luangnamtha and, to a lesser extent, 

Bokeo, Vientiane Capital, Bolikhamsay and Savannakhet; and remote and relatively isolated areas 

tended to be affected more severely. Luangnamtha was most significantly impacted during the 
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lockdown and, to a lesser extent, Bokeo, which adjacent to Luangnamtha in the east and bordering 

Thailand in the west, was likely related to transportation issues at the Lao-China border. There 

were also reports, according to an interview with the MoAF and MoIC, that delivery trucks were 

ordered by district police to park where they were intercepted for days in Vientiane Capital and 

some localities in the provinces. This was a result of misinterpretation by some local officials of 

the lockdown order, which prohibits only commercial transportation of people, excluding the 

transportation of goods. 

Similarly, the disruptions on labor input were a result of villagers (farmer workers) themselves and 

authorities in some localities misinterpret the lockdown order, which allows travel for the purpose 

of agricultural activities, so long as people do not gather in a group larger than 10, as a blanket 

order. Agricultural activities during the lockdown were considered and remained to be essential 

production, according to the official order. 

The lockdown had impacted on farm activities differently across farms, depending on farm 

operational model, according to an interview with the MoAF. Farms operating under the contract 

farming models did not experience problems, because workers are villagers working on their own 

land, so they remained in place at or near farms. However, some large farms with hired workers 

had problems with a lack of workers, as some workers have to commute between their homes and 

the farms crossing district and provincial borders. Although the lockdown did not prohibit 

travelling for agricultural activities, so long as people do not gather in a group of more than 10, 

local people misunderstood the order interpreting it as a blanket order. 

The Lao Coffee Association reported increased harvest and sales, and improved prices above 

world price in 2020; and the buying activities were more vigorous this year than last year. The 

association exported USD37.07 million in total between January and May 2020. Vietnam accounts 

for 65 percent of the export; other markets include Thailand, Japan, Cambodia, Belgium, 

Switzerland, and the United States. The association also asserted that the abolition of various taxes 

collected by local officials that were inconsistent with official tax mandates for coffee have 

resulted in increased convenient and reduced time for processing export documentations. 

However, there are too many check points on the roads stopping vehicles transporting coffee with 

officials demanding owners to pay a fee. 

 

Views of MoAF on Short-, Medium-, and Long-Term Solutions 

Currently, MoAF is working with development partners to assist farmers dealing with food 

shortages resulting from climate change, droughts and floods, which have been exacerbated by the 

COVID-19 impact. One of the activities in this assistance is to provide villagers with seeds and 

fish fingerlings. 

Currently, the ministry is working on adjusting its agricultural development plan that accounts for 

COVID-19 impacts and the needs for recovery and minimize impacts by possible future events of 

a similar type and will be integrated into the 9th NSEDP. Main areas for agricultural development 

include raising nutrition, increase production of exportable agricultural goods targeting mainly 
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China market. Other areas of focus are sustainable use of natural resource in agriculture and 

forestry, and activities related to rural development and poverty reduction.  

MoAF considers Logistic as the most important problem to overcome. During lockdown, Chinese 

trucks were allowed to cross to Lao PDR to pick up produces as they were equipped with health 

equipment and protective suits, while Lao trucks were not allowed to cross to China to make 

delivery because Lao drivers and trucks were not equipped with health safety equipment and suit. 

If there were another lockdown, without preparation to follow heath measures or cold storage, 

perishable produces which normally have short shelf-live could be wasted. MoAF is considering 

a way to resolve these problems. In addition, MoAF is considering of creating a system, using an 

online information system, to facilitate domestic trade between provinces or regions with surpluses 

and those with shortages. 

Returned migrant workers are expected to remain in Laos throughout 2020 and probably go back 

to Thailand for employment in a much smaller number. Thus, government is preparing to expand 

vocational training program and a program for start-ups, to include agriculture, for these migrant 

workers who will remain at home country.  

 

5.1.3. Manufacturing  

Manufacturing has increasingly becoming an important contributor to national output, 

employment, and export earnings. In 2019, manufacturing accounted for 9 percent of GDP and 

employed 167,100 workers (LNCCI, 2020a). Top 10 manufactured products, in order of ranking 

based on share in manufactured exports, include basic metals, telecommunications, food and 

beverages, chemicals, apparel, wood products, tobacco, electrical apparatus, leather and footwear, 

and textiles (UNIDO, 2019). Construction materials manufacturing has also been rising in 

importance, which mainly for domestic consumption, along with the construction industry that has 

been growing rapidly in recent years. 

Major employers in manufacturing include food and beverages manufacturers, which employed 

34,500 workers, accounting for 20.6 percent of manufacturing total employment; followed by 

garment, with 26,666 workers10, accounting for 16 percent; and mineral products manufacturers, 

which employed 22,860 workers, accounting for 13.7 percent (LNCCI, 2020a). Most workers in 

manufacturing are women, accounting for 59 percent of total employment in manufacturing.  

 

COVID-19 Impact 

Supply chain disruptions, which caused difficulties in obtaining material inputs and export 

deliveries, combining with demand contraction are the common major problems for manufacturers 

as the pandemic spread globally. Evidence from our interviews in late June of some manufacturers 

 
10 The number of workers employed by the garment industry as reported by LNCCI here is 666 more than what the 

Lao Garment Association reported to us (in Table 5.1.3.1). We think this difference is insignificant. Thus, we did 

not attempt to check which is the right figure and reported those figures as they were reported by the source. 
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and rapid assessments by UNIDO, LNCCI, ECCIL, ITC indicate that most manufacturers have 

faced sales contraction starting in the first quarter. 

There were some exceptions. Exports of wood pulp (to China) and other non-resource products 

grew in the first quarter (WB, June 2020). However, it may have changed after the first quarter 

once the lockdown began in April. Electricity export, which does not affect by health measures 

and contract based, expanded 25 percent in the first quarter this year and is expected to grow for 

the rest of the year (WB, June 2020). Nevertheless, by how much electricity export to Thailand 

will grow also subjects to Thailand’s overall economic conditions, which is contracting more than 

any country in the region and could justify for purchase renegotiation. 

Among the manufacturing sector, the export-oriented garment industry, which overwhelmingly 

employs women, was among the first to be affected by the pandemic and most heavily affected, as 

60 percent of its material inputs came from China and exports 80 percent of its outputs to Europe 

(WB, June 2020). When the outbreak started in China, some manufacturers reported difficulties 

getting supplies and others had to cease operation due to a lack of supplies. Then, as the pandemic 

spread in Europe and north America, demand decline became an additional problem. 

Our interviews of three manufacturing associations (Table 5.1.3.1), representing 292 

manufacturing companies, which employ more than 27,000 workers, found similar indications as 

in other assessments, sales and revenue contraction, operation disruption during lockdown, and 

laying off workers. All three expected to have revenue decline, and all had to lay off workers since 

April. However, the garment industry, which ceased operation during the lockdown, and is 

expecting revenue to fall by 80 percent in 2020, seems to indicate an extreme hardship is lying 

ahead. The Furniture Association has a similar view as the Garment Association. The Lao 

Handicraft Association, which is less export-oriented than garment, indicates a relatively lower 

impact. 

 

Table 5.1.3. 1  Manufacturing Association Interviews 

Association Corporate 
members 

Total 
employment 

Aggregate 
revenue in 

2019 
(USD) 

Expected 
revenue 
loss in 
2020 

Operation 
during 

lockdown 

Laid off 
workers 

Lao Furniture 
Association 
 

90 - - 70-80% 80% 
operating 

30-50% 

Lao Garment 
Association 
 

77 26,000 177,102,392 80% Shut 
down 

40% 

Lao Handicraft 
Association 

125 1,295 520,000 50% Some 
operating 

10-15% 

Source: Interviews with representatives of associations in late June 2020. 
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Our MSEs survey of randomly selected 350 samples contains 18 manufacturers, including food 

(9), garment (6), and wood (3). Among them, only six have business registration. All 18 firms 

reported having a negative impact, with 13 described it as “large impact” and three reported that 

the impact was “extreme”. During the lockdown, 10 enterprises ceased operation, 17 reported that 

sales had decreased, 12 reported a lack of supply of raw materials, and six had to borrow money. 

Subsidy on utility payment is the most common form of assistance they expressed a need for, 

preferred by 17 enterprises. They also suggested that advisory support (7), low interest loan (6), 

loan repayment delay (5), and interest subsidy (5) would be helpful. 

Export-oriented manufacturers with operations in the special economic zones (SEZs), which is 

discussed in section 5.2.5 Special Economic Zone, also mostly have a similar experience as 

manufacturers operating outside of the zone, with supply chain disruptions and demand decrease. 

UNIDO (June 2020) surveyed 102 manufacturers of food, low-tech products (apparel, leather, 

furniture, wood, recycling, paper), and med- and high-tech products (chemicals, plastics, metal 

and non-metal products, medical instruments, electric machinery, and machinery). In the UNIDO’s 

survey, firms indicated growing financial difficulties, sales reduction, and delivery related 

problems. The survey also indicates that firms’ major concern is the inability to obtain the needed 

material inputs, followed by cash shortage, and inability to fulfill orders. In a survey by LNCCI 

(June 2020), 68 of the 474 samples are manufacturers, and the finding suggests that they are facing 

similar problems as those in other surveys. Due to sales reduction and supply chain disruptions 

causing operational difficulties, the average of the 68 processing firms indicated that 37 percent of 

their workers are expected to be laid off if the situation does not improve. It found that firms 

operating outside of the SEZ feel the need to lay off worker more than those in the SEZ, as 43 

percent of workers among firms operating outside of the SEZ were expected to be laid off 

compared to 21 percent with those operating in the SEZ. 

 

5.1.4. Micro and Small Enterprises and Informal Economy 

Micro and small enterprises, as well as enterprises in the informal sector, are an important part of 

the economy. More than 80 percent of enterprises in Lao PDR are micro and small enterprises 

(MSEs). The National Enterprise Database (www.ned.gov.la) of the Ministry of Industry and 

Commerce reports that 66 percent of a total of 488,541 enterprises in the country do not have a 

business registration and, thus, are classified as informal.  

They are mostly labor-intensive and, hence, are important job providers. Commonly, each micro 

enterprise is directly connected with a household as an important or sole source of income. Thus, 

any change in the business conditions of these micro enterprises would immediately affect the 

economic wellbeing of their household members. For having such a large share in the enterprise 

population and, collectively, being an important source of jobs and incomes for many individuals, 

it is important to understand the intensity and extensiveness of the impact of the pandemic have 

on MSEs, both formal and informal enterprises. However, informal enterprises were excluded 

from other previous surveys conducted by LNCCI, ECCIL, MoCT. 

http://www.ned.gov.la/
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Therefore, our assessment emphasized these neglected segments of enterprises and, hence, our 

survey was focused on micro and small enterprises, including those operating in the informal sector 

that were excluded from previous studies. The survey was conducted (by a local firm) over a two-

week period in the second half of June 2020, covering 350 MSEs in six provinces, including 

Luangnamtha, Oudomxay, Luangprabang, Vientiane Capital, Savannekhet, and Champasak.  

 

The Survey 

Characteristics of the sample enterprises: The majority of the 350 MSE samples are in wholesale 

and retail businesses, 170 units or 48.6 percent; followed by tourism and hospitality, 17 percent; 

repair and maintenance, 8.6 percent; and eight more business types plus others as illustrated in 

Figure 5.1.4.1. More than half, 56 percent, of the samples are located at Vientiane Capital. See 

Figure 5.1.4.2 for geographical distribution of samples. Their combined annual sales (last year) 

was LAK68,276 or USD7.56 million (@LAK9,032/USD1)11. 

Most are owned by women, 286 units (81.7 percent) of all, and are micro enterprises, 320 units 

(91.4 percent). Our random samples yielded consistent gender distribution as that of the 2013 

economic census (LSB, October 2015), the latest available data, which reports 76 percent of 

business operators were females in 2013. The gender share in business owners/operators should 

remain overwhelmingly women majority today. Our survey also found that firms owned by women 

are much smaller in terms of the number of employees compared to firms owned by men. Nearly 

half of them, 48.3 percent, are operating in the informal sector, and proportionally more women 

own informal enterprises than men do. Of all 286 samples owned by women, 49.7 percent are 

unregistered, while 42.2 percent of men-owned enterprises are unregistered. Most enterprises, 54 

percent, are home based, 33 percent rented a space for business operation, and just 5.7 percent 

owned the property in which their businesses operate. 

 

Figure 5.1.4. 1  MSE Sample Distribution by Size and Business Type 

 

 
11 LAK/USD exchange rate used in this paper is LAK9,032/1USD everywhere. 
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Figure 5.1.4. 2  MSE Sample Distribution by Gender and Province 

 

 

Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on MSEs. A vast majority of MSEs surveyed, 95 percent, 

reported that their businesses were perceived to have been adversely affected from “limited” to 

“extremely severe”. Nearly half of enterprises, 48 percent owned by men as well as by women, 

perceived that the impact was “large”, while 11 percent men owned enterprises and 12.6 percent 

women owned enterprises perceived the impact as “extreme” (Figure 5.1.4.3). 

The imposed lockdown had caused sales to drop for most enterprises, with 81 percent of the 350 

sample enterprises reported so. The impact was similar between women owned enterprises and 

men owned enterprises, respectively 81.8% and 78.1%. The second most common impact was a 

lack of customers (66 percent), followed by a lack of supply of raw materials (41 percent), 

transportation (32 percent), spaces (31 percent), equipment 31 percent), and labor (8 percent). See 

Figure 5.1.4.4. 

 

Figure 5.1.4. 3  Perception on Impact of COVID-19: Percent of Own Gender Sample Population 
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Figure 5.1.4. 4  Lockdown Impact on Business Operations (%) 

 

 

April was the most crucial month, due to lockdown, when 83.7 percent of men owned enterprises 

and 86.5 percent of women owned enterprises reported sales drop (Figure 5.1.4.5). A small 

percentage of enterprises reported that the impact was positive to their businesses in April, 16.3 

percent for men owned enterprises and 13.5 percent for women owned enterprises. In May, after 

the lockdown was ended, the number of enterprises reported sales drop decreased, 52.8 percent for 

men owned enterprises and 57.2 percent of women owned enterprises, and more enterprises 

reported sales had increased.  

When asked to compare to compare sales over January and May 2020 to the same period of last 

year, 68.3 percent of enterprises reported sales dropped at least 41 percent, with more than 27 

percent reported sales dropped more than 60 percent. Figure 5.1.4.6 has more details. 

 

Figure 5.1.4. 5  Impact on Sales in April and May: Men Owned versus Women Owned Enterprises 
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Figure 5.1.4. 6  Sales Drop at Various Ranges by Gender of Owner: January - May 2020 versus 

Same Period 2019 (%) 

  

  

During the lockdown, most businesses had to cease operations, except for essential production 

activities and services as explained earlier. Of the 350 sample enterprises, 71 percent temporarily 

closed businesses. After the lockdown was expired, many businesses remained closed and some 

remained closed, still, at time of this writing. To deal with the crisis, other than temporarily cease 

operation, 19 per cent of enterprises borrowed money, 11.4 percent laid off workers, 11 percent 

tried selling online, seven percent asked workers to take unpaid leave (Figure 5.1.4.7). Women 

owned enterprises are more likely to lay off workers but are less likely to cut staff salary or ask 

staff to take partial paid leave. 

As it is common for micro and small enterprises, the most common form of business finance is 

personal savings (48.3 percent), followed by family (28.3 percent), bank (12 percent), and private 

money lender (8.6 percent). See Figure 5.1.4.8 for details. Based on this survey, women tended to 

be more aggressive than men in term of risk taking. A much higher percentage of women (9.4 

percent) borrowed money from private lenders, who normally offered high-interest loans. 

Similarly, while there was a small percentage of women (5 of 286) borrowed money from 

microfinance, which also offers high-interest loans, there was zero for men. This could reflect the 

type of businesses women tended to engage more often than men. That is retail trade, which gives 

a quick return, and interest cost is minimized. 
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Figure 5.1.4. 7  Enterprises’ Coping Mechanism to Deal with COVID-19 Impact (%) 

 

 

Figure 5.1.4. 8  Enterprises' Source of Financing (%) 

 

 

Respondents were asked about their contingency plan for possible future lockdown should a 
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(12 percent) as illustrated in Figure 5.1.4.9. 
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at 80 percent risk of shutting down their businesses, while 48 percent of men respondents perceived 

that they are at such risk. 

 

Figure 5.1.4. 9  Enterprise Survival Plan for a Second Lockdown (%) 

 

 

Figure 5.1.4. 10  How Long an Enterprise Will Take to Resume Business as Usual (%) 
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delay, 77.7 percent of respondents suggested that their businesses did not benefited from it, which 

would include those did not carry any debt and those who were not able to get deferral, while 22.3 

percent suggested that they have benefited from the measure (Figure 5.1.4.11). 

What kind of support do you need to keep business running during and after lockdown until the 

pandemic ceased and economy goes back to pre-COVID pandemic situation? Unsurprisingly, the 

most common responses, 85.4 percent, were a subsidy on utility bill as every business has. Low 

interest loan came in second, with 38.6 percent, as not all micro and small entrepreneurs prefer to 

carry debt. Loan repayment delay has 33 percent of respondents expressed a need for it. See Figure 

5.1.4.12 for details. 

 

Figure 5.1.4. 11  Perception on Government Support Measures to Cope with the COVID-19 Crisis 
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Micro and informal enterprises from the financial perspective: As an additional attempt to 

understand the condition of micro and informal enterprises, we also conducted a rapid online-

based survey with members of the Lao Microfinance Institution Association (LMFA). Due to time 

constraint, we were able to obtain 12 microfinance institutions (MFIs) participated, including eight 

deposit-taking MFIs and four non-deposit-taking MFI. Together, their operations cover six 

provinces, including operations in Vientiane Capital, Vientiane Province, Luangnamtha, 

Oudomxay, Xayyabouly, and Savannakhet (with Vientiane covering more than 70%). Together, 

they serve 163,332 depositors, with LAK406,558 million or USD45 million, and a combined 

LAK222,106 million or USD25.6 million of loans to 24,604 borrowers.12 

We examined changes and deposits and loans, requests for assistances from their members, and 

their policy responses. We found that, although some institutions experienced an increase of 

deposit, their combined deposit up to the end of June 2020 compared to the end of 2019 has 

dropped by LAK21,172 million or USD2.3 million. Over this same period of comparison, lending 

increased by LAK32,632 million or USD3.61 million. Their combined loan requests, while some 

MFI experienced a decrease, have also increased by 5.7 percent. 

Every MFI participated in the survey confirmed that there has been an increase of requests for 

postponement of loan repayments. In response to their customers’ requests, MFIs allowed one 

month to six months of postponement. Most MFIs granted three months of postponement (Figure 

5.1.4.13). 

 

Figure 5.1.4. 13  Months Allowed for Postponement of Loan Repayment by MFIs 

 

 

Our survey finding does not show paying salary a major problem for maintaining business 

operation at a survival level, because more than 91 percent of the sample are either self-operated 

micro enterprises or micro enterprises with one or several employees.13 Ability to pay utility bills 

is found to be a very important matter for micro enterprises. However, most common challenges 

 
12 LAK/USD exchange rate used in this paper is LAK9,032/1USD everywhere. 
13 The Lao official definition of a micro enterprise is an enterprise with 1-5 employees. 
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for firms to continue operations are paying staff salary and debt repayment. Our interviews with 

the business associations found consistent indications as in a survey conducted by LNCCI. The 

survey reveals that 60 percent of respondents believes it is the inability to pay staff salary, 59 

percent believes repayments of debt is, followed by demand contraction (28 percent), temporary 

closure of the business, the inability to pay tax, and laying off employees with 26 percent each.  

 

5.1.5. Special Economic Zones 

The special economic zones (SEZs) have been gaining importance in attracting FDIs, boosting the 

export of manufactured products, and creating manufacturing jobs in the Lao economy. The birth 

of SEZ in Lao PDR began with the Savan-Seno Special Economic Zone in 2000. At the end of 

2019, there were 12 SEZs throughout the country, six of which are industrial and the remaining 

six are services SEZs. In 2019, these SEZs together paid USD13.87 million in concessionary and 

service fees, lumpsum tax from casino, value added tax, salary tax, consumption tax, and profit 

tax. 

Prior to COVID-19 pandemic, at the end of 2019, there were a total of 55,834 workers employed 

in all 12 SEZs throughout the country, with Lao nationals made up 22.6 percent of the total. The 

industrial SEZs had 11,452 workers, 10,474 were Lao nationals and 978 foreign nationals. The 

service SEZs had a total of 44,382 workers, 2,156 Lao nationals and 42,226 foreign nationals. 

While the total employment in the industrial SEZs was accounted for just 20.5 percent of the total 

employment created in the SEZs, 91.5 percent were Lao nationals employed in the industrial SEZs 

and just 4.9 percent Lao nationals employed in the service SEZs was. 

 

COVID-19 Impact 

Based on the data provided by the SEZ Management Authority, from the end of 2019 to June this 

year, all 12 SEZs combined laid off 65 percent of their workers. However, the impact of COVID-

19 on the operations of companies in the SEZs varied across zones (Table 5.1.5.1).  

The industrial SEZs together had to lay off a total of 652 workers as firms experienced demand 

decreased combining with supply chain disruption, but the impact has been uneven across SEZs, 

mainly starting from the lockdown period. While the Pakse – Japan SME SEZ and the Savan – 

Seno SEZ respectively lost 400 and 452 jobs, the Vientiane Saysettha Development Zone did not 

lay off any worker and the VITA Park SEZ increased hiring of 189 workers. In aggregate, firms 

and the industrial SEZ laid off 5.7 percent of its workers. Despite that some workers were laid off 

by several firms which were negatively affected by the pandemic, the General Manager of the 

Savan-Seno SEZ confirmed at an interview in late June that several firms producing medical 

equipment parts experienced increased order and started to increase hiring, and a French optical 

manufacturing firm has relocated from China to the Savan-Seno SEZ.  
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Table 5.1.5. 1  Employment Situation in the SEZs 

Number Percent

1 Savan-Seno SEZ 5,002 4,550 -452 -9.0

2 Vientiane Saysettha Development Zone 1,945 1,945 0 0.0

3 VITA Park SEZ 3,364 3,553 189 5.6

4 Pakse – Japan SME SEZ 1,068 668 -400 -37.5

5 Phoukhyo SEZ 73 84 11 15.1

6 Luang Phrabang SEZ  -  - 

11,452 10,800 -652 -5.7

7 Boten Beautiful Land Specific EZ 2,871 1,437 -1,434 -49.9

8 Golden Triangle SEZ 40,565 6,200 -34,365 -84.7

9 That Luang Lake Specific EZ 109 121 12 11.0

10 Longthanh - Vientiane Specific EZ 682 548 -134 -19.6

11 Thakhek Specific EZ 144 153 9 6.3

12 Dongphosy - Vientiane Specific EZ 11 11 0 0.0

44,382 8,470 -35,912 -80.9

55,834 19,270 -36,564 -65.5

Source: SEZ Secretariat Office, June 2020.

Changes
Name of SEZs

Industrial sectors

Total  (Industrial)

Workers 

employed

2019

Workers 

employed

Jan-Jun 2020

Grand Total 

Total  (Service)

Trade and services sectors

 

 

The service SEZs have a much different experience. Except for the Thatluang Lake Specific EZ 

and the Thakhek Specific EZ, which respectively added 12 and 9 workers each, others large zones 

were severely affected. Altogether the service SEZs laid off 81 percent of its 44,382 workers. The 

Golden Triangle SEZ, a gambling and other tourism related zone, laid off the highest number of 

workers—34,365 of whom are mostly Chinese and Myanmese nationals or 85 percent of its 

workers. Similarly, Boten Beautiful Land Specific EZ, a tourism related and other service zone, 

laid off 50 percent of its workers, mostly Chinese and other foreign nationals. Overall, 318 Lao 

nationals who were employed in the service SEZ lost their jobs, accounting for 14.7 percent of the 

total Lao nationals employed there. 

During the lockdown, operations were disrupted in the early period, but most SEZs were able to 

continue operations, as management was able to demonstrate that proper health precautions were 

effectively implemented and, in some cases, workers were isolated in dormitories within the SEZ 

away from community. Savan-Seno SEZ lost nine production days in April during the lockdown, 

according to the General Manager. During the lockdown, workers had to maintain a distance and 

rotation was common, as full operation was not possible due to distancing. Some workers had their 

salary deducted (Table 5.1.5.2). 
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Table 5.1.5. 2  Firms Operation During Lockdown 

1 Savan-Seno SEZ Maintain distance 50%

2 Vientiane Saysettha Development Zone Maintain distance 50-100%

3 VITA Park SEZ Maintain distance 50-100%

4 Pakse – Japan SME SEZ Maintain distance 50-100%

5 Phoukhyo SEZ

6 Luang Phrabang SEZ

7 Boten Beautiful Land Specific EZ Take turn 20-80% 

8 Golden Triangle SEZ Closed NA

9 That Luang Lake Specific EZ Take turn 50%

10 Longthanh - Vientiane Specific EZ Closed 50%

11 Thakhek Specific EZ

12 Dongphosy - Vientiane Specific EZ

Source: SEZ Secretariat Office, June 2020.

Industrial sectors

Trade and services sectors

Name of SEZs
Work arrangement 

during lockdown

Salary during 

lockdown

 

 

Impact on outputs and exports: An interview with Vientiane Industry and Trade Area (VITA 

Park), Specific Economic Zone Vientiane-Non-Thong, with 13 companies producing, out of a total 

of 22 companies registered in the zone, found that export from the zone was falling by 64.5 percent 

during January and April of this year. When there was an outbreak of COVID-19 in China, some 

companies in the Park were not able to operate at normal capacity or not at all due to supply chain 

disruptions causing a lack of raw materials; some cut production due to demand contraction. In 

2019, the Park exported USD47.41 million worth of merchandises. A study by Manolom (2020), 

in a policy brief (in Lao language), suggests that 90 percent of manufacturers in the VITA Park 

felt a strong impact during the lockdown, with 70 percent believed they would temporary cease 

operations for a month; 10 percent, 2 months; and 20 percent, 3 months. 

An interview conducted in June with an executive of a garment factory in the VITA Park, which 

exported USD8.11 million of garments in 2019, indicated that the manufacturer has lost 40 percent 

of sales compared to last year over the same period. Due to the pandemic crisis, besides falling 

sales revenue, the company faced difficulties in budget planning, production planning, high 

number of worker turnovers, and delay of shipments. 

While industrial SEZs in Vientiane Capital and in Pakse faced decline in order and viewed the 

prospect for the remaining of the year being gloomy, the General Manager of the Savan-Seno SEZ, 

which exported USD296.9 million in 2019 (declined from USD446.7 million in 2018), has an 

optimistic view and indicated that the zone will have a higher export this year than the last.  
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Figure 5.1.5. 1  VITA Park Export: January - April 2020 (USD million) 

 

 

Earlier in the year, firms in the SEZs were planning to hire more workers in the second half of 

2020, 7,948 in the industrial SEZs, which will increase its total number of workers by the end of 

the year 64 percent more than in 2019. However, in 2020, the SEZ Management Authority 

expected tax revenue from these SEZs to decrease by about 50 percent, and exports from the SEZ 

are also expected to fall by about 40 percent.  

If exports from SEZs is contracting in 2020, then it is unimaginable that SEZs will be able to 

expand, hire more workers and employ more than they had in 2019. Given the evolving character 

of the pandemic, which has been getting worse, there are numerous uncertainties. Although in the 

second half of 2020 an increase in exports from the SEZs is possible compared to the first half of 

the same year and an increase in hiring is also possible, uncertainties are very wide.  

 

5.2. Labor and Employment 

 

5.2.1. Labor Market and Unemployment Situation: Background 

In this rapid assessment, we adopt the definition of the labor force and unemployment used in the 

2017 labor force survey. Unlike the previous labor force surveys, the Lao Labour Force Survey 

2017 (LSB, June 2018) adopted a new international method of determining unemployment. In this 

new method, the labor force includes only individuals who are either working for pay or profit or 

are actively looking for work. It excludes individuals who are wholly or mostly engaged in 

subsistence agriculture, who have free time especially during dry season after harvest but are not 

looking for work. Thus, they are considered nonparticipants in the labor market. This new method 

effectively reduces the base of the labor force and, in turn, raises the rate of unemployment. This 

is a more accurate measurement of unemployment because it excludes the nonparticipants in the 

labor market from the group participating in the labor market. Including nonparticipants in the 

labor force artificially lowers the unemployment rate. Since they are not looking for work, they 

are not in the labor force and, thus, are not affecting conditions in the labor market.  
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Lao PDR, in 2017, had in total 4.76 million men and women aged 15 and above who were 

considered in the working age population, with 1.94 million in the labor force. Thus, the labor 

force participation rate is 40.8 percent for male and female combined. The remaining were not in 

the labor force—the economically inactive population. They include individuals engaged 

exclusively in own-use production, full time students, retirees, individuals imprisoned, and those 

with disability. The survey determined unemployment to be 9.4 percent. Female has a lower 

unemployment rate than male, respectively 7.8 percent versus 10.8 percent. 

 

Table 5.2. 1  The Number and Percentage Distribution of Employment in 2017 by Sex (1,000) 

Categories 

 

Both sex Male 

ale 

Female 

x1,000 % x1,000 % x1,000 % 

Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 551 35.8 287 34.7 264 37.1 

Mining and quarrying 8 0.5 7 0.9 1 0.2 

Manufacturing 140 9.1 58 7.0 82 11.5 

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 10 0.7 9 1.0 2 0.2 

Water supply, sewerage, waste management, and 

remediation 

activities 

6 0.4 5 0.6 1 0.2 

Construction 83 5.4 75 9.1 8 1.1 

Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles 
and motorcycles 

329 21.4 141 17.1 188 26.4 

Transportation and storage 39 2.5 35 4.3 4 0.6 

Accommodation and food service activities 41 2.6 15 1.9 25 3.6 

Information and communication 8 0.5 5 0.5 4 0.5 

Financial and insurance activities 11 0.7 4 0.4 7 1.0 

Real estate activities 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Professional, scientific and technical activities 4 0.2 2 0.3 2 0.2 

Administrative and support service activities 11 0.7 4 0.5 6 0.9 

Public administration and defense, compulsory social 

security 

156 10.2 117 14.2 39 5.5 

Education 85 5.5 41 5.0 43 6.1 

Human health and social work activities 22 1.5 7 0.9 15 2.1 

Arts, entertainment and recreation 9 0.6 3 0.4 6 0.9 

Other service activities 24 1.6 10 1.2 14 2.0 

Activities of households as employers, and activities 

for own use 

1 0.1 0 0.0 0 0.1 

Activities of extraterritorial organizations and bodies 1 0.0 1 0.1 0 0.0 

 Total (15+) 1,758 100 939 100 818 100 

Source: Adapted from the Lao PDR Labour Force Survey 2017, LSB. 
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The majority of employment was in the service sector (49.2 percent), followed by “Agriculture, 

forestry, and fishery” (35.8 percent), and industry (15 percent).14 See Table 5.2.1 for details. 

“Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles”, a subset of the service 

sector, accounts for 21.4 percent of all employment, second to “Agriculture, forestry, and fishery”. 

“Manufacturing” and “Accommodation and food service activities” respectively account for 9.1 

percent and 2.6 percent of employment.  

Although female has a lower labor force participation rate than male, respectively 36.5 percent 

versus 45.2 percent, meaning a smaller number of female were in the labor market than male, 

female out clearly number male in manufacturing (by 58.6 percent), wholesale and retail trade 

(57.1 percent), accommodation and food services (61 percent), financial and insurance (63.6 

percent), administrative support (54.5 percent), human health and social work (68.2 percent), 

entertainment and recreation (66.7 percent), and other services (58.3 percent). 

 

Gender Wage Gap 

Wage gap between male and female is considered moderate. Based on the nationwide median 

wage in the 2017 labor force survey, with female median wage of LAK1.6 million and male 

median wage of LAK2 million, female earned 80 percent of male salary (Table 5.2.2). In urban 

area, the gender wage gap narrows, where female earned 85 percent of male salary of LAK2 

million. The World Economic Forum 2016 estimates that female earns 74 percent of male salary, 

while the Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey 5 (LECS-5), 2012-13, estimates that female 

earns 77 percent of male salary. 

 

Table 5.2. 2  Gender Wage Gap 

Female Male F/M

World Economic Forum 2016($) 365              495              0.74

LECS-5 1,125,177    1,453,781    0.77

Lao Labor Force Survey-National     1,600,000 2,000,000    0.80

Lao Labor Force Survey-Urban     1,700,000 2,000,000    0.85

Lao Labor Force Survey-Rural     1,500,000     1,860,000 0.81

Average Wage of Male versus Female

(Kip, unless specify)

Source: WEF 2016($) - World Economic Forum, 2016; all others, from LECS-5 

2012/13 and Lao Labour Force Survey 2017, Lao Statistics Bureau.  

 

 
14 Industry includes “Mining and quarrying”, “Manufacturing”, and “Construction” in Table 5.2.1. The service 

sector includes everything in the table, except for “Agriculture, forestry, and fishery”, “Mining and quarrying”, 

“Manufacturing”, and “Construction”. 
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Survey finding on gender wage gap: As part of the rapid assessment, we conducted a household 

survey (carried out by a local firm) over a two-week period of the last half of June, covering 1,200 

samples across six provinces (Luangnamtha, Oudomxay, Luangprabang, Vientiane Capital, 

Savannakhet, and Champasak). Of the total samples, 57.2% are women.  

Our survey finds evidence consistent with prior knowledge, that the wage gap between women 

and men is moderate, with women earning less than men. While the gender wage gap varies across 

our sample provinces, with women earning ranging from 69 percent of men (in Luangprabang 

Province) to 103 percent of men (in Savannakhet Province), the combined average has women 

earning 80 percent of men’s earning. Figure 5.2.1 summarizes average monthly income of male 

and female of each of the six sample provinces and of combined average.  

The survey also finds that similar percentage of women and of men earns between LAK1.1 million 

and LAK8.5 million a month (Figure 5.2.2). However, the gap widens between gender at the 

bottom and at the top. While a much higher percentage of women earns less than LAK1.1 million 

than that of men, respectively at 7.1 percent versus 2.9 percent, a smaller proportion of women 

that of men earns above LAK8.5 million monthly, respectively 12.5 percent versus 17.5 percent. 

 

Figure 5.2. 1  Average Monthly Income: Male versus Female (LAK million) 

 

 

Figure 5.2. 2  Gender Monthly Income Gap Based on Income Ranges (LAK million) 
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5.2.2. Migrant Workers and Remittances: Background 

 

Internal migrants constitute a significant population in Lao PDR. Of the 5.1 million of the 

population aged 10 years old and above, in 2015, about 379,000 (7.4 percent) were considered a 

migrant population (LSB, 2016). They were mostly women, with 59.2 percent of all internal 

migrants. Migrant workers, both domestic and cross border, play an important role in poverty 

reduction, especially for the rural communities, where nearly all migrant workers have family tide 

with. In this assessment we focus on Lao migrant workers who went abroad. 

These migrant workers mostly went to Thailand with the intention to earn money to support their 

families at home, 92 percent of them according to a report by UNDESA in 2019, and more than 

half send home monthly as cited in WB (June 2020).15 About 9% of mostly poor, rural households 

receive remittances from family members or relatives working abroad, which account for 60% of 

their household income (WB, June 2020). In 2019, Lao PDR received USD254 million of 

remittances, cited in ILO (2020), which worth about 0.4 month or 11 days of the country’s imports. 

Lao PDR foreign exchange reserve is forecast to shrink to USD500, about 0.8 month of the 

country’s imports. 

There were at least 280,962 registered Lao migrant workers in Thailand, in 2019, according to the 

TRIANGLE in ASEAN Quarterly Brief Note (ILO, 2020c), and increase from 223,827 in 2017, 

according to Thailand Migration Report 2019 (Harkins, Ed., 2019). It was reported in Harkins 

(Ed., 2019) that a sample of 1,419 migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Vietnam 

suggests that 48 percent of them had legal documents for work. This provides an indication that 

the total number of migrant workers from these four countries in Thailand may be twice the number 

of those with legal documents. Lao persons can more easily blend into the Thai society, due to 

language and cultural similarity, than those from other countries. Thus, it is highly likely that a 

considerable number of Lao migrant workers were in Thailand without legal documents.  

There are several conflicting reports of the number of Lao migrant workers in Thailand. The Lao 

Labour Force Survey reported that about 127,000 “Lao persons were living in a foreign country 

for more than 6 months,” and 60 percent of them were women. According to the report, 87 percent 

of them were abroad for job-related reasons (LSB, 2018). This is deemed seriously under reporting 

(estimating) of the sheer number of Lao migrant workers in Thailand. An estimate based on “expert 

consensus” at a September 2013 meeting held at Khon Kaen University, Thailand, suggested that 

there were 287,000 Lao migrant workers, with and without legal documents, in Thailand that year, 

cited in Southichack (2014). This estimate, although far back in 2013, is closer to an estimate by 

UNDESA in 2019 of 300,000, as cited in WB (June 2020). The true number of Lao migrant 

workers in Thailand is unclear. 

Up to 3rd July, 130,532 Lao migrant workers have returned from abroad, according to data provided 

by Lao National Taskforce Committee for Covid-19 Prevention and Control, Ministry of Health, 

 
15 On average, Lao migrant workers earned about USD224 per month in Thailand (ILO, 2020). The migrants from 

Laos earning the highest median wages at THB10,000 (USD305) for agriculture work (Harkins, Ed., 2019). Female 

migration workers on average eared THB9,400 compared to THB9,800 Per month (IOM, 2017). 
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which gathered from immigration check points, quarantine centers, and coronavirus tests for 

returned migrants.. Thus, more are expected to return over the coming months as the global 

pandemic situation has yet to show sign of improvement. 

 

5.2.3. COVID-19 Impact on Employment 

 

Unemployment is 23.4 percent: We estimated the COVID-19 impact on unemployment using the 

2017 labor survey as a base and found that approximately 505,000 individuals were unemployed 

in early July, including 183,300 before COVID-19 and 321,700 workers who are affected by the 

pandemic. See Table 5.2.3 for details. Of those who are newly unemployed, 191,200 are 

domestically laid off workers due to COIVD-19 impact and 130,532 migrant workers who have 

returned up to 3rd July. This accounts for 23.4 percent of the estimated labor force of 2.16 million 

in 2020.16 As mentioned earlier, we adopt the definition of the labor force as in the 2017 labor 

force survey, which states that the labor force includes only individuals who are either working for 

pay or profit or are actively looking for work. Thus, the unemployed are those who were actively 

looking for work but could not find one before the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, plus those who 

have recently lost their jobs due to the pandemic, including returned migrant workers. 

“Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles”, due to its large share in 

total employment and its link to tourism, contributed the most to unemployment, with 65,800 

workers laid off, a result of 20 percent cut. Manufacturing contributed the second largest number 

of unemployed, with 46,000 workers laid off, a 32.6 percent cut. The construction sector laid off 

15 percent of its workers due to delay and activities slowing down resulting from supply disruption, 

contributing 24,900 to unemployment, the third largest. Although being affected most severely, 

the “Accommodation and food service activities” collectively laid off about 17,000 workers, about 

42 percent of its normal workforce. Tourism activities and services, which are included in the 

“Other service activities” and “Arts, entertainment and recreation”, respectively cut 50 percent and 

40 percent each, collectively equal to 15,600 workers. Details are available in the Annex 1. 

We consider this estimate to be rough but conservative, because only the labor force was allowed 

to increase (at 1.5 percent annually) while the number of the unemployed remains unchanged from 

2017, accounting for higher growth in the labor-intensive service sector which absorbed new 

entrants in 2018-19.17 The service sector expanded 6.8 percent in 2018 and 6.7 percent in 2019, 

compared to 4.4% in 2017. Thus, the unemployment rate before COVID-19 was 9.0 percent, 

slightly lower than in 2017. In addition, our estimate does not attempt to include the unknown 

number of migrant workers who returned from Thailand through unofficial channels. 

 

 
16 The 130,532 returned migrant workers increased the labor force to 2.16 million, accounting for 43.4 percent of the 

country’s estimated working age population in 2020, compared to 40.8 percent as reported in the 2017 labor force 

survey. 
17 For convenience, we assume that the labor force was growing at the same rate the population, at 1.5 percent 

annually. 
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Table 5.2. 3  An Estimate of COVID-19 Impact on Unemployment in Lao PDR 

Category 2017 Survey
2020 No 

COVID

COVID 

Impact

TOTAL

2020

Working age population (x1,000; increases 1.5%/yr)            4,758.0       4,977.0 4,977.0  

Labor Force Participation Rate 40.8% 40.8% 43.4%

Labor Force (x1,000) 1,941.3                2,030.6 2,161.1  

Unemployed Domestic (x1,000) 183.3              183.3        191.2        374.5      

Unemployed Migrant Workers Returned (x1,000)* 130.5        130.5      

TOTAL Unemployed (x1,000) 505.0      

Unemployment Rate (3rd July) 9.4% 9.0% 23.4%

* This estimate was completed one week before receiving our household and enterprise survey data, which 

suggests a 27% unemployment rate. In 2019, there were 280,962 registered Lao migrant workers in Thailand. 

Up to 3rd July, 130,532 mingrant workers returned from abroad, based on data gathered from immigration 

check points, quarantine centers, and coronavirus tests for returned migrants. Data Sources: Estimated based 

on Lao Labour Force Survey 2017 and on data gathered from Lao National Taskforce Committee for Covid-19 

Prevention and Control, Ministry of Health; reports by ILO, IOM, UN Thematic Working Group on Migration in 

Thailand, various other rapid assessments and surveys; interviews of business associations, SEZs.  

 

Survey Finding on COVID-19 Impact on Employment 

Our survey conducted in the second half of June 2020 finds that unemployment was 27.0 percent 

among the 1,158 samples of the 1,200 that replied to this question, slightly higher than our estimate 

as illustrated in Table 5.2.3. Unemployment in urban area was higher than in rural area, 30.9 

percent versus 24.3 percent. The impact on employment is much more significant on women than 

on men in both urban and rural areas. Overall, our survey finds 32.6 percent unemployment rate 

for women and 19.7 percent for men, confirming our earlier suspicion that COVID-19 affects most 

heavily on women workers because the tourism and related industries in which women are the 

majority are most heavily affected. See Figure 5.2.3 below for details. 

 

Figure 5.2. 3  Survey Finding: Unemployment During Last Two-Week in June 
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However, during the lockdown in April, the reported “unemployment” among the sample 

population was 64.3 percent overall, 65.0 percent among female and 63.4 percent among male 

respondents. This “unemployment” figure may include those who were paid, full or partial of their 

regular pay, which would be considered employed. Although this is unclear, our interviews of 

business associations suggest that a large proportion of the workers were either unpaid or paid 

partial of their regular salaries during the lockdown. Then, after the lockdown was lifted, many 

were not called back to work by their employers, especially those in the tourism related industries. 

Under a normal situation, unemployment rate among women was lower than for men. In the 2017, 

unemployment rates for men and women respectively were 10.8 percent and 7.8 percent, with the 

overall unemployment rate of 9.4 percent (LSB, 2018). 

Among the 1,200 sample households, only 11 percent of household’s main income earner worked 

in a formal employment with registered company, with 12.1 percent women and 9.5 percent men 

(Figure 5.2.4). A considerably large proportion of the main household’s income earners were day 

laborers, 32.5 percent in non-agricultural jobs and 3.8 percent in agriculture, a total of 36.3 percent. 

Self-employed in non-agriculture accounts for 21.8 percent self-employed in agriculture, 12.3 

percent. Only 1 person or 0.1 percent of the entire sample was a migrant worker who was the main 

income earner of the family.  High unemployment rates among men and women may a reflection 

of the relatively high percentage of day labor in non-agriculture and, perhaps, of the self-employed 

in non-agriculture.  

 

Figure 5.2. 4  Types of Employment of Main Income Earner in Family 

 

 

Migrant workers and remittances: From March to 3rd July 2020, there were 130,532 migrant 

workers returned to Lao PDR, as clarified earlier.18 With 281,000 registered (with Thai 

government) Lao migrant workers in Thailand in 2019, we believe that there were also migrant 

 
18 Others reported larger official figures likely due to non-migrant workers were mixed in the official report data. In 

our data , which are consolidated from immigration check points, quarantine centers, and coronavirus tests of 

returned migrants, non-migrant workers were excluded, according to the Lao COVID-19 Committee. 
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workers who returned from Thailand through unofficial channels, but their number is unknown. 

Although the number of unregistered Lao migrant workers has substantially reduced due to Thai 

government’s National Verification program to encourage migrant workers to register, after which 

they would be legal and protected by law, there were some who did not register. These are mainly 

short-term laborers (2-3 months) and those with experience crossing to Thailand for work. Lao 

and Thai have similar language and culture, thus Lao people can easily blend in the Thai society 

with little to worry about being caught. These individuals, if returned through immigration check 

points, will not be classified as migrant workers. 

Table 5.2.4 illustrates the number of Lao migration workers returning from Thailand based on 

consolidated data of those passing through immigration check points and those entered the 

quarantine centers. From March to April, there was a huge influx due to the nationwide lockdown 

in Thailand and as Lao PDR was preparing for the lockdown. Migrant workers continued to return 

but at a much smaller number after that. The first three days of July saw 2,259 Lao migrant workers 

returned through immigrations. 

 

Table 5.2. 4  Returned Lao Migrant Workers Through Lao-Thai Immigration Checkpoints 

 March and April  May and June July1-3 Total 

Number 113,404 14,869 2,259 130,532 

Percent 86.9 11.4 1.7 100 
Sources: Lao National Taskforce Committee for Covid-19 Prevention and Control, Ministry of Health (2020). 

 

The movement of migrant workers returning to their communities of origin has created 

significant pressure on front line immigration officials and increased the risks of new clusters of 

people infected with COVID-19. Meanwhile, quarantine of migrants in an irregular situation 

continues, raising concerns about their health within the quarantine centers. These centers have 

limited capacity, and there is not enough information available for migrant workers about these 

centers and how they are operated (ILO, 2020a). Due to the low quality of quarantine centers 

such as a lack of water and sanitation system, and there are no separated toilets between women 

and men in some centers, female returnees are exposed to higher risks of sexual harassment 

(LWU, 2020)19. 

Based on the Lao COVID-19 Committee’s data report of  130,532 migrant workers who have 

returned between March and 3rd July and those who would have returned by the end of August, 

we estimated that more than USD136 million of remittance would be lost. The World Bank 

estimated and reported in its June release at USD125 million (WB, June 2020)20. See Table 

5.2.5.  

 

 
19 Lao Women’s Union (2020). Interview Note and COVID Report. 
20 The difference between ours and World Bank’s estimate is probably due mainly to the difference in the number of 

returned migrant workers. 
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Table 5.2. 5  Impact of COVID-19 on Migrant Workers and Remittances 

Lao registered migrant workers in Thailand (2019) 280,962

Lao migrant workers returned 130,532 100,000+ 180,000+

Loss in remittance (USD million) 136            125

Thailand 

Min. of Labor

Our 

estimate*

World 

Bank
Others

Notes: *Our estimate is based on data provided by Lao National Taskforce Committee for Covid-19 Prevention 

and Control, Ministry of Health. It accounts for only migrant workers who have returned through immigrations 

and those entered quarantine centers up to 3rd July.  

 

Survey finding on migrant workers and remittances: Our survey finds that 145 correspondents 

have at least one family member who has worked or migrated to work in other places, accounting 

for 12.1 percent of the 1,200 sample households. Savannakhet has the highest rate, at 28.3 percent, 

of household with at least one family member who can be classified as migrant worker while 

Oudomxay, with 3 percent, has the lowest rate. Among the six sample provinces, all four located 

along the Mekong River (Vientiane Capital, Luangprabang, Savannakhet, and Champask) have 

relatively high rates of migrant workers as illustrated in Figure 5.2.5 below. 

These 145 households have a total of 241 family members who are migrant workers, who were 

either migrated to work elsewhere in the country or in a foreign country. Each year, 124 households 

received remittances an average amount of LAK11.06 million or USD1,224.  

 

Figure 5.2. 5  Households (%) with at Least a Family Member Migrated to Work Away from Home 

 

 

Social protection and health insurance: Lao PDR has a relatively low rate of social protection for 

workers and their living family members. Only 16.7 percent of the 4.76 million working age 

population, according to the 2017 labor survey (LSB, 2018), were covered with some sort of social 

protection scheme. The National Social Security Fund constituted the largest share of coverage 

(72 percent of the covered population), followed by the National Health Insurance Fund (21 
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percent). Of those who reported they currently receive benefits, the bulk was mainly benefiting 

from health insurance coverage, followed by maternity benefits, and survivors' pension benefits.  

The social protection coverage is considerably low. Table 5.2.6 shows that during the last 3 months 

in 2017, only 3.3 percent of the household members received supports from the state authority for 

social security, social security organization, community-based health insurance, health equity 

fund, free mother, and child health insurance. Several reasons for low coverage of the health 

protection scheme include the low level of public funding, a lack of health experts, health facility 

in the rural area is limited, and low awareness of social protection. 

Among our survey samples of 1,200 respondents, 357 men (69.5 percent) and 484 women (70.6 

percent) do not have a health insurance. Overall, only 29.9 percent of respondents have health 

insurance (Table 5.2.7). There is no significant difference between women and men in term of 

health insurance coverage.  

The respondents were asked about social security coverage if they are unemployed during the 

survey. Nearly all respondents, or 99.1 percent, who were unemployed at the time of the survey 

did not have social security coverage (Table 5.2.8). There is no difference between female and 

male respondents in terms of their social security status. 

 

Table 5.2. 6  Household Members Receiving Supports in Last 3 Months in 2017 (in percent, 

otherwise stated) 

 Total Female Male 

Number of household members  104,851 11,586 93,265 
State authority for social security, social security organization 3.3 2.5 3.4 
Community-based health insurance, health equity fund, free 
mother and child health insurance 

3.3 2.4 3.4 

Free school fees 0.3 0.2 0.3 
Any retirement pension 1.7 2.0 1.7 
Any other external assistance program 0.7 0.6 0.7 
School tuition or other related support for any household 
member age 5-24 

4.7 3.2 4.9 

Any social transfers or benefits 
 
 

12.4 9.5 12.8 

No social transfers or benefits 87.6 90.5 87.2 

Source: LSIS II 2017 
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Table 5.2. 7  Health Insurance Coverage 

 Male Female Total 

Count % Count % Count % 

Have Health Insurance Coverage 157 30.5 202 29.4 359 29.9 

No Health Insurance Coverage 357 69.5 484 70.6 841 70.1 

Total 514 100 686 100 1,200 100 

Source: UNDP survey (16 -30 June 2020). 

 

Table 5.2. 8  Unemployed Workers Covered by Social Security 

 Male Female Total 

Count % Count % Count % 
Have Social Security Coverage 3 0.9 4 0.9 7 0.9 

No Social Security Coverage 323 99.1 442 99.1 765 99.1 

Total 326 100 446 100 772 100 

Source: UNDP survey (16 -30 June 2020). 

 

5.3. Poverty and Inequalities  

The national poverty rate in the Lao PDR has declined steadily, dropping from 46.0 percent in 

1993 to 24.6 percent in 2013 (revised from 23.2 percent) and to 18.3 percent in 2019 (LSB, July 

2020). Despite the declining poverty, 6.2 percent of households, or approximately 430,000 people, 

in Lao PDR was found to have a “poor” or “borderline” Food Consumption Score, according to 

LECS-6 survey (2018), as cited in WFP and FAO (May 2020).  

There is a considerable gap in poverty between rural and urban areas. Nationally, in 2013, an 

overwhelming majority of the poor resided in rural areas, accounting for 87.6 percent of all poor 

people in the country while rural residents accounting for 71.2 percent of the total population. 

Based on the latest poverty report by LSB (July 2020), although the rural-urban poverty ratio has 

slightly reduced between 2013 and 2019, from 3.97 to 3.40, it remains considerably wide. In 2013, 

poverty in rural area was 31.4 percent while it was 7.9 percent in urban area. In 2019, poverty has 

reduced in both rural and urban areas respectively to 23.8 percent and 7.0 percent.  

In 2013, about 55.2 percent and 23.2 percent of the poorest households respectively lived in rural 

without road and rural with road. Poverty has the greatest impact on under-five mortality. The 

under-five mortality rate was 62 deaths per 1,000 live births in rural without road compared to 24 

deaths per 1,000 in urban areas (LSB, 2018a). In 2016/17, some 33 percent of children under five 

years of age were stunted, and 9 percent were wasted. Undernutrition in Lao PDR shows strong 
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inequalities, associated with poverty patterns. Stunting in rural areas without road access is twice 

that in urban areas. Children from the poorest households have stunting rates three times higher 

than those among children from the richest households (LSB, 2018a). Table 5.3.1 illustrates the 

social dimension of poverty with selected indicators.  

 

Table 5.3. 1  Social Dimension of Poverty in Lao PDR 2017 

 N
atio

n
al 

average 

Areas Wealth index 
quintile 

Selected indicators U
rb

an
 

R
u

ral 
w

ith
o

u
t 

ro
ad

 

R
ich

est 

P
o

o
rest 

Children under age 5 who are stunted (%) 33 21.5 43.3 13.9 48 

Under-five mortality rate per 1000 children         46 24 62 23 63 

Infant mortality rate per                40 20 56 19 56 

Full immunization coverage (%) 48.1 53.4 40.7 65.2 31.7 

Antenatal care, at least 1 visit (%)   78.4 93.3 55.4 97.3 51.7 

Skilled attendant at delivery (%)   64.4 89.7 34.1 96.8 32.6 

Contraceptive prevalence rate, modern (%) 
 

49 45.8 46.3 45.9 41.5 

Hand washing facility with water and soap (%) 
 

54.1 73.3 31 86.6 20.9 

Use of improved sanitation facilities (not shared) (%) 
 

71 91.2 50.8 98.5 23.2 

Source: Lao Statistics Bureau (2018a). Lao PDR Social Indicator Survey 2017 (LSIS II). Ministry of Planning and 
Investment, Vientiane Capital, Lao PDR. 

 

5.3.1. COVID-19 Impacts on Poverty and Inequality  

While the pandemic can affect poverty and inequalities through a variety of channels such as 

gender, economic and social structures, our assessment focuses on its impact through employment 

and income. It has resulted in layoffs and losses of income across industries, as discussed earlier, 

with travel and tourism related industries at the frontline. Besides causing a high rate of 

unemployment, our survey found evidence suggesting that the COVID-19 impact has caused a 

loss of income of many micro enterprises, most of which are owned by women, which are main 

income earners of the families. It adversely affects poverty and inequalities by limiting 

opportunities for income generation activities and off-farm employment for women to engage 

which pull farm households out of poverty (Lao Farmer Network, 2020). It has a negative impact 

on agricultural productivity, at least temporarily, through travel restrictions and supply chain 

disruptions, and hence ability of rural household to improve the living standard.  

Unemployment is the main cause of poverty: The unemployment situation as previously discussed 

has been exacerbated by migrant workers, documented and undocumented, who have returned 

from abroad. The loss of income due to unemployment has put many young children and 
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adolescents in low-income and poor households at risk of food insecurity and malnutrition as 

families were pushed to the edge of poverty.  

If there were no outbreaks of COVID-19 pandemic, Lao PDR would have eradicated 50,000 from 

poverty by 2020 (WB, June 2020). However, as a large number of workers losing jobs domestically 

and migrants workers returned home in large numbers due to job losses, a large number of people 

could be pushed into poverty. Based on our estimated 321,700 unemployed individuals caused by 

COVID-19 (191,200 domestic workers plus 130,500 migrant workers), we estimated that up to 

361,000 more people could fall into poverty. This would add approximately 5.2 percent more to 

the national poverty rate, with proportionally higher in rural area where poverty rate was more 

than triple that of urban in 2019.21 Our estimate indicates that the COVID-19 impact is more severe 

than that of the World Bank. The World Bank (June 2020) estimated that, in its “downside 

scenario”, as many as 214,000 people could be pushed into poverty and adding 3.1 percent to the 

national poverty rate. The difference between ours and World Bank’s estimate is mainly due to 

time of estimation as the employment situation was highly fluid. While the World Bank’s report 

came out in June, which used data gathered in April and the latest in May, our estimate is based 

on data gathered in late June (domestic unemployment) and early July (migrant workers). From 

May through July, more migrant workers have returned and more lay off occurred domestically as 

businesses adjusted to the new business environment with lower demand by laying off workers 

after the lockdown was lifted. The entertainment business, which employs 10,000 – 20,000 

workers, remained prohibited.22 

Should the global and regional pandemic situation not improved by September, tens of thousands 

more migrant workers would return and, if without government intervention, poverty would be 

pushed even higher. COVID-19 pandemic may exacerbate inequality because many unemployed 

individuals are daily workers living in rural areas and migrant workers who have returned from 

Thailand are mostly from rural area, and the lack of jobs will increase poverty rates and widen the 

poverty gap between urban and rural areas.  

Impact on food poverty: The main constraint in access to food as reported in the rapid assessment 

by WFP and FAO (May 2020) during the lockdown was financial, with poorer households and 

those with daily labor as the main source of income having the most acute access issues. After the 

lockdown, financial remains the key factor on food poverty, because agricultural production and 

marketing activities have resumed, but jobs have not, and incomes of many micro enterprises have 

declined due to demand contraction. Our survey found that 48.9 percent of the 1,200 sample 

households reported to have reduced spending on food or simply reduce food consumption; 15.2 

percent expressed inability to pay for basic food. 

 
21 In 2019, poverty rate in urban is 7.0 percent and in rural is 23.8 percent, according to the latest report by LSB 

(July 2020), Poverty in Lao PDR: Key Findings from the Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey, 2018-2019. 
22 In the 2017 labor force survey, “art, entertainment and recreation” employed 9,000 workers, but many 

entertainment businesses are administratively included in other service categories, particularly in “accommodation 

and food service activities” and “other service activities”, which together employed 65,000 workers in 2017. Thus, 

while in paper employment in entertainment is small, enforcement affects the larger number of actual and 

observable entertainment venues and, hence, number of workers. 
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The impact on food poverty in more remote and isolated areas commonly inhabited by ethnic 

minorities are likely to be more severe as cash income declined. Although population residing in 

remote areas tended to be more self-sufficient in food, they are not entirely self-sufficient. Certain 

production inputs (seeds, tools) and many items required for food preparation must be purchased. 

Normally, villagers keep their own seeds for the next production season. However, at times, they 

were damaged or eaten by rats or insects, and new seeds must be purchased to be able to produce. 

Similarly, each year small livestock (chicken, ducks), an important source of protein and cash 

income for poor rural households, as well as pigs and cattle, a form of household savings, without 

vaccination would die from viruses. 

Impact on Poverty Reduction Program: COVID-19 has slowed the implementation of the Poverty 

Reduction Fund, which affects 1,500 villages (in 35 districts, 10 target provinces) with 20,000 

poor families and 1,000,000 beneficiaries. Under the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, the 

Poverty Reduction Fund implements activities including small infrastructure projects, supports 

food security, promotes agricultural production, employment, income and nutrition for poverty 

reduction.   

Impact on time poverty and inequality: Time poverty is an important factor contributing to material 

poverty, especially in differentiating men and women in rural communities. The effects of 

domestic burden on women's economic opportunities are damaging, but often neglected in policies 

aimed at increasing female participation in productive paid employment. First, the time burden of 

rural women's domestic unpaid work and the lack of substitutability of female labor in household 

work by men serve to limit women's choices in accessing paid employment. Second, female time 

poverty contributes to unequal education outcomes which, in turn, hinder women from competing 

with men for more skilled, better-paid jobs. 

Evidence from the lockdown period suggests that workload at home for women was increased, 

due to school closure and all family members had to stay home with little or without any help from 

men. Lao women, in general, are poorer than Lao men in terms of time poverty and work burden. 

The Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey – 5 (LECS-5) shows that women used 1.8 hours 

for household work while men spent only 0.3 hours. The survey also suggests that women slept 

slightly less than men, 8.6 hours for women versus 8.8 hours for men. The same situation prevails 

for eating, drinking and self-care, 2.6 hours for women versus 2.7 hours for men.  

Impact on inequality in access to information: Access to information could determine health and 

economic wellbeing or access to economic opportunities, also exists between rich and poor. About 

28.4 percent of the poorest women age 15-49 years watch television at least once a week compared 

to 94.4 percent of the richest women of the same age group. This difference may stem from time 

poverty of poor women, who often must labor long hours in the field and perform household work 

once returned home. Access to information from radio is similar. While only 6.5 percent of the 

poorest women age 15-49 years listen to the radio at least once per week, 26.6 percent of richest 

women did. The impact of COVID-19 is likely to cause poor women to become more time-poor 

and, in turn, would exacerbate economic inequality stemming from inequality in access to 

information. 
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5.4. Livelihoods and Household Food Security  

Lao PDR remains a largely agrarian society, with about 80 percent of the population relying on 

agriculture (LSB, 2015). The population of Lao PDR is mostly rural, with 67.1 percent of the 

population living in the countryside. Agriculture is the main livelihood in rural areas, with an 

estimated 72 percent of the working population mostly engaged in primarily subsistence 

agriculture.23  

How daily activities were affected during the lockdown is well-known. During the lockdown, 

essential businesses and activities dealing with daily necessities, including agricultural production 

and fishing, health care, security, and emergency services were allowed. Although individuals 

were allowed to travel between home and agricultural sites or fishing areas as long as each group 

does not exceed 10 people, some villagers and local authorities misunderstood the lockdown order. 

Thus, some villagers experienced hardship either due to self-restraint or being stopped by local 

authorities. Agricultural input supply chain, as mentioned earlier, was also disrupted in some 

provinces during the lockdown (WFP and FAO, May 2020). Problems that had occurred in 

agricultural activities in some provinces during the lockdown, which had affected livelihoods and 

food security for some, were temporary, and as a country, Lao PDR is not facing food security 

problem as a result of the pandemic. However, the impact on livelihoods and food security is at 

the household level and can be pronounced particularly among low-income and poor households.  

With regarding to COVID-19 impact, livelihood and household food security are a matter of 

having a job and access to food with cash income, although environmental factor is also important 

as reported by FAO and WFP (2020). A lack of jobs and reduced sales due to demand contraction, 

combining with a rise in food prices have negatively affected household income which further 

translates into food insecurity.  

 

5.4.1. The Survey 

Our survey of 1,200 sample households, with 514 male and 686 female respondents, conducted 

during the second half of June suggests that most households felt that the impact of the crisis on 

family has been either moderately negative or highly negative. Overall, 42 percent of respondents 

felt the impact was moderately negative and 40.3 percent highly negative (Figure 5.4.1). While 

proportionally more men than women thought the impact was moderately negative, respectively 

44.7 percent versus 39.9 percent, proportionally more women than men thought the impact has 

been highly negative, 42.7 percent for women versus 37 percent for men. 

 
23 The term “working population” is used to differentiate them from the term “labor force” as defined in the latest 

Lao labor force survey in 2017, which includes only individuals who are either currently working for a salary or 

profit or those actively looking for job but cannot find one. The working population includes the labor force as 

define here and those working full time in subsistence activities, who will become part of the labor force when they 

look for work. 
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Respondents were asked how has COVID-19 affected them and their family? The answers are 

illustrated in Figure 5.4.2. Most respondents (48.4 percent) indicate a loss of job, followed by a 

lack of alternative source of income (32.1 percent), difficulty in finding employment (20.8 

percent), inability to pay for basic food (15.2 percent). A large proportion (82.5 percent) of 

correspondents expressed that they concerned about the livelihood conditions of their families in 

the next three months (Figure 5.4.3). 

 

Figure 5.4. 1  Households’ Perception of COVID-19 Impact on Family 

 

 

Figure 5.4. 2  Where COVID-19 Affected Most 
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Figure 5.4. 3  Concerns of Household Livelihood Conditions in Next Three Months 

 

 

5.4.2. Impact on Employment, Income, and Expenditure 

The COVID-19 pandemic has a significant impact on the economy and, hence employment, as 

discussed in the previous sections covering employment. As well, with 48.4 percent of respondents 

reported that the pandemic has resulted in a loss of job to the family, with 32.1 percent indicates 

that finding an alternative source of income is improbable. A loss of income due to job loss and 

reduced sales (due to demand contraction as people are facing income fall and, thus, must cut down 

spending) is a major factor affecting household livelihood conditions and food security. 

Our survey finds that household income started dropping before the lockdown, with 76.7 percent 

of households in urban area and 81.4 percent in rural area reported income decline in March, 

compared to the same month last year (Figure 5.4.4). In April, 84.1 percent of urban households 

and 91 percent of rural households reported income decline. In May, however, the number of 

households reporting income was reduced to 72 percent in urban and 76 percent in rural area. 

While income was dropping, household expenditure was rising (Figure 5.4.5), due to a 

combination of price increases and additional spending as people were stockpiling supplies for the 

lockdown and certain medical supplies (facemasks, cleaning alcohol, hand gel, vitamin 

supplements, among others) that they would not normally purchase. The CPI reported by the Lao 

Statistics Bureau shows that the food CPI in May 2020 increased at an annualize rate of 8.3 percent, 

10.5 percent during January and May alone, with a jump in January and again in April. Health care 

CPI, which includes medical items and service, increased at an annualized rate of 2.8 percent, 4.2 

percent over January – May alone. Other important consumer items with relatively rapid price 

increase over January-May this year include household furnishing and maintenance (4.8 percent), 

communication (3.7 percent), and miscellaneous goods and services (6.8 percent). 

 

76.5
87 82.5

16.5
7.9 11.64.7 4.4 4.5

0

20

40

60

80

100

Male Female Both

Very concerned Relatively concerned Neither

Source: UNDP survey (16 -30 June 2020).

(% of households reported, N=1,200)



Socioeconomic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 in Lao PDR 

79 

 

Figure 5.4. 4  Households Reported Income Change from March to May: Urban versus Rural 

 
 

 

Figure 5.4. 5  Households Reported Change in Expenditure from March to May: Urban versus 

Rural 
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smallholders’ agricultural sales, especially for cash crops, vegetables and gourds. Further 

explanation to this, perhaps, is because the rural samples have higher shares of “Day laborer in 

agriculture” and “Day labor in non-agriculture”, which have been reported to be affected more 

immediately and heavily than the more permanent, career workers. See Figure 5.4.6 below. 

Working as day labor is commonly the most important source of cash income among many poor 

rural households. I sum, the negative impact on rural household income from losing day labor 

work and from reduced agricultural sales was stronger than the negative impact of unemployment 

on urban household income. Thus, proportionally more rural households reported income decline 

more than urban households did. 

 

Figure 5.4. 6  Types of Employment Among 953 Households Reported Income Decline: Urban 

versus Rural 
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The impacts of drought and flooding in 2019, combined with the already low baseline levels of 

household resilience among vulnerable communities, indicate that an estimated 67,800 people 

would be food insecure beginning from March 2020 (WFP and FAO, 2020). The LECS-6 survey 

found that 6.2% of households in Laos have a poor Food Consumption Score, which would 

correspond to approximately 430,000 people. The same survey reported that using the "Food 

Insecurity Experience Scale, 31.8 % of households experienced mild, moderate, or severe food 

insecurity accounting for 2.2 million people (WFP and FAO, 2020). These rice shortages are a 

result of two years of drought that occurred in all northern provinces. 

Households with low income will have less nutritious food. Food shortage is more prevalent in 

certain socio-economic groups such as poorest households, rural households, Mon-Khmer 

ethnolinguistic groups, and households depending on daily labor (LSB, 2016b, WFP and FAO, 

May 2020). Similar findings were observed when respondents were asked about consumption for 

pregnant women, breastfeeding mothers, and small children, with 29% noticing a change, most of 

them reporting people were unable to consume 5 food groups due to price increases and that there 

was less meat in the markets. Some respondents mentioned that some mothers discontinued 

breastfeeding out of fear of transmission of COVID-19 (WFP and FAO, May 2020). 

 

5.4.4. Coping mechanism 

While there are a variety of ways people adopted to deal with the COVID-19 impact. Our survey 

finds that the most common way (49 percent) households deal with the situation was to cut down 

spending on food or simply cut down food consumption. Others sorted to selling livestock (10 

percent), productive or household asset (4.6 percent). Five families (0.4 percent) withdrew children 

from school. See Figure 5.4.7. Some families also had taken out loans during March and May to 

pay for food. Our survey finds that 19.3 percent of the 1,200 samples responded that they have 

took out loans during March and May, and 78 percent of the loan purpose was to purchase food 

(Figure 5.4.8). 

Rural households rely on food from their agricultural production but also collect food from nature, 

such as fish, herbs, fruits, and edible insects. The traditional coping strategies of rural households 

to overcome rice shortages used to consist of foraging for food in forests, working as laborers, and 

selling livestock. However, access to forest foods has much reduced over the past 20 years. There 

were also perceived negative changes in the nutritious value of what was consumed (WFP and 

FAO, May 2020). Livestock is only owned by wealthier households; it is not a coping strategy for 

poor people. Working as hired labor often the most important source of cash income among many 

poor rural households. As COVID-19 reduces employment opportunities for daily laborers in the 

provinces, many households face a high risk of acute rice shortages and hunger.  
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Figure 5.4. 7  COVID-19 Impact Coping Strategy 

 

 

Figure 5.4. 8  Purpose of Loans Taken During March – May 2020 

 

 

5.5. Most Vulnerable Groups 

This chapter explores the impact of COVID-19 on disadvantaged groups such as women, children, 

ethnic groups, and people with disabilities. It is hypothesized that COVID-19 negatively impacts 

different vulnerable groups in areas of income, employment, access to health care, and learning 

outcomes. 

5.5.1. Women 

The socioeconomic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic may be uneven across genders due to its 

concentration of impact on tourism related industry in which women made up the majority and to 

existing social norms and gender bias. As discussed previously, women workers have been most 

heavily affected by the crisis as industries in which women made up the majority has been most 

significantly affected. Thus, women have a much higher unemployment rate than that of men, as 
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our survey finding suggests. Our survey found 32.6 percent unemployment rate for women and 

19.7 percent for men. While this finding does not confirm the true unemployment rates, it at least 

strongly reconfirms our suspicion that women have been more heavily affected then men. 

Other important aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic impact on women occurred in the home. It 

was reported that women’s household workloads were disproportionally increased during the 

lockdown. A focus group discussion with women by the SODA team (2020) and CARE (2020) 

found that women had increased workloads at home during the lockdown. For instance, besides 

cleaning, doing laundry, caring for children, the wife had to cook three meals because all household 

members had to stay home compared to two meals they had to cook before lockdown.  

An increase of quarrels and violence, although relatively small, was also found in our survey of 

1,200 households. As family members all spending time together for an extended period during 

the lockdown, especially those sharing a small space, tensions may rise and domestic violence 

follow. Domestic violence normally involves women as victims, for being physically weaker. Our 

survey found that 3.3 percent of men and 3.2 percent of women observed an increase of quarrels 

withing the household, and 5.3 percent of men and 4.4 percent of women reported seeing increased 

violence in their “households or neighborhood” during the lockdown. 

Inequality at home between males and females can have a long-term impact on women’s 

socioeconomic wellbeing. For example, the time women or girl spent doing housework reduces 

their time and energy to learn or engage in activities to advance themselves. COVID-19 only 

brought out the gender inequalities that exist in society. They are inherent in society’s believes and 

norms. 

A survey by Plan International conducted in Oudomsay in March 2020 confirmed that around half 

of respondents believe that men should make the final decision in a household. It also found an 

overwhelming majority of respondents, 88.2 percent of men and 95.2 percent of women, agreed 

that men always deserve respect from their wives and children (Plan International, 2020). Men 

ultimately make important family decisions, which can affect women’s ability to manage their 

safety, health, and wellbeing (CARE, 2020). 

Inequalities between men and women in Lao PDR are apparent. While female made up about half 

of the total population and COVID-19 affects both men and women, nearly the entire National 

Task Force for Prevention and Control of COVID-19 members are men. The National Assembly 

is made up of 27.5 percent women. There were only 1.7 percent of the female village head and 7.2 

percent of deputy village head (LWU, 2018).  

Another important aspect of impact on women is among female sex workers, which happens 

mostly in bars, of whom 47.4 percent are girls. Due to a rising unemployment and falling income, 

this vulnerable group of women and girls becomes more exposed to the risk of severe exploitation 

as they try to find means to secure their incomes. Trafficking of children is a regional phenomenon 

in which Thailand is the main destination country. There were 2,470 cases that have been officially 

recorded from 2001 to May 2017 by the Lao Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare. Out of the 

total, 94.7 percent were girls, and 84 percent were children aged below 18 years.  
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5.5.2. Children 

Many Lao children are not well-fed and, as a result, the country has a high 33 percent stunting rate 

for children under five years of age, 21.5 percent in urban and 43.3 percent in the more remote 

isolated rural area where only walkways exist (LSB, 2018a).  

During the lockdown, all schools were closed, and some schools offered online learning program.  

However, children of ethnic minorities were at a disadvantaged position with regard to online 

learning. About 17.8 percentage of Lao Tai households have a computer, compared to 3.3 percent 

of Mon-Khmer households, 8.6 % of Hmong-Mien groups, and 7.3% of Chinese-Tibetan (LSB, 

2018a). 

The deteriorated food consumption due to food price inflation, as reported in a rapid assessment 

by WFP and FAO (May 2020), as income decline, will likely cause a deterioration in food nutrition 

for children, especially among poor families. School closures during the lockdown had also 

negatively impacted children’s nutritional intake because students cannot access to the food 

provided by school feeding program. The WFP has provided daily lunch to all 137,567 pre-primary 

and primary school students (49 percent girls) in the 1,439 WFP-supported schools, including two 

special schools for students with hearing and visual impairments. The remaining 924 schools were 

scheduled to be handed over by mid-2021. The disruption by the pandemic has delayed the project 

activities, affecting the target of the school feeding program.  

 

Child Labor  

Children in Lao PDR are at risk of child labor, especially in rural areas. Females tend to enter the 

labor force at an earlier age, and many find employment in the garment factories, restaurants, and 

hotels. As these industries are undergoing a phased reopening, the economic hardship many 

households experience due to the pandemic increases the risk of many children pursuing wage 

labor to support their families instead of going to school. Households that are not able to educate 

their children at home during school closures are more likely to require children to work on the 

farm (boys), pursue seasonal labor, and help with domestic chores (girls). About 75.8 percent of 

children aged 15-17 years engage in economic activity for less than 43 hours, compared with 6.8 

percent work over 43 hours a week. These proportions are likely to change. A far higher number 

of children in this age group can be expected to undertake more than 43 hours of work and a lot 

more children will be working up to 43 hours (UNICEF, 2020). 

 

5.5.3. Ethnic Minorities 

In our survey, during the lockdown ethnic minorities are found to have higher unemployment rates 

relative to the Lao Tai majority ethnic, which had 62.8 percent of the working population 

unemployed (Figure 5.5.1). The Mon-Khmer ethnic group, with 104 sample households, has the 

highest unemployment rate, at 76.9 percent. While the numbers of samples for ethnic minority are 

small, especially for the Sino-Tibetan, with just one sample  and 100 percent unemployed, and the 
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Hmong Mien, with six samples and 66.7 percent unemployed, which are not a good representation 

of the population, the result gives us some sense of the possible and likely reality. For many ethnic 

minorities, who mostly live in rural and relatively isolated areas, earning from day labor job may 

be the most important source of cash income for their families, especially the poor. Our survey 

and a rapid assessment by WFP and FAO (May 2020) found that day laborers in agriculture and 

non-agriculture were significantly affected.  

 

Figure 5.5. 1  Unemployment Rates During Lockdown: Across Ethnicity 

 

 

5.5.4. People with Disabilities 

The 2015 National Housing and Population Census identified 176,857 persons with disabilities, 

accounting for 1.4 percent of the population. Humanity & Inclusion Lao PDR (2020) conducted a 

COVID Rapid Need Assessment with 180 individuals with different types of disability interviewed 

in the Vientiane Capital, Savannakhet, Houaphan, Champasak, Salavan, and Luangprabang. 

During lockdown, about 78 percent of respondents have reported a loss of income to their 

household and a decrease in personal income, which results in an interruption in medical and 

assistive devices services. Other important issues found include an increase in prices or shortage 

in supplies and facing a challenging situation concerning food security (80 percent of respondents 

reported); insufficient stock of food to last 2 more weeks (82 percent); insufficient stock of hygiene 

items such as masks and soap, etc., for next two weeks (50 percent); the needs for specific 

sanitary/hygiene materials such as sanitary pads, catheter, adult diapers for people who need them 

(76 percent). The need for mental health and psychosocial support, such as counseling and 

therapies to cope with those situations was also mentioned by 83 percent of respondents. About 

78 percent did not have access to information about the relief packages distribution by the 

government and NGOs. 

The lockdown had increased barriers to accessing health services by people with disabilities 

(PWDs) as it increased difficulty in traveling, combining with a lack of medical equipment or 

transport, health providers’ lack of adequate knowledge and skills, misconceptions about the health 

of persons with disabilities, and a lack of respect or negative attitudes and behavior towards PWDs. 
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PWDs have limited access to important information. For example, the Government has a daily TV 

broadcast on COVID-19, but with only a few days provision of the sign language translator. 

 

5.6. Education and Health Care  

 

5.6.1. School Closure 

The impact of the pandemic on education starts with school closures. When a sign of possible 

confirmed case of contraction emerged, to prevent the possible outbreak, on 17 March, the GoL 

issued an order for temporary closure of all schools across the country. By the 23rd of March, all 

schools throughout the country were closed. The closure lasted until around mid-May for certain 

class levels in each type of schools and until 2nd June for others. See Table 5.6.1 below for details. 

The reopening of schools took place after it was clear that there was no community virus outbreak, 

roughly a month after no additional case was found. 

 

Table 5.6. 1  School Closures due to COVID-19 

Type of schools Levels Closing Reopening Number of 
Students 

Pre-school All pre classes 23 March 2020 2 June 2020 240,384 

Primary school Grade 5/Final year 23 March 2020 18 May 2020 770,659 
 Grade 1-4 23 March 2020 2 June 2020 

Lower Secondary Year 4/Final year 23 March 2020 18 May 2020 442,856 

Year 1-3 23 March 2020 2 June 2020 

Upper Secondary Year 7/Final year 23 March 2020 18 May 2020 216,994 
 Year 5-6 23 March 2020 2 June 2020 

Vocational 
 

Final year 23 March 2020 2 June 2020 72493 
 Other years 23 March 2020 15 June 2020 

University Final year 23 March 2020 2 June 2020 41,567 
 Other years 23 March 2020 15 June 2020 

Total students = 1,784,953 
 Source: Ministry of Education and Sport, 2020. 

 

To minimize the delay on learning during the school closure, the Ministry of Education and Sport 

has produced a new TV and radio teaching and learning program to reach out to children. The 

learning content aims to keep students up to speed with the syllabus and ease the impact of 

suspended classes. It also aims to create awareness for the risk of virus transmission with advice 

on how to protect oneself and demonstration of correct hand washing (MoES, 2020). However, 

the radio and TV outreach effort had at best limited success as the content was not academic, and 

only 20 percent of households have radio, with 22.1 percent urban and 14.9 percent rural without 
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road, and 79.3 percent have TV, with 94 percent urban and 49.4 percent rural without road (LSB, 

2018a).  

In our survey, 86.1 percent of parents indicates that the major impact the pandemic has on children 

education is delay in learning, 7.3 percent indicates inconsistent learning or a lack of learning 

development as the problem. A small portion of parents, 4.2 percent, indicates that the pandemic 

had no impact on their children education. This minority group of parents perhaps have their 

children attending private schools that were managed to carry on learning sessions online. 

 

Figure 5.6. 1  How COVID-19 Affect Children Education 

 

 

5.6.2. Limited and Unequal Access to Digital Learning 

To minimize the delay on learning during the school closure, some schools offered an online 

learning program. However, while some private schools were successful in minimizing or avoiding 

the delay, most schools do not have the required resources to facilitate online distance-learning, 

especially for public schools. As well, most Lao families, especially those in rural communities, 

do not have the required resources (computer, tablet, access to the internet) to engage in online 

distance-learning.  

While the total number of internet users is equivalent to 47 percent of the country’s population, 

only 1.7 percent of households have internet at home, and only 13.5 percent of households have at 

least one computer at home (LSB, 2018a). The landline internet may not be a good measure for 

internet access, because most people access internet with their mobile phones, which can be shared 

and linked to computers or tablets. Thus, the number of computers and tablets are a better measure 

for access to online learning. 

In addition to the overall access being low, the Lao Social Indicator Survey 2017 (LSB, 2018a) 

also found indications that access to online learning is uneven between males and females. While 

both genders aged 15 – 49 accessed the internet at least once a week at about the same and 
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relatively low rate, 26.6 percent for women and 26 percent for men, only 7.1 percent of women 

used computer at least once a week, compared to 10.6 percent for men. 

Our household survey found that 16.5 percent of households with children aged 6-18 years had 

children attended online learning sessions during the lockdown.24 The survey also found that more 

urban students than rural students had attended online education due to differences in access to IT 

facilities and internet connection. About 22 percent of urban households and 12.5 percent of rural 

households with school-age children attended online learning sessions. 

 

5.6.3. School Dropout  

Our survey found that 11 households or 1.6% of the 704 households that have school-age children 

(6-18 years old) have their children withdrawn from school since the pandemic crisis started. While 

the number is yet an alarming level, any child losing the opportunity to learn due to the necessity 

to help family with tasks necessary for surviving the crisis is undesirable. What is found by the 

survey is for a period up to late June only. However, as the economic hardship gets drag further 

with the global pandemic as it keeps spreading, more poor families may find it necessary to 

withdraw children from school to help with survival activities, or school attendance will likely 

suffer as situations at home deteriorate. 

 

5.6.4. Health 

Lao PDR has made some progress in improving public health care in recent years, and the share 

in government budget allocated towards health care has also increased, the country’s health care 

system remained underdeveloped and the quality is lagging behind neighboring countries. Thus, 

the main fear at the beginning of the crisis was that the country’s health care system could easily 

be overwhelmed should a community outbreak occur. However, an early and swift intervention by 

the government has been quite successful in limiting infection to only 19 cases (up to 1 August), 

lockdown lasted 35 days, zero COVID-19-related loss of life, and the country was officially 

COVID-19-free on 10th June after the last confirmed case was released from the hospital. 

Despite the success in control and prevention of the spread of the virus, the pandemic has created 

both temporary and potentially long-term impact on health and access to quality health care by the 

general population and especially the poor and vulnerable groups. 

The lockdown: During the lockdown, borders were closed, and public transportation service was 

prohibited, thus getting a health care service was problematic for all. For those who can afford and 

regularly getting health care service in Thailand or Vietnam were not able to visit their regular 

doctors or getting health care they need. This option of accessing health care service for anyone 

living in Lao PDR is important because health care quality in Laos is substandard. However, the 

impact on access to health care during the lockdown was most problematic for the poor as public 

transportation was unavailable while income disappearing, prices rising, and the future is 

 
24 Of the 1,200 sample households, 704 have children aged 6-18 years, and 116 had children attended online 

learning sessions during the lockdown. 
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uncertain. Many, especially those living in isolated rural areas, must make a long trip and often on 

poor road conditions to get health care. This was impossible for most people during the lockdown. 

Transport restriction across provinces and districts during the lockdown period, time to travel to 

health facilities, as well as long waiting times at poorly staffed health facilities, and unpredictable 

medical cost, prevent people from seeking care. Access to health care for the rural poor will 

continue to be challenging as the economy continues to suffer from the effect of the pandemic.  

Impact on mother and young children: A rapid assessment by the WFP and FAO (May 2020) 

found evidence suggesting a lower consumption of nutritious food by pregnant and lactating 

women with children under two years of age. The report also mentioned that there may also be 

issues around the lack of awareness of nutrition at the community level. The negative impact on 

nutritious food consumption by pregnant and lactating women with young children could have a 

long-term, permanent effect on children’s mental and physical development, as well as the 

mother’s overall health.  

A report of the World Bank (June 2020) mentioned early evidence indicating a declining trend in 

antenatal care visits, births at health facilities, and assisted births at home in the first quarter of 

2020 compared to the preceding years. Family planning, antenatal care, and immunization have 

been improved, leading to a significant reduction of mother and child mortality rates. However, 

progress may be slowed due to the pandemic. Moreover, the low education level of pregnant 

mothers, poor access in remote areas, and negative cultural beliefs can further exacerbate disparity 

and inequity in access to essential health services among mothers and children and make them 

more vulnerable to diseases. 

Preliminary evidence in an assessment by EPRI (August 2020, draft), commissioned by UNICEF, 

suggests that restrictions on movement and fears of contracting the virus amidst the COVID-19 

pandemic were causing less women to pursue antenatal care and postnatal care. Administrative 

data from the Ministry of Health shows a significant reduction in antenatal care visits between 

January and April of 2020, compared to the same period in previous two years. Antenatal care 

visits in April of 2020 totalled 10,631, a reduction of nearly 2,000 visits compared to the same 

month in the previous year. This increases the risk of maternal, neonatal, and infant mortality; as 

well as birthing complications that can lead to physical and cognitive disability and poses great 

risk of reversing progress made in these measures. 

Public finance for health care: Government budget allocation for public health care although has 

gradually increased, from 5 percent in 2012/13 to more than 7 percent in 2018, but declined to 5.4 

percent in 2019, is still far short of the target of 9 percent that was set in the Health Sector Reform 

Strategy and Framework until 2025. The GoL aims to reduce out-of-pocket (OOP) spending on 

health to 30 percent by 2025 (MoPH, 2017), down from 41.2 percent of total health expenditure 

in 2018, which has decreased from 48.6 percent in 2011 (World Bank, June 2020). Due to a high 

rate of OOP spending, poor people have difficulties accessing health care services. A previous Lao 

Expenditure and Consumption Survey shows a significant gap in OOP health care payments with 

the richest quintile paying 24 times more than the poorest quintile. Given the limited coverage by 

health equity funds, this is likely reflecting challenges in access to health services by the poorest 

quintiles (MoPH and WHO, 2018). The pandemic crisis is undoubtedly hindering the 
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government’s effort to improve health care access to the poor, as government revenues suffered 

and decline. 

 

5.7. LDC Status Graduation and 2030 SDGs Achievements  

This chapter examines and discusses specific areas COVID-19 has an impact, and analyze their 

severity, on Lao PDR’s risks of LDC status graduation by 2024 and on achieving SDGs 2030 

agenda. We begin with examining the impact on the country’s LDC status graduation by 

understanding the LDC graduation criteria.  

 

5.7.1. LDC Graduation Criteria 

There are three major criteria required for an LDC to pass to graduate. They include per capita 

Gross National Income, Human Asset Index (HAI) gauging a country’s level of human capital, 

and Economic Vulnerability Index (EVI) measuring a country’s resilience to shocks and 

instabilities. Both HAI and EVI have a maximum score of 100. However, while a higher HAI score 

is better than a lower score, as a high score indicates that the country is better endowed with human 

capital required for sustaining development, a lower EVI score is preferable as it means a country 

is less vulnerable to shocks and instabilities. 

Human Asset Index has two sub-indexes, including Health Index and Education Index, each 

weigh equally. Health Index has three key criteria, each with equal weight within this sub-index, 

including 1) percent of population undernourished, 2) mortality rate for children aged five and 

under, and 3) maternal mortality rate. Education Index has two main criteria including gross 

secondary school enrolment ratio and adult literacy rate, and each weigh equally within this index. 

Economic Vulnerability Index has two sub-indexes, including Exposure Index and Shock Index, 

each weigh equally. Exposure Index has four criteria: 1) population size; 2) location—referring 

to remoteness of a country; 3) economic structure, which comprises of merchandise export 

concentration and share of agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing; and 4) environment, or 

exposure to environmental hazard, specifically referring to share of population in low-elevated 

coastal zone. Shock Index measures a country’s vulnerability to 1) trade shocks, or instability of 

exports of goods and services, and 2) natural shocks, which comprise victims of natural disaster 

and instability of agricultural production. 

To graduate, an LDC needs to pass any two of the three criteria or income-only requirement twice 

successively in the triennial review. A minimum requirement for graduation for the HAI is that an 

LDC must achieve an index score of equal or greater than 66 out of a maximum score of 100. For 

the EVI, which also has a maximum score of 100, an LDC must achieve a score of equal or less 

than 32. For GNI per capita, the graduation threshold is per capita income of USD 1,230, or USD 

2,460 for graduating with income-only qualification. An evaluation of LDC status takes place 

triennially by examining an average of data over three years, which normally has two or more 

years of lag. The most recent evaluation took place in 2018, which used data covering 2014-16 or 

prior. Thus, the next evaluation, to take place in 2021, will evaluate a data set covering 2017-19. 
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5.7.2. Lao PDR’s Current LDC Status 

Lao PDR has met the LDC graduation criteria for the first time in the 2018 review by passing the 

graduation thresholds of GNI per capita and HAI, announced by the Committee for Development 

Policy of the United Nations Economic and Social Council. In the 2018 review, Lao PDR’s GNI 

per capita was estimated at USD1,996, or 62.3 percent above the income threshold of USD1,230, 

a considerable increase from USD1,232 in the 2015 review. For the HAI, Lao PDR has similarly 

raised the score quite considerably to pass the threshold of 66, from 60.8 in the 2015 review to 

72.8 in the 2018 review. Lao PDR did not pass the EVI criteria, although the country had made 

improvement for this criterion, moving from 36.2 in the 2015 review to 33.7 in the 2018 review 

and getting closer towards the graduation threshold score of 32.  

 

Table 5.7. 1 Lao PDR’s LDC Graduation Prospect by 2024 

Threshold

1. GNI per Capita 1,996 1,230

2. Human Asset Index 72.8 66.0

Health Index

Children aged five-and-under mortality rate (1/6) 67.3 Weak+

Percent of population undernourished (1/6) 79.8

Maternal mortality rate (1/6) 83.9

Education Index

Gross secondary school enrolment ratio (1/4) 57.4 Weak-

Adult literacy rate (1/4) 79.6

3. Economic Vulnerability Index 33.7 32.0

Exposure Index

Population size (1/8) 41.4 Weakness

Remoteness (1/8) 58.0 Weakness

Economic structure

Merchandise export concentration (1/16) 13.9

Share of agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing (1/16) 31.5 Weak+

Environment

Share of population in low-elevated coastal zone (1/8) 0.0

Shock Index

Trade Shock

Instability of exports of goods and services (1/4) 24.0

Natural Shock

Victim of natural disaster (1/8) 79.7 Weak-

Instability of agricultural production (1/8) 19.4

Notes: Weak indicators highlighted in yellow with a plus sign ("+") are those that have passed but remained close to 

the graduation threshold; those higlighted in red with a negative sign ("-") have not passed the graduation 

threshold. Source: https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/ (accessed 27th June 2020).

2018 Review
NoteLDC Graduation Criteria Details

Lao PDR
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Lao PDR has strongly met the income graduation criteria, where it is expected to about double the 

graduation threshold and qualifies the country for graduating with the income-only criteria. 

However, the weaknesses that exists in the country’s HAI and EVI criteria are areas of concerns 

that require attention associated with the impact of COVID-19 pandemic crisis, to be further 

discussed in the next section.  

 

5.7.3. COVID-19 Impact on Lao PDR’s Prospect for LDC Graduation 

The COVID-19 crisis not only has a considerable direct adverse impact on virtually all aspects of 

livelihood through its impact on daily activities and the loss of jobs and incomes, it is also 

indirectly affecting the socioeconomic wellbeing through its negative impact on government’s 

fiscal conditions, constraining government’s ability to spend on important social services and 

physical infrastructures. The extent and depth of the impact remain uncertain as the pandemic has 

yet to show sign of dissipation, and the government’s responses to mitigate the impact of the crisis 

are a work-in-progress.  

Despite the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic crisis and its negative and potentially long-lasting 

socioeconomic impact, given the existing graduation review criteria, Lao PDR is expected to 

consecutively pass for the second time in the 2021 triennial review and, after a three-year 

transition period, graduate in 2024, for two main reasons. First, in the past decade, the country 

has made strong progresses towards graduating from the LDC status. Second, because the data 

used for review have two years lag, meaning the latest data to be used for the 2021 review would 

be for 2017-19, when the country was making further progress, the expected worsened conditions 

in 2020 will not be included in the review. However, the ongoing global COVID-19 crisis and 

its potentially long-lasting impact on livelihoods, especially of the poor and vulnerable 

groups, and on the country’s socioeconomic foundation is a reason for concern.  

To get a good sense of the extent to which the COVID-19 crisis has an impact on the country’s 

prospect of graduation from the LDC status, it is helpful to examine the country’s current status in 

details, following the LDC graduation criteria as summarized in Table 5.7.1. COVID-19 has 

significant consequences on the social and economic aspects of society and, hence, all three 

indexes that are structurally linked. Although COVID-19 until now has a relatively negligible 

direct health impact on Lao PDR, the negative impact from health measures necessary to contain 

and prevent the spread of COVID-19 imposed by Lao PDR and other countries affect households’ 

income and public funds which have direct implications on access to food, health care, and 

education of especially low-income households and the disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. 

The COVID-19 pandemic could lead to an increase in infant mortality rate and decrease in 

secondary school enrolment and, hence, lower HAI. The increase in unemployment and a lack 

of income create a risk of roll back gains made in the HAI through increased malnutrition, which 

could lead to higher infant mortality, and negatively affect school enrolment. Although Lao PDR 

has passed the graduation threshold with the HAI overall score of 72.8, the “Children aged five-

and-under mortality rate” sub-index remains weak with a score of 67.3 and could fall below the 

threshold if unemployment and a lack of cash income prolonged, threatening food security and 
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access to health care. Similarly, for the “Gross secondary school enrolment ratio” sub-index, with 

a score of 57.4 that remains below the graduation threshold, could drop lower as children in low-

income households may have to help their parents on survival activities (i.e., helping in the market, 

working in the rice field, gathering food in the forest and river). A lack of food has been one of the 

main reasons for Lao children in poor households to skip school WFP (19 May 2020). 

The COVID-19 pandemic could increase Lao PDR’s vulnerability to shocks and worsening 

the country’s EVI. In an economy in which nearly 70 percent of the labor force rely on 

agriculture, the share of “Agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing” sub-index in the EVI would 

almost certainly increase above the threshold with a prolong non-agricultural unemployment and 

income decline. Another very weak area Lao PDR need to pay attention to is vulnerability to 

natural shock, with “Victim of natural disaster” indicator score of 79.7, more than twice the 

threshold.  

As all three indexes are structurally linked, it is important to make improvement for every indicator 

to ensure a sustainable development. For instance, if a large proportion of the population suffered 

from flood damage or landslide every year, any advancement made by the affected communities 

in production capacity and health and education infrastructures were largely destroyed. If without 

outside help, this could result in reduced nutritional intake, leading to health deterioration, increase 

in infant mortality rate and decrease in secondary school enrolment and, hence, threatening human 

asset necessary for sustaining socioeconomic development. In addition, instead of the scarce 

resources get allocated for further advancement, they would be used for reconstruction of what 

was lost. 

Population size and remoteness are also weaknesses of Lao PDR for economic growth and 

sustainable development, but they are natural and cannot be changed the same way as for health 

and education. However, international cooperation towards increasing regional and international 

connectivity, i.e., ASEAN Economic Community, and transportation infrastructure network 

development, both of which takes time, can change these two disadvantage positions of Lao PDR. 

The risk associated with graduating by 2024 also involves a loss of privileges in international 

engagements, preferential treatments in international trade, and foreign aids provided to LDCs in 

the forms of grants and low-interest loans. Once graduated from LDC status, Lao PDR could lose 

USD108 million associated with trade preferential treatments received from some developed 

countries, estimated by ITC as cited in Decreux, Y. and Spies, J. (Undated). This will depend on 

how effective Lao PDR will be in taking necessary actions to gain duty-free access to EU market 

under GSP and to prevent losses of exports through market diversification and re-directing 

resources to products in which Lao producers are competitive, as pointed out by Decreux, Y. and 

Spies, J. (Undated). Essentially, how much Lao PDR will be able to recover from the adverse 

impact of COVID-19 by 2024 to ensure a solid socioeconomic foundation required for a 

sustainable development is a critical matter.  
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5.7.4. COVID-19 Impact on Lao PDR’s Achievements Towards 2030 SDGs 

The sudden surge in unemployment, as a result of workers who were employed domestically 

being laying off and migrant workers returning from abroad, and losses of income of micro -

entrepreneurs could have a profound impact on LAO PDR’s achievements and progresses 

made towards meeting the 2030 SDGs. First, the socioeconomic impact of COVID-19 

pandemic disproportionately affects most heavily the livelihoods and wellbeing of the most 

vulnerable, including the poor, the elderly, women, children, adolescents, ethn ic minority, 

people with disabilities, people living with HIV/AIDS, migrants and other groups.  

Because the economic downturn is expected to last until the end of 2020 and likely into part 

of 2021, many low-income and poor households will face difficulties making ends meet. The 

World Bank’s estimate of between 96,000 and 214,000 individuals will fall into poverty and 

having enough food will become increasingly difficult for many poor families . With rising 

economic hardship, tensions in the household could rise and women, young children and 

elderly would suffer. Not having enough food to eat, school attendance would drop, and 

dropout may increase; nutritional deficiency would rise, and the health of women and 

children would deteriorate, raising mortality rate. Should the economic hardship prolong, the 

environment would likely deteriorate as individuals would care less to protect the 

environment and government would lack the needed fund for environmental protection. 

 

6. Conclusion and Policy Recommendations  
 

6.1. Conclusion 
 

The macroeconomic outlook: Despite the expected increase in electricity export to Thailand and 

progress in major infrastructure construction projects, the two major factors to counter the 

downturn of GDP growth, without an adequate and effective intervention, the Lao economy in 

2020 seems more likely in a negative growth territory of up to minus two (-2) percent or more. 

Tourism income has drastically plunged since March and will remain so for the rest of the year. 

Export-oriented industries have been facing logistical challenges, which affect the availability of 

material inputs necessary for production and delivery of goods, and sales dropped as demand in 

export markets declined. Some investment projects have been delayed, causing FDI inflows to 

slow. Most workers had to follow a stay-at-home order during the lockdown, some were paid fully 

and partially, others stayed home without pay; and many were not called back to work once the 

lockdown was lifted, raising unemployment. All these have a negative impact on households’ 

disposable income, causing domestic demand to also decline. Although domestic travel restrictions 

have been lifted, international travel restrictions remain in place as the global situation of the 

pandemic is getting worse, especially in the north and south Americas, and it is expanding in the 

south and southeast Asia region, particularly India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, and the 

Philippines. Thus, the economic downturn is unlikely to reverse soon.  
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Inflation has been rising, 3.3 percent in 2019 and 6.1 percent during the first five months of 2020, 

due mainly to increases in the prices of food and clothing in both years, as well as household 

furnishing and maintenance, communication,  health care, and miscellaneous in 2020. The kip has 

been sliding from LAK8,401/USD in 2018 to LAK8,680/USD in 2019, and on 30th June, a dollar 

was exchanged for LAK9,013 at the country’s largest bank BCEL. The expected combined effect 

of the current account balance deterioration and lower FDI inflows, as some major investment 

projects are being delayed, will increase pressure on the kip to further depreciate, leading to higher 

inflation. 

The pandemic is expected to last into 2021, and businesses are facing a growing difficulty repaying 

loans, raising risks of business closures. This pushes the banking sector into a more vulnerable 

territory as non-performing loans (NPLs, as percent of total gross loans) in some commercial 

banks, especially SOE banks, were reported to be much higher than that of the nationwide average 

rate of 3.04 percent end of Q4 of 2019. In comparison to some countries, Lao PDR’s national 

average rate of NPL is considered relatively low, but it is higher than that of an ASEAN average 

of 2.2 percent. A high rate of NPL among some commercial banks under this difficult economic 

situation is a threat to the country’s financial system and macroeconomic stability.  

As government tax revenue is falling, fiscal deficit will rise and is expected to reach the 

neighborhood of 7.5 percent of GDP in 2020, an increase from 5.1 percent in previous year. This 

will result in public debt to rise to 65 percent of GDP in 2020, from 59 percent in the previous year 

(WB, June 2020). To address the revenue shortfall, according to the Ministry of Finance (MoF) 

and other ministerial sources, the GoL has been working on obtaining grants and loans from 

multilateral and bilateral sources as well as negotiating for foreign debt repayment deferral as 

solutions for dealing with the crisis while working on long-term solutions involving tax collection 

reforms and modernization. As an early fruit of this effort, the GoL has been granted a debt 

repayment deferral from China for a year, according to the Ministry of Planning and Investment. 

To minimize the pandemic impact on major investment projects, the GoL has been facilitating 

cross border movements of investors, technical experts, workers, and materials while maintaining 

the closure of tourism visa issuance. On debt issues, the GoL has proposed several measures 

including converting debts into investments and selling some SOE shares (WB, June 2020).  

In 2021, the macroeconomy is expected to improve, given that the pandemic has been brought 

under control or simply disappeared in the first quarter or second quarter of the year. Thereafter, 

with the global economy recovering, tourism returning to normal, electricity export is expected to 

increase with more dams completed, the Laos-China high speed train service to begin service in 

late 2021, and other major infrastructure and commercial construction projects are expected to 

complete from late 2020 onward, the Lao economy is expected to continue to further improve. 

Industries and enterprises: The lockdown impact on businesses is well-known, as reported by 

ECCIL, LNCCI, UNIDO. However, these surveys covered small, medium, and large enterprises 

and in the formal sector only, leaving out micro enterprises and those in the informal sector, which 

account for more than 80 percent of enterprises in the country. Our survey, conducted in late June, 

of 350 enterprises across six provinces, comprising of 91 percent micro enterprises, 48 percent 

informal (those without a business registration) and 81 percent owned by women, found evidence 
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suggesting that MSEs enterprises in the informal sector had a similar experience as others. Most 

enterprises, including the informal micro and small enterprises, have reported sales contraction 

and losses during and after the lockdown in May and June. The survey also found that few 

enterprises experienced a positive impact or no impact, compared to the same period last year, 

from the pandemic during the lockdown and post lockdown (i.e., repair and maintenance, tourism 

or hospitality, delivery, restaurants—take-home, food stalls serving locals, local convenient stores, 

sales of food items and online sales). They are among the few five to ten percent of enterprises in 

the survey sample reported income increase or no change during and post lockdown.  

Although the end of the lockdown had allowed businesses to resume operations, most enterprises, 

including the informal MSEs, have reported sales contraction and losses in May and June. Despite 

domestic travel restrictions have been relaxed, the travel and tourism industry remain near lifeless. 

While the entertainment businesses (night clubs, karaoke), which consume foods, drinks, and 

beverages remained prohibited, many restaurants and bars, are facing challenges dealing with low 

customer attendance, according to the hotel and restaurant association. As well, the manufacturing 

sector is facing supply chain disruptions and demand contraction. 

Evidence from rapid assessments by UNIDO, LNCCI, and ECCIL indicate that, in the first quarter 

and during the lockdown, manufacturing firms have faced sales contraction and logistic challenges 

due to supply chain and transport disruptions. Our interviews with representatives of business 

associations and executives of special economic zones in late June reveal that those challenges that 

business operators faced in March and especially during the lockdown in April were to some 

degree improved after domestic travel restrictions were lifted in May, but decreased demand and 

supply chain and logistical challenges continued. Firms felt greater financial pressure.  

The travel and tourism industry is most severely affected and most enterprises in this industry are 

facing heavy financial and survival challenges. Over January-June 2020, Lao Airline lost 66.5% 

in number of passengers and 66.3% in revenue, compared to same months in 2019. During the 

lock down, most hotels and restaurants were closed, and some remained closed until this time of 

writing. Those that have reopened for service suffer income loss from 20 percent to 90 percent, 

depending on types of business and target market (locals or foreigners). Some hotels, resorts, tour 

agencies and tour operators that can attract domestic tourists, although mainly just a weekend 

market, are in a better situation than those cater services to foreign tourists. Some tour operators 

and hotels lay off workers up to 80 percent, but around 42 percent on average. Special economic 

zones that are tourism-oriented are affected as severely as the entire tourism industry. Industrial 

special economic zones as well as manufacturers outside of the zone experienced supply chain 

disruptions and demand contraction. 

Layoffs, unpaid break, and salary cut between 20 percent and 50 percent are common. Agriculture 

also faced supply chain disruptions, affecting both exports and production inputs, especially during 

the lockdown. Luangnamtha, which has an international border crossing with China, is reported to 

have been affected most severely during the lockdown. However, negative impacts with immediate 

outcomes have been mainly on cash crops linked to tourism market and exports (i.e., vegetables, 

bananas, other fruits), as well as domestic market due to negative income effect. Other main crops, 

such as rice, maize either had little and temporary impact on certain inputs or no impact at all. 
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Micro and small enterprises have also been affected heavily as more than 80 percent of 350 sample 

firms, comprising of 91 percent micro enterprises and 81 percent owned by women, reported 

income reduction during the lockdown. Also, 41 percent of the samples reported income decline 

41-60 percent and 27 percent of enterprises reported income decline greater than 60 percent over 

January-May 2020 compared to the same period in 2019.  

Government’s effort to reduce financial burdens of business benefited few businesses. Our survey 

of 350 micro and small enterprises across six provinces, with 52 percent having business 

registration, as well as enterprise surveys by LNCCI (of 474 samples in all 17 provinces and the 

Capital), ECCIL (of 56 firms in various industries), and UNIDO (of 102 manufacturing firms) 

found that most firms, 60 percent to nearly 90 percent, did not think government tax measures 

have meaningfully helped. The delay of loan repayment applies only to the principal; borrowers 

must continue to make the monthly interest cost payment. Assistances on utility bills (mainly 

electricity), loan repayment delay, low interest loan, a temporary break on tax obligations, and 

advisory support are among firm’s common expression of needs. 

Unemployment: As of the first week of July, the unemployment rate reached 23.4 percent, based 

on the labor force definition adopted in the 2017 Lao labor force survey. This amounts to 505,000 

individuals, including 183,300 who were looking for work but could not find one before the 

pandemic crisis, plus 191,200 who were recently released from work domestically due to COVID-

19, and 130,532 migrant workers returned from abroad (up to 3rd July). Moving forward into 

August and September, the unemployment situation may slightly improve as businesses adjust, 

but the remaining of the year is unclear, depending on many factors, ranging from government’s 

health measures and economic responses, and regional and global pandemic situation. Women 

workers are affected most heavily, as the impact is more severe in the tourism, wholesale and retail 

trade and other tourism related service industries in which women workers are the majority. 

Women accounts for around 61 percent of the work force in tourism, 57 percent in wholesale and 

retail trade, and 58.6 percent in manufacturing. The impact on migrant workers will result in a loss 

of more than USD136 million in remittances for Lao PDR. The high rate of unemployment and 

reduced income, due both to domestic layoffs and returned migrant workers, will push many 

families into poverty. The latest available poverty data indicates that 14.66 percent of the 

population were in the poverty borderline in 2013, and our estimate suggests that 361,000 more 

individuals are at risk of falling into poverty due to COVID-19 impact.  

Firms which have regularly contributed to the social security fund have asked government to pay 

workers that have been recently put in furlough or laid off. It has been reported that the first 

payment will be made some time in July. Our survey of 1,200 household heads (or spouse of) 

across six provinces in late June found that during March – May and the time of survey, only 29.9 

percent of respondents have health insurance and just 0.9 percent have social security coverage 

while 27 percent were unemployed. In 2017, only 3.3 percent of the household members received 

support from the state authority for social security, social security organization, community-based 

health insurance, health equity fund, free mother, and child health insurance (LSB, 2018a).  

Poverty and inequalities: Unemployment is the main cause of poverty due to COVID-19 

pandemic. While the pandemic can affect poverty and inequalities through a variety of channels 
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such as gender, economic and social structures, our assessment focuses on its impact through 

employment and income. Besides causing a high rate of unemployment, it adversely affects 

poverty and inequalities by limiting opportunities for micro-enterprise-type income generation 

activities and off-farm employment for women to engage, which pull farm households out of 

poverty. It also has a negative impact on agricultural productivity, at least temporarily, through 

travel restrictions and supply chain disruptions, and hence ability of rural household to improve 

the living standard.  

Our estimate shows that the COVID-19 impact is more severe than that of the World Bank (June 

2020). We estimated that up to 361,000 more people could fall into poverty. This would add 

approximately 5.2 percent more to the national poverty rate, with rural poverty proportionally 

increasing higher. The World Bank (June 2020) estimated that, in its “downside scenario”, as many 

as 214,000 people could be pushed into poverty and adding 3.1 percent to the national poverty 

rate. The difference between ours and World Bank’s estimate is mainly due to time of estimation 

as the employment situation was highly fluid. While the World Bank’s report came out in June, 

which used data gathered in April and the latest in May, our estimate is based on data gathered in 

late June (domestic unemployment) and early July (migrant workers). From May through July, 

more migrant workers have returned and more lay off occurred domestically as businesses adjusted 

to the new business environment with lower demand by releasing workers after the lockdown was 

lifted. The entertainment business, which directly employs 10,000 – 20,000 workers, remained 

prohibited. (Entertainment businesses are included in “art, entertainment and recreation”, which 

employed 9,000 workers, but many are administratively included in other service categories, 

particularly in “accommodation and food service activities” and “other service activities”, which 

together employed 65,000 workers in 2017.) 

The COVID-19 pandemic may exacerbate inequality because many unemployed individuals are 

daily workers living in rural areas and migrant workers who returned from Thailand, and the lack 

of jobs will increase poverty rates and widen the poverty gap between urban and rural areas. The 

pandemic is likely to put more women in socioeconomic hardship and poverty than men as its 

impact is more concentrated in industries in which women are the majority of the work force, 

particularly tourism and tourism-related services, retail trade, and manufacturing.  

Our survey found 32.6 percent unemployment rate for women and 19.7 percent for men. While 

this finding does not confirm the true unemployment rates, it strongly reconfirms our suspicion 

that women have been more heavily affected then men. This places women and children at a more 

vulnerable situation that could potentially have a long-term social consequence. 

Livelihoods and Household Food Security: Food insecurity is directly related to unemployment, 

reduced income, and food price inflation. The loss of jobs and, hence, income due to 

unemployment has put many young children and adolescents in low-income and poor households 

at risk of food insecurity and malnutrition.  

Our survey found that 48.9 percent of the 1,200 sample households reported to have reduced 

spending on food or simply reduce food consumption; 15.2 percent expressed inability to pay for 
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basic food. Among the 232 samples who took out loans during March – May this year, 78 percent 

stated the main purpose of their new debts was for buying food.   

The impact on food security are likely to be more severe in more remote and isolated areas 

commonly inhabited by ethnic minorities as cash income declined. However, food insecurity goes 

beyond the impact of COVID-19. Climate change has been the cause that will have long-term 

impact on food security, especially for the rural poor, as droughts and floods in 2019 have put 

roughly 76,000 people in high risk of food shortage by March this year, as pointed out in a rapid 

assessment by the WFP and FAO (May 2020). 

Most Vulnerable Groups: It was reported that women’s household workloads were 

disproportionally increased during the lockdown. Our survey found that 3.3 percent of men and 

3.2 percent of women observed an increase of quarrels withing the household, and 5.3 percent of 

men and 4.4 percent of women reported seeing increased violence in their “households or 

neighborhood” during the lockdown. Female sex workers, 47.4 percent of whom are girls, are at a 

higher risk of exploitation due to a rising unemployment and falling income. As they try to find 

means to survive the crisis, this vulnerable group of women and girls has become more exposed 

to the risk of severe exploitation.  

Children and milking women in poor households are at risk of deteriorating health due to reduced 

food consumption and nutritional intake. Ethnic minorities, including the Mon-Khmer, Mien-

Hmong, and Sino-Tibetan groups, have a higher unemployment rate than the Lao Tai ethnic group, 

according to our survey. The disabled have been reported to have experienced income reduction 

and having insufficient basic hygienic, food and medical supplies to last two weeks during the 

lockdown (Humanity & Inclusion Lao PDR, 2020). As the pandemic continues to expand globally 

and in the south and southeast Asian regions, economic hardship is unlikely to reverse anytime 

soon. 

Education and Health Care: In our household survey, 86.1 percent of parents indicates that the 

major impact the pandemic has on children education is a “delay in learning”, 7.3 percent indicates 

“inconsistent learning or a lack of learning development” as the problem. All schools, from pre-

school to university, had to close nationwide between 23 March and 18 May or 2 June, depending 

on class levels.  

Ministry of Education and Sport has produced a new radio and TV teaching and learning program 

to reach out to children. However, the program outreach effort had at best limited success as the 

content was not academic. Additionally, only 20 percent of households have radio, with 22.1 

percent urban and 14.9 percent rural without road, and 79.3 percent have TV, with 94 percent 

urban and 49.4 percent rural without road (LSB, 2018a).  

Some private schools were successful in minimizing or avoiding the delay by conducting an online 

learning program, but most schools do not have the required resources to facilitate learning online, 

especially for public schools. As well, most Lao families, especially those in rural communities, 

do not have the required resources (computer, tablet, access to the internet) to engage in online-

learning. Our household survey found that 16.5 percent of households with children aged 6-18 
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years, 22 percent urban and 12.5 percent rural, had children attended online learning sessions 

during the lockdown.  

The negative impact on nutritious food consumption by pregnant and lactating women with 

children under two years of age, pointed out by WFP and FAO (May 2020), could have a long-

term, permanent effect on children’s mental and physical development, as well as the mother’s 

overall health. World Bank (June 2020) mentioned early evidence indicating a declining trend in 

antenatal care visits, births at health facilities, and assisted births at home in the first quarter of 

2020 compared to the preceding years. The impact of the pandemic crisis on public finance is 

adversely affecting government’s effort to improve health care access to the poor. 

LDC Status Graduation and 2030 SDGs Achievements: Despite the severe socioeconomic 

impact of the pandemic, Lao PDR has a good prospect to pass the next review in 2021 and 

technically be qualified to graduate by 2024. Data used for LDC graduation review has two-three 

years lag, which means the socioeconomic performance in 2020 will not be included in the review. 

However, the concern over Lao PDR’s LDC graduation is whether the country’s socioeconomic 

foundation will remain sufficiently strong, due to the adverse effect of the pandemic, to graduate 

and not slide back after graduation.  

Lao PDR’s qualification for graduation is solid on the per capita income criteria, but certain sub-

criteria in the Human Asset Index, which the country has also qualified, remain weak. They include 

secondary school enrolment ratio and mortality rate for children aged five and under, which 

determines the country’s foundation for sustainable development. The mass unemployment and 

income reduction would lead to lower nutritious food consumption and, hence, deteriorating 

health. This could further adversely affect school enrolment and mortality rate among children in 

poor households and negatively affect the Human Asset Index. In addition, Lao PDR is weak in 

the Economic Vulnerability Index, which is structurally linked with the Income and Human Asset 

indexes, which is likely to be further weakened by the pandemic and, if prolonged, threaten the 

country’s ability to sustain socioeconomic development.  

 

6.2. Recommendations 
 

Recommendations in this paper are people-focus and prioritized the most important and actionable 

policies required for relief and recovery needed by the most affected and society in the next 18 

months with long-term impact considerations. Thus, recommendations are focusing on 1) 

households, livelihoods, poverty, and food security; 2) unemployment; 3) business enterprises 

(MSMEs); and 4) the most vulnerable groups including low-income women with children, 

adolescents, elderly, physically impaired individuals, and college and university students from 

low-income families. 

Short- and Medium-term Considerations (up to December 2021): John Maynard Keynes once 

said: “In the long run we are all dead,” if we do not get the short run right, and “The long run is a 

misleading guide to current affairs.” We first pay attention to the short run, immediate needs of 
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households and businesses. While the overall situation has improved after the lockdown was 

expired, about half a million people, including migrant workers returned from abroad, are 

unemployed as of early July. Tour operators, hotels and other tourism related services are 

struggling to survive until international tourists start coming again. Many “self-employed” or 

micro and small enterprises, formal and informal, are struggling to deal with the impact of the 

pandemic; and the families of those most affected are facing difficulties having enough food for 

children. Socioeconomic difficulties are expected to last into 2021 as the pandemic is expected to 

last beyond 2020. 

Households and businesses both need help. Unemployment has a direct link to a lack of 

sales due to health measures and demand contraction, which pressure businesses to lay off 

workers. Thus, logically, the immediate need is an economic relief to minimize or prevent 

more households from falling into poverty, risking hunger and the deterioration of health 

among low-income children and milking mothers, and of other vulnerable groups. The 

relief should go to the most affected, particularly the unemployed and poor, and the most 

economically vulnerable groups. Equally important are measures to prevent businesses 

from going out of businesses and causing higher unemployment. They are necessary to 

enable businesses, especially MSMEs, to at least survive and maintain a certain level of 

operation and, hence, relieving pressure to lay off more workers until demand and the 

overall economic situation improve. 

Households need cash relief: The relief for households should be in monetary form as 

much as possible, for several important reasons. First, poverty and food insecurity are 

found to have a direct link with a lack of cash income to purchase food, not with a lack of 

rice or inputs for farming, or the inability to produce food because of the pandemic. Second, 

because spending has the multiplier effect to help boost the economy. One person’s 

spending becomes another person’s income that can be used to purchase goods and services 

from other suppliers, which will become another person’s income that can be used to 

purchase ... and so on. An in-kind assistance does not have the multiplier effect to boost 

the economy as the monetary assistance. For instance, once rice (the in-kind assistance) is 

consumed, it is gone and does not generate economic activities. Thus, in kind assistance 

should be only for when or where financial management is seriously problematic, or money 

cannot purchase material needs. 

This cash grant is a short-term solution to prevent malnutrition, health deterioration, 

possibly a decline in children’s school enrolment, and a loss of access to health care. Other 

important possible solutions are non-monetary measures focusing on equity, inclusion, and 

on addressing learning loss and preventing dropouts, especially among students from poor 

families and ethnic minorities, as suggested in UN’s Policy Brief on Education during 

COVID-19 and beyond (UN, August 2020). On health care, the WHO (June 2020) suggests 

that besides ensuring access to health care for all, government should safeguard health care 

funding, ensure that all essential elements for antenatal care and postnatal care are 

maintained and that women and newborns have access to skilled care at all times. In 

addition, the WHO also suggests alternative strategies to safeguard schoolchildren’s food 
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security and nutrition, for example, by providing micronutrient supplements, take-home 

rations, deworming medicines (as applicable), cash-based transfers to families with 

schoolchildren, and food voucher assistance. 

Businesses need assistances in both monetary and sensible administrative measures: 

The survival of businesses, especially SMEs, is important not only for preventing 

unemployment from rising further but also for maintaining the economy’s capacity to 

recover after the pandemic is over. Government has initiated some monetary and 

administrative assistances such as lowering the Central Bank’s interest rate to encourage 

commercial banks to lower their lending rates, repayment deferral for existing loans, three 

or more months tax payment deferral and temporary tax break for certain businesses, and 

suggesting the EDL to lower electricity price. However, the overwhelming majority (87.4 

percent) of respondents in our survey indicated that they were either of little help or not 

helpful at all.  

While the GoL has SME loan program of USD200 million, and was reported to be working 

on additional funding, it is inadequate and slow in implementation. Given the scale and 

magnitude of the impact, a special “crisis loan” program with an interest rate lower than 

the normal market rate and a repayment grace period will help struggling MSMEs during 

the pandemic crisis. Together with a temporary “crisis” tax relief policy over the entire 

period of the crisis, this would help prevent NPLs and business closures from rising to a 

level threatening the stability in the banking system and, hence, the overall macroeconomic 

stability. However, this monetary policy should be considered and implemented sensibly, 

since it could adversely affect the banking sector’s financial solvency as the World Bank 

has also pointed out. Banks, as financial intermediaries, have operation expenses and must 

pay interest to general depositors and investors, and repayment deferral and any discount 

loans are a loss of income for banks. Another important consideration is for the GoL to 

play a coordinating role in the financial chain—from creditors to debtors—to relieve both 

banks’ and borrowers’ financial stress and possible collapse. The COVID-19 pandemic 

crisis is a shared problem, a situation in which no one—creditors, banks, or borrowers—

can survive alone.  

In addition to the need to assist businesses that are currently allowed to resume operations, 

a consideration to allow the entertainment business activities to resume is also important. 

Entertainment businesses provide 10,000 – 20,000 direct jobs, as explained under the 

Poverty and Inequalities section, consume foods and drinks, and an important 

complimentary component of tourism. The prohibition of entertainment businesses has a 

direct impact on income distribution as consumers who have income to spend on 

entertainment could not do so. It does not result only in unemployment and income loss in 

the entertainment sector. It also slashes demand for foods, drinks, and other products that 

the entertainment businesses purchase and it reduces demand for domestic tourism, as it is 

a complimentary component of the tourism industry. In sum, it kills income generation 

activities and jobs beyond the entertainment sector. 
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Lao PDR is a low-risk country regarding domestic spread of the virus, as there are only 

three active cases as of 16 August, all were recently imported, isolated, and contained. The 

most important preventive measure to keep Lao PDR safe from COVID-19 is at 

international check points. In addition, enforcement needs to be raised on distancing, 

facemask wearing, and hand sanitizing in normally or potentially crowded public or 

business places. If the entertainment businesses were allowed to resume operation, with 

health measures—especially distancing—strictly enforced to maintain public safety, 

pressures on unemployment and financial insolvency in tourism related businesses would 

be reduced.  

As unemployment and reduced income are directly related to decreased demand, 

finding ways to increase demand and spending by individual consumers while 

maintaining health safety precautions is key to minimize socioeconomic impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

Long-term Considerations (beyond December 2021): In a more distance future, what we think 

today will be the outcome of tomorrow may be different from what the actual outcome will be. 

Thus, it is logical to pay attention to the immediate needs that have long term consequences. That 

is, solutions required to address short-term needs should as much as possible, if possible, lead to 

achieving the requirements for maintaining capacity to recover from the COVID-19 crisis and 

ensuring Lao PDR on the path towards graduating from LDC status in 2024 and achieving the 

2030 SDGs. 

Households: With long-term goals in mind, cash relief to the unemployed must be repaid by the 

recipients by working in public programs that serve a long-term national socioeconomic 

development goals that are inclusive, green, and sustainable. These public programs may include 

planting trees in public lands and selected private lands for the purpose of reforestation and land 

slide prevention; and improving village and town infrastructures, such as village and farm access 

roads and irrigation canals to increase farm productivity, sewage canals and garbage disposal to 

improve sanitation in the village, embankment, and others to prevent damages from natural 

disasters (flood, land slide).  

Cash assistance to the disabled and other vulnerable groups such as low-income and poor families 

with young children and milking women may be considered as cash grant. For some, who are 

interested and qualified, provide scholarships for enrolment in vocational training in areas 

currently most demanded and following job growth trend such as construction, auto or machinery 

mechanic, carpentry, electrical, plumbing, house painting, ICT, and health care-related industries 

and services. 

To further ensure the country achieving long-term socioeconomic development goals of being 

inclusive and sustainable, over the next 5-10 years, Lao PDR needs to sufficiently increase funding 

to ensure access to improved health care and education quality for all. This health and education 

fund may be best tapped from resource revenues, particularly from mining and electricity, making 

it a requirement by law. Promoting private investment in quality health care and education is 

another way of diverting away competition for public resources by relatively high-income 
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households, thus leaving more public resources available to those who need them most. In addition, 

to increase access to education for all, governments and development partners need to work 

together to remove technological barriers by investing in digital infrastructure and lowering of IT 

prices (UN, August 2020). Sometime in the near or far future, a lockdown or spacing requirement 

for health reasons may again be necessary, making it impossible for existing education 

infrastructure to facilitate regular classroom learning without delay. Thus, from a health crisis 

perspective, investing in distance-learning technology deemed necessary. Besides health reasons, 

distance-learning technology can ensure greater reach and increase efficiency and effectiveness. 

Businesses: While businesses require short-term, crisis-situation relief measures, the impact of the 

pandemic may have a profound long-term effect on either the entire business or certain industries’ 

ecosystem causing inefficiencies and difficulties in recovering. Beyond short-term, crisis financial 

solutions, ease of access to finance by qualified MSMEs (based on financial prudence of 

enterprises) is critical for an inclusive and sustainable development. Using fixed assets, commonly 

land and permanent structure on land, as collateral is almost the only method to access loans in 

Lao PDR, which creates a considerable barrier to accessing finance by many enterprises. Moving 

towards non-fixed asset loan approval criteria for certain loan levels will remove a barrier to 

accessing finance for especially MSEs. The BoL has been working on this, but it has been a slow 

process.  

As well, the overall pre-COVID-19 business environment in Laos PDR was not comparing well 

with others, as the country was ranked 154th out of 190 economies in the Doing Business 2020 

report by the World Bank (WB, 2020). This low ranking means that doing business in Lao PDR is 

either relatively slow or costly, or both, due to administrative requirements. Thus, how well Lao 

PDR will be able to recover from the pandemic crisis and how long will the country sustain 

economic growth will also critically depend on the country’s ability to make starting and operating 

a business easier, more efficient and, hence, competitive.  

Lao PDR is expected to graduate from the LDC status in 2024, which will result in a loss of 

potentially USD108 million, an estimate by ITC, associated with trade preferential treatments 

received from some developed countries. In anticipation of this impact of LDC status graduation, 

Lao PDR should begin to take necessary actions to, as pointed out by Decreux, Y. and Spies, J. 

(Undated), gain duty-free access to EU market under GSP and to prevent losses of exports through 

diversifying market and re-directing resources to products in which Lao producers are competitive. 

The Three Scenarios: In Chapter three, three possible scenarios of economic outlook were 

discussed, and each of which is significantly depending on the domestic situation of the pandemic, 

the character of the global and regional pandemic, and when effective cure and vaccine will be 

widely available. As discussed, it seems that Lao PDR has already felled off the Moderate 

Scenario, which predicts a -0.5 percent to 1.0 percent GDP growth rate. The two other scenarios 

are the Strong Scenario, which predicts a contraction of GDP by more than -0.5 percent to -2.0 

percent, and the Extreme Scenario, which predicts GDP contraction of more than -2.0 percent. 

These scenarios affect the amount of resources needed for intervention to minimize damages and 

for recovery. 
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Additional key recommendations are in bullet points as summarized in Table 6.1, for economic 

relief and recovery activities under short- and medium-term and long-term considerations. Other 

important recommendations provided by various UN agencies with offices in Lao PDR (on 

migrant workers and unemployment, education and health care, food security, trade facilitation, 

among others) which may not have been integrated into recommendations in this assessment 

should be considered and integrated in relief and recovery programs. A cost estimate is included 

for each component of the economic relief and recovery program proposed, which is considered 

sufficient to ensure the country is on the path of inclusive and sustainable development towards 

graduating from LDC status by 2024 on a solid ground and achieving the 2030 SDGs. Details of 

the cost estimate of each component of the economic relief and recovery program, which roughly 

amounts to USD2.2 billion in total, is available in Annex 2. This is for the GoL to consider and 

not necessarily for the UN to shoulder. A part of the required USD2.2 billion estimated budget can 

be redirected from existing resources budgeted for projects/programs that share goals and 

objectives with the COVID-19 crisis economic relief and recovery program. However, the bulk of 

the relief and recovery cost will necessarily be a new resource that the GoL would have to seek. 

How much, how, and where to obtain new resource is beyond the scope of this assessment. 

 

Table 6. 1  COVID-19 Crisis Economic Relief and Recovery Program 

  Short- and Medium-term 
(up to 31 Dec. 2021) 

Economic relief to minimize 
economic hardships and damages to 

businesses and the economy 

Long-term 
(beyond 31 Dec. 2021) 

Ensuring Lao PDR is on the path 
towards a strong graduation from 

LDC status in 2024 and achieving the 
2030 SDGs. 

1. Household 
livelihoods, 
poverty, and 
food security 

• Monthly cash transfer to 
economically vulnerable 
households with no household 
member receiving 
unemployment relief money. 
This will assist families on food 
and other basic living 
necessities, preventing 
malnutrition and health 
deterioration. It will also help 
ensure access to education and 
health care for the poor and 
disadvantaged during time of 
crisis (not a long-term solution). 

• Invest in food security program 
targeting households with high-
risk of malnutrition. 

• Build the capacity of all 
stakeholders to develop and 

• Green innovation incentive to 
promote tree growing in public 
or self-owned land and use of 
energy-saving technique or 
technology. 

• MoAF to improve and expand 
extension services to proliferate 
knowledge, skills, techniques, 
and improved seeds, important 
for raising agricultural yield and 
improving rural living standard. 

• Education Fund—a long term 
solution for inclusive growth 
requires an establishment of 
education fund to ensure access 
to quality education for the poor 
and disadvantaged. The fund 
should tap from mining and 
electricity revenues, which 
generate income from common 
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implement a gender-responsive 
livelihood program. 

• Collect more sex disaggregated 
data on COVID-19 impact across 
sectors. 

 
 
 
 
Cost 12 months: USD213 mil. 
 

properties that should benefit 
everyone and especially the 
future generations. 

• Government needs to invest in 
distance-learning technology 
and in improving education 
quality at all levels as it affects 
the quality of human asset and, 
hence, sustainable 
development. 

 

2. Unemployment • Monthly cash transfer, with 
signed agreement to participate 
in a public work program, which 
may include village/town 
infrastructure improvement 
projects, such as farm 
productivity-enhancing projects 
(i.e., village and farm access 
roads, irrigation canals); 
village/town sanitation 
improvement projects (i.e., 
sewage canals, public area 
garbage disposal); and 
environmental protection 
projects (tree planting, 
embankment and land 
improvement to prevent 
flooding and land slide). 

• Scholarship for vocational 
training in areas currently most 
demanded and following job 
growth trend, such as 
construction, auto or machinery 
mechanic, carpentry, electrical, 
plumbing, house painting, ICT, 
and health care related 
industries and services 

• Supplemental loan for students 
with scholarship to enroll in a 
vocational school 

• Employer-job seeker match 
making fair 

• Internet platform to provide job 
information for job seekers 

 
Cost 18 months: USD773.4 mil. 

• Long term solution requires an 
establishment of education fund 
to ensure access to quality 
education for the poor and 
disadvantaged, to ensure 
inclusive and sustainable 
development. The fund should 
tap from mining and electricity 
revenues, which generate 
income from common 
properties that should benefit 
everyone and especially the 
future generations. 

• Improve the management of 
unemployment benefit fund. 

• Employer-job seeker match 
making fair 

• Internet platform to provide job 
information for job seekers 
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This goes with USD200 mil. 
infrastructure and natural disaster 
prevention investment program 
 

3. Business 
enterprises 
(MSMEs) 

• Government establishes a 
special economic disaster fund 
relief and recovery—a low-
interest loan with a grace 
period—to be disbursed 
through commercial banks to 
MSMEs; fund may be obtained 
from multilateral and bilateral 
sources, as well as global private 
funds. 

• Encourage business 
formalization of micro 
enterprises by creating a special, 
free, easy, and fast business 
registration for microenterprises 
combining with a financial 
incentive, legal and social 
protection. This will enable 
them to access relatively low-
cost of finance from banks, 
instead of either lacking finance 
or facing high-interest loans that 
are common for micro 
enterprises, while providing 
more tax revenue to 
government that can be 
reinvested to further assist 
MSEs to further advance their 
businesses. Currently, business 
registration in Laos PDR 
remained costly and time 
consuming. Although the MoIC 
has announced that it has cut 
the registration procedures 
from 9, as reported in the 2020 
Doing Business, to 3 and the 
number of days required to get 
the business registration issued 
to substantially reduced to not 
more than 17 days, from 173 
days on average, it still 
unnecessarily too many steps 
and time consuming. This 
discourages businesses, 

• To strengthen the country’s 
capability to recover from the 
pandemic impact and 
strengthen the country’s 
economic resilience, Lao PDR 
needs to pay attention to and 
prioritize public administration 
reforms to make doing business 
easy and competitive, focusing 
on areas to eliminate or 
substantially lower costs related 
to public administration that 
hamper business 
competitiveness. This will 
promote growth in the non-
resource sector including 
manufacturing, agribusiness, 
tourism, and other services 
critical for inclusive and 
sustainable development. The 
2020 Doing Business places Lao 
PDR at 154th rank out of 190 
economies (first ranking is best 
and 190th place is worse). 
Improvement in the business 
environment by making doing 
business easier will make 
existing businesses more 
competitive and attract new 
investment. 

• Simplify tax payment: tax reform 
to make paying tax simple and 
less costly for MSMEs. Currently, 
tax compliance is complicated 
and costly. Because the report 
format is unnecessarily 
complicated, small companies 
must pay a high fee to an 
accountant to comply with end-
of-year report. Complicated tax 
reporting system also creates 
room for corruption. Aside from 
it being unnecessarily over-
complicated, the 2020 Doing 
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especially MSEs, from 
registering and becoming 
formal. 

• Create a special, one-step 
business registration program 
for micro enterprises with an 
online registration form that can 
be completed within 15 minutes 
and a business registration 
electronically issued 
immediately after registration is 
completed.  

• The financial incentive for the 
newly registered enterprises can 
be an access to a special bank 
loan, which could be from a 
special fund set aside to 
encourage business registration. 

• Very low flat (5-10%), single tax 
for micro enterprises (perhaps 
micro enterprises pay only sales 
tax and nothing else). This tax 
revenue can be reinvested to 
further assist MSEs. 

• Competitive electricity pricing 
for all businesses. 

• Productivity and Green Tax 
Credit: for all businesses, for 
purchases of productivity-
enhancing equipment and 
machinery (computer, internet, 
electric vehicles); use of energy-
saving technique, machinery or 
technology. 

 
 
 
 
Cost 18 months: 
USD 995 mil. (recoverable in 5 yrs) 
 

Business reports that paying 
taxes in Laos PDR requires a 
total of 362 hours in a year, 
compared to an average of 173 
hours in the Asia Pacific. Lao 
PDR ranked 157th in paying taxes 
out of 190 economies and the 
lowest in the region. 

• Competitive electricity pricing 
for all businesses, as most 
businesses often indicated a 
high cost of electricity as one of 
their major concerns on 
surviving the crisis and 
becoming more competitive. 

• Productivity and Green Tax 
Credit (as described in the short- 
and medium-term column) 

• Increase government 
administration transparency, 
i.e., service fees, tax, concession 
fees, etc. to improve efficiency 
and reduce room for corruption. 

• Improve/invest in infrastructure 
and provide incentive to the 
private sector to invest in public 
transportation that will lower 
transport cost and improve 
public safety. 

4. Economically 
most 
vulnerable 
groups 

• Monthly grant cash transfer, for 
households targeting the 
economically vulnerable groups, 
including poor ethnic minority, 
poor households with the 
disabled, women heads of 

• Better Social Security Fund—
deduction from monthly earning 
supplement with income from 
mining and electricity that 
generate income from common 
properties 
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households with young children, 
and the elderly. Cash transfer, in 
addition to ensuring access to 
nutritious food and other 
everyday basic necessities, will 
also ensure access to education 
and health care for the poor and 
disadvantaged during time of 
crisis (not a long-term solution) 

• Information on the availability 
of services should be shared as 
widely to ensure that persons 
with disabilities and their 
caregivers are aware of and 
have access to Mental Health 
and Psychosocial Support 
(MHPSS) support with trained 
professionals, through hotline 
phone numbers, to address their 
anxiety, sleeping disorders, 
stress created by the inability to 
fulfil role as breadwinner due to 
the lockdown and afterwards, 
and potential violence or abuse. 

• Share inclusive information on 
COVID-19 through various 
formats such as easy-read-
format, sign language 
interpretation, braille, and with 
the use of accessible 
technologies--TV, radio, and 
social media to convey 
prevention messages. 

 
Cost 12 months: Included in HH and 
unemployment transfers 

• Education Fund—establish an 
education fund to ensure access 
to quality education for the poor 
and disadvantaged. Fund should 
be tapped from mining and 
electricity revenues, which 
generate income from common 
properties that should benefit 
everyone and especially the 
future generations. 

 

5. Access to 
better quality 
education and 
health care for 
the poor and 
vulnerable 

• Cash assistance helps ensure 
access to education and health 
care to poor and vulnerable 
groups during the pandemic 
crisis, but it does not address 
long-term problem. 

• Prioritize access to learning and 
education opportunities for all 
children, adolescent girls and 
boys. 

• Ensure village clinics (“ສຸກສາລາ - 

• Improve distance learning can 
be in the form of government-
run educational programs on TV, 
or educational services on 
mobile phone. 

• Invest in mobile-friendly 
internet-based health care 
information, including standard 
fees 

• Establish social health fund by 
tapping from mining and 
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Souksala”) have sufficient 
medical supplies, especially for 
current and seasonal health 
problems and maternal care 

• Make fees transparent (have 
fees on the board for everyone 
to see; possibly mobile-friendly 
internet-based health care 
information, which should be 
able to develop within six 
months) 

 
Cost 12 months: A study required 

electricity 

• Improve the administration of 
hospitals and all public health 
care facilities, because Lao PDR’s 
poor public health care quality is 
partially due to a financial 
constraint, but is largely due to 
weak administration that allows 
slacking and neglecting 
responsibilities among medical 
staff, and corruption. 
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7. Annexes 
 

Annex 1. Estimating COVID-19 Impact on Unemployment 

 

The estimation of unemployment in each sector and subsector assumes employment figures have 

not been changed since 2017, although they have changed, especially in tourism and related 

industries. Tourism, which is labor-intensive, was growing robustly which led the service sector 

to expand 6.8 percent in 2018 and 6.7 percent in 2019, thus employment in the tourism and related 

industry must have increased. However, due to a lack of data and time limitation, the employment 

figure was assumed unchanged since 2017. In doing so, it also minimizes the probability of 

overestimating unemployment.  

 

The number of workers “cut”, as shown in the table, is derived by multiplying the number of 

employment reported in the 2017 labor force survey by the percent of workers “cut” obtained 

either from interviews of business associations and special economic zones or from other 

assessments and studies. 

 

x1,000 % Workers Cut %Cut

Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 551 35.8 13,775           2.5%

Mining and quarrying 8 0.5 -                 

Manufacturing 140 9.1 45,640           32.6%

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 10 0.7 -                 0.0%

Water supply, sewerage, waste management, and 

remediation activities

6 0.4 -                 0.0%

Construction 83 5.4 24,900           15.0%

Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles 

and motorcycles

329 21.4 65,800           20.0%

Transportation and storage 39 2.5 7,800             20.0%

Accommodation and food service activities 41 2.6 17,134           41.8%

Information and communication 8 0.5 -                 0.0%

Financial and insurance activities 11 0.7 -                 0.0%

Real estate activities 0 0 -                 0.0%

Professional, scientific and technical activities 4 0.2 -                 0.0%

Administrative and support service activities 11 0.7 550                5.0%

Public administration and defense, compulsory 

social security

156 10.2 -                 0.0%

Education 85 5.5 -                 0.0%

Human health and social work activities 22 1.5 -                 0.0%

Arts, entertainment and recreation 9 0.6 3,600             40.0%

Other service activities 24 1.6 12,000           50.0%

Activities of households as employers, and activities 

for own use

1 0.1 -                 0.0%

Activities of extraterritorial organizations and bodies 1 0 -                 0.0%

 Total (15+) 1,758 100 191,199         

Sources: Estimated based on Lao Labour Force Survey 2017 and data gathered from interviews of business 

associations, SEZs, and from various other rapid assessments and surveys.

Estimating COVID-19 Impact on Unemployment

Category
Employed (2017) COVID-19 Impact
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Annex 2. COVID-19 Crisis Economic Relief and Recovery Program Cost Estimate 

  COVID-19 Crisis Economic Relief and Recovery Program Cost Estimate (USD) 

      

1 Unemployment Relief and Economic Resilient Strengthening   

  Unemployed individuals (not covered by unemployment benefit) 428,575 

  Monthly cash transfer/person 100 

  Total cash-for-work transfer over 18 months to 70% unemployed 540,004,122 

  Scholarship to 30% unemployed 231,430,338 

  Administration 2,000,000 

  Total 773,434,460 

      

2 Relief for Economically Vulnerable Households   

  Economically vulnerable households (risk falling into poverty) 86,667 

  Monthly cash transfer/hh 200 

  Total cash transfer over 12 months 208,000,000 

  Economic resilient program & administration 5,000,000 

  Total 213,000,000 

      

  
Note: Economic resilient program: Advisory and training program to 
strengthen economic resilient of households   

      

3 Infrastructure and natural disaster prevention program 200,000,000 

      

4 MSME COVID-19 Disaster Fund   

  MSME Disaster Loan 800,000,000 

  Green investment and innovation program 180,000,000 

  Business Advisory and Training & administration 15,000,000 

  Total 995,000,000 

      

  Grand Total 2,181,434,460 
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Annex 3. Household Socio-Economic Impact Survey 

The target respondents are the head of household or spouse. 

Basic 

demographic 

information  

1) Province 

1) VTE 

2) LPB 

3) SVK 

4) CPS 

5) LNT 

6) ODX 

2) District 

1. Sikotabong 

2. Xaysettha 

3. Hadxayfong 

4. Naxaythong 

5. Xaythany 

6. Luangprabang 

7. Kaisone 

8. Pakse 

9. Luangnamtha 

10. Xay 

3) Village  

______________(for village name, interviewer will answer in open-ended 

style) 

 

4) Urban/Rural 

1) Urban 

2) Rural 

 

5) Name of respondent 

• Name:________________ 

 

6) Gender of respondent 

1) Male 

2) Female 

7) Respondent is head of household (Y/N) 

1) Yes 

2) no 

8) Age of respondent  

___________ 

9) Marital status of respondent  

1) Single  

2) Married 

3) Separated 

4) Widow 

5) Others, specify:_________ 

 

10) Ethnic identity of the respondent  

1) Sino-Tibetan – Akha, Phong 

2) Mon-Khmer -Khmu 

3) Hmong Mien -Hmong 

4) Lao Tai 

5) Others 

 

11) Education of respondent 

Answer all  
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1) No formal schooling 

2) Primary School 

3)  Lower Secondary 

4) Upper Secondary 

5) Technical / Vocational 

6) University (Undergraduate). 

7)  Postgraduate 

8) Other (Specify____________) 

 

12) Head of household:  

a. Age:________ 

b. Gender: (choose one) 

1) Male 

2) Female 

13) Household size  

• Total = ______ people 

• Female = ______people 

14) Number of elderly over 65 

• Total = __________people 

15) Number of schooling-age children 6-18 attending school? 

• Total = ______ people 

• Female = ______people 

16) Number of schooling-age not attending school? 

• Total = ______ people 

• Female = ______people 

17) Number of Persons with disabilities/ pregnant women/ chronically ill patient in 

the household?  

• Total = ________ people,  

• Female =________people 

18) Health insurance coverage?  

• Yes 

• No 

 

COVID19 

overall 

perception 

19) In general, how much COVID19 has impacted you and family? 

1) No impact  

2) Somewhat negative 

3) Moderately negative  

4) Highly negative  

5) Not sure  

 

Employment 

and impact 

 

20) Number of adults who are working(#female) 

Total = ______ people 

Female = ______people 

 

21) Number of household members looking for work(#female) 

Total = ______ people 

Female = ______people 

 

 

22) Number of adults/elderly (not working) (#female) 

Total = ______ people 

Female = ______people 
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23) What is your employment status? 

1) Employed  

2) unemployed 

3) non-worker 

4) others…..specify  

24) Type of employment of the main income earner in your family 

1. Self-employed in agriculture 

2. Self-employed in non-agriculture 

3. Day labor in agriculture 

4. Day labor in non-agriculture 

5. Formal employment with registered company  

6. Returned migrant from abroad 

7. Returned migrant within Laos 

8. Others -------- 

25) What was/is your average monthly income?  

_______________kip 

 

26) How has COVID19 affected you and family: [Multiple Answer – DO not read] 

1. I lost my job 

2. Family member lost jobs (# person/#female) 

i. Total lost jobs:_________people 

ii. Female lost jobs:_________people 

3. Difficult to find employment 

4. Unable to repay debt 

5. Took out more loan 

6. Cannot pay for health services 

7. Cannot pay for basic food 

8. Cannot find alternative source of income  

9. Cannot pay rent  

10. Others… 

 

27) If you are currently unemployed, while you are being unemployed during this 

COVID crisis, would you accept labor work, or whatever fit your skill sets, to 

do infrastructure improvement (road, park, canals, irrigation, tree planting) in 

your village or other villages?  

1) Yes 

2) No 

Unemployme

nt and 

income lost  

28) Were you unemployed during crisis? 

1) Yes 

2) No ➔ Skip to question number 30 

 

29) If you were unemployed during crisis: 

29.1 Were your family covered by social security?  

1) Yes 

2) No 

29.2 Did you receive compensation from company/organization you worked 

with?  

1. Yes 

o how much of basic salary received if you are temporarily 

not working?........... % 
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2. No 

 

29.3 How much total family income lost due to lockdown? _______ kip 

 

 

Household 

income and 

expenditure 

impact 

 

30) Average monthly Income range before COVID-19: 

1. Less than 1.1 million Kips 

2. 1.1 – 2.5 million Kips 

3. 2.5 – 3.5 million Kips 

4. 3.5 – 4.5 million Kips 

5. 4.5 – 6.5 million Kips 

6. 6.5 – 8.5 million Kips 

7. Above 8.5 million Kips 

 

31) Can you please describe the household income and expenditure situation before 

(during March), during (April) and after (May) lockdown compare to the same 

month last year: 

 

 

 

March 2020 April 2020 May 2020 

 

Hh Income  

 

1. No change 

2. decrease__% 

3. Increase___% 

 

1. No change 

2. decrease__% 

3. Increase___% 

 

1. No 

change 

2. decrease

__% 

3. Increase_

__% 

 

Hh 

Expenditure  

1. No change 

2. decrease__% 

3. Increase___% 

1. No change 

2. decrease__% 

3. Increase___% 

 

1. No 

change 

2. decrease

__% 

3. Increase_

__% 

 

Migration 

and 

remittances  

32) Any members of family has worked (or migrated) in other places? (Y/N) 

1. Yes ➔ continue 

2. No  ➔ skip to Question 38 

32.1. If yes, 

i. Total:___________people 

ii. Female:__________people 

32.1 If yes, where?  

iii. In other district of same province 

iv. In other province 

v. In Vientiane capital 

vi. In other country:  

1. Thailand 

2. China 

3. Vietnam  

4. Others….please specify  

32.2 If yes, remittance sent home by household member per year 

_____________kip 

 

33 Have they returned due to crisis?  

1. Yes 

2. No 
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34 Will they go back to work when situation gets better?  

1. Yes 

2. No 

35 Reason for wishing to return? [MA] 

1. Unable to find job within the district  

2. Can earn much higher income 

3. More job opportunity  

4. Others … 

36 What kind of work family member do when they migrate? 

36.1 ___________________ 

36.2 ______________ 

36.3 __________________ 

37 What is the monthly salary of migrant member? 

1. ___________kip 

2. ___________kip 

3. ___________kip 

 

Crisis coping 

mechanism 

38 How do you and family cope with the crisis?  [MA] 

1. Nothing; family is not affected. 

2. Reduce food spending/consumption 

3. Sell productive/household asset (e.g motorbike, TV gold, etc…)  

4. sell livestock 

5. withdraw children from school to find work  

6. sell house/business or land 

7. cannot do anything much 

8. others…. please specify  

 

39 if there is a new round of COVID19 outbreak and government impose new 

lockdown, do you think your family will be affected?  

1 Yes 

o if Yes, How many months can your family pay for monthly 

expenses (food, utility, rent)? ___________ months 

2 No 

 

Select all 

that apply 

Household 

debt 

40 Do you have any loans in last three months due to COVID19?  

1. Yes 

o If yes, when did you take out loan ______ month 

o If yes, what is the purpose of taking loan? 

a. to repay existing debt 

b. to buy agriculture inputs 

c. to invest in hh business 

d. to pay for health services 

e. to pay for food 

f. others…….. please specify 

2. No ➔ Skip to question number 44 

Select all 

that apply 

  

41 what is the borrowing source? 

a. family and friends 

b. private money lender 

c. microfinance 

d. commercial banks 

e. credit union 

f. village bank 

g. others…………….please specify  

Select all 

that apply 
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42 what was the interest rate? (show answer…) 

___(show answer in Q 41)_____% 

 

 

43 what were the terms of the loan ? 

___(show answer in Q41)_______months_____ years 

 

Education 

(aged 6-18 

years old) 

Note to programmer: Skip to next section if there are no school-aged children (6-18 

years old) or answers 0 in Question Q15. 

 

44 Please describe How is education affected? 

_______OPEN-ENDED________________________ 

 

45 Were children in your household able to continue schooling through online platform 

during lockdown? 

1. Yes  

2. no 

 

46 Age(s) of your children who are attending school.  

• ___ yrs old; 

o Private school 

o Public school 

•  ___ yrs old;  

o Private school 

o Public school 

• ___ yrs old 

o Private school 

o Public school 

• Etc. 

 

47 Will schooling during planting season affect the children ability to attend school?   

1. Yes 

2. no 

48 have the children in your family been withdrawn from school since the crisis 

started?  

• Yes 

o if yes please give reason_____________ 

• no  

o if No, will you plan to withdraw children from school later? 

Explain reason …______________ 

Y/N 

Crime and 

violence  

49 Do you see any increase in violence in your household or neighborhood during the 

lockdown?  

1. Yes  

o if yes please specify………. 

2. No  

50 Do you see an increase in crime and violence around your village?  

1. Yes  

o if yes please specify………. 

2. No  

51 Have you observed an increase in quarrel within the household? 

1. Yes  

a. if yes please specify………. 

2. No  

 

Y/N 
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Perception 

of 

community 

compliance 

with public 

health 

measures 

 

52 Did you comply with the “stay at home” order in effect from April 1 to May 3, 

to control COVID-19? 

1) No  

2) Some of the time  

3) Most of the time  

4) All of the time  

5) I do not know about the order 

• If 1-3, what were the reasons why you did not comply? ______open-ended 

answers____________ 

 

53 Are you complying now with the following measures still in effect to control 

COVID-19 

53.1 Wash hands regularly with soap and water or alcohol rub 

1) No  

2) Some of the time  

3) Most of the time  

4) All of the time  

5) I do not know about the measure 

• If answered code 1-3, what were the reasons why you cannot or do not 

comply? ______open-ended answers____________ 

 

53.2 Wear face mask when in public places 

1) No  

2) Some of the time  

3) Most of the time  

4) All of the time  

5) I do not know about the measure 

• If answered code 1-3, what were the reasons why you cannot or do not 

comply? ______open-ended answers____________ 

 

53.3 Keep at least 1 meter away from other people when in public 

(including when eating or drinking at a restaurant) 

1) No  

2) Some of the time  

3) Most of the time  

4) All of the time  

5) I do not know about the measure 

• If answered code 1-3, what were the reasons why you cannot or do not 

comply? ______open-ended answers____________ 

 

 

Support and 

measures 

54 Have you received any support during the crisis?  

54.1 Yes 

54.2 No ➔ skip to the next question Q55 

 

 If yes, what are the support you received? [MA] 

1. Cash for work 

2. Food for work 

3. Food  

4. Cash  

5. others… please specify  

 

 if yes, which organization provided the support? 

1. Local Government 

2. National government 
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3. NGO 

4. UN agency 

5. Community organization 

6. Other … specify  

 

55 What are the most important supports your family need to recover from the impact 

of COVID19 during and after lockdown? [Rank the top 3] 

 

a. Healthcare support  

b. Monthly financial support 

c. Food for work 

d. Cash for work 

e. Low interest loan  

f. Rent waiver  

g. unemployment benefit 

h. Monthly food support (rice) 

i. Financial + food support  

j. Others……please specify  

 

56 What are the main challenges you and your family are facing? [Rank the top 3] 

a. More difficult to find job 

b. Reduced income  

c. Access to healthcare  

d. Rising food prices (not able to have enough food) 

e. no savings to cope with emergency  

f. children not able to complete higher education  

g. Unable to do business as before COVID19 

h. Others … specify 

 

57 What would be the government policy measures to help affected families recover 

from the crisis? 

a. Suggestion 1 ______open-ended answers____________ 

b. Suggestion 2 ______open-ended answers____________ 

c. Suggestion 3 ______open-ended answers____________ 

 

 

Overall  

58 Overall, are you concerned over your household livelihood conditions for the next 

three months?  

1) Very concerned  

2) Relatively concerned  

3) Neither concerned nor unconcerned  

4) Not concerned  

5) Not concerned at all 
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Annex 4. MSMEs Impact Survey 

The target respondents are the business owners or managers 

• GPS Location:………………….. 

• ID Form:………………………. 
1) Province  1) VTE 

2) LPB 

3) SVK 

4) CPS 

5) LNT 

6) ODX 

 

2) District   

(Indochina Research Laos (IRL) to be provided the answer choices, 

based on the province chosen) 

 

3) Village   

(for village name, interviewer will answer in open-ended style) 

 

4) Type of 

enterprises 
• Registered  

• Unregistered 

Select one  

5) Type of 

ownership 

1) Domestic 

2) Foreign  

• Thai 

• Chinese 

• Vietnamese 

• Others…...)  

Select one 

6) Gender of 

owner(s) and top 

manager(s) 

1) Owner(s) (number of):  

• Male: _________ 

• Female: _______ 

2) Number of top manager(s): 

• Male: _________ 

• Female: _______ 

 

Input the 

number  

7) Size of MSMEs Number of employees (#female):  

• Total: _________ 

• Female: _______ 

 

Select one  

8) Year established 

 

_______________ Insert year  

9) Annual average 

revenue 

………………………kip 

 

 

 

 

 

10) Respondent info Name: _______ 

Contact Number: _______ 

Age: ______ 

Sex: 

1) Male 

2) Female 

Education: 

9) No formal schooling 

10) Primary School 

11)  Lower Secondary 
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12) Upper Secondary 

13) Technical / Vocational 

14) University (Undergraduate). 

15)  Postgraduate 

16) Other (Specify____________) 

Position: 

1) Owner  

2) Manager  

3) Employee/staff 

4) Others, specify_________ 

 

 

 

11) Business sector  11.1. Agriculture 

11.2. Agribusiness 

11.3. Handicraft 

11.4. Tourism/hospitality (select one): 

a. Hotel/guesthouse  

b. Restaurant  

c. Travel agency  

11.5. Manufacturing: (select one): 

a. Wood 

b.  Garment 

c. Food 

d. Other specify: ___  

11.6. Repair/maintenance  

11.7. Transportation 

11.8. Trade (import/export)  

11.9. Ecommerce  

11.10. Education 

11.11. Health  

11.12. Consulting  

11.13. Wholesale/retail: (select one): 

a. have physical store 

b. Online 

c. Both online and physical store 

11.14. Construction 

11.15. Other….. please specify  

Select one 

12) Type of business 

building  

1) Homebased 

2) Commercial building 

3) Rented  

4) Owned 

5) Traditional Market 

6) Others……please specify  

Select one 

13) Severity of 

impact on 

business 

operation  

Please rate the severity of COVID19 impact on your business 

1) Positive impact (business can operate in a new channel 

created by COVID19 impact) 

2) No impact (business can operate as normal) 

3) Limited negative impact 

4) Large negative impact 

5) Extremely severe impact  

Select one 

14) Impact on 

business 

operation  

14.1. Please provide information how COVID19 crisis impacted your 

business before, during and after the lockdown: 
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March 2020 

 

April 2020 

 

May 2020 

Sales 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

%Profit 
compared to 

Pre-COVID19  

   

%loss 

compared to 

Pre-COVID19 

    

 

14.2. Compared to a year ago, how severe was your business impacted 

during the January to May 2020: 

1. Total sales dropped by…………kip (……%): 

o _________% 

2. Total profit dropped by ………...kip (….%): 

o _________% 

 

 

15) Impact of 

imposed 

lockdown on 

business 

How has COVD-19 lockdown affected your 

business activities?  

1) Sales increased 

2) Lack of Supply of raw materials 

3) Lack of labor supply 

4) Reduction of Sales 

5) Lack of access to transport 

6) Lack of access to banking services 

7) Lack of spaces 

8) Lack of equipment 

9) No customers 

10) Others _____ specify  

Select all that 

apply 

16) Coping measures  What actions did you take in order to cope with the impact on your 

business? 

1) Temporarily ceased operations 

2) Sales online 

3) Laid off worker (------% of total workers) 

4) Asked workers to take unpaid leave (---------% of workers) 

5) Asked workers to take partially paid leave (------% of 

workers) 

6) Reduced staff salary by ------% to keep business running 

7) Borrow money  

8) Others…… 

Put in the 

percentage 

number 

17) Source of 

financing  

What is your main source of financing? 

1) Personal saving 

2) Banks 

3) Family 

4) Private money lender 

5) Microfinance  

6) Credit union 

7) Others…..please specify 

Select one 

18) Contingency plan 18.1. If there is a second wave of COVID19 outbreak in Laos and 

government imposes new lockdown, will your business be able to 

survive? Yes/No 

• Yes 

• No  

Y/N 
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18.2. What would you do to survive if new lockdown occurs for 

longer than 1 month? [MA] 

a. Downsize 

b. Loan  

c. Temporary close down 

d. Change the way of operating the business 

e. Turn to use technology more  

f. Others, specify: _________ 

 

18.3. If the economy does not improve from what it is now, 

regardless whether Laos has a second wave:  

• 18.3.1. Two-three months forward, would your 

business survive?  

o Yes/ 

▪ Why? ______open-ended answer 

in words_____  ➔ ask 18.3.2 

o No   

▪ Why? ______open-ended answer 

in words_____ ➔ ask 18.4 

• 18.3.2. Four-six months forward, would your 

business survive?  

o Yes/ 

▪ Why? ______open-ended answer 

in words_____ 

o No   

▪ Why? ______open-ended answer 

in words_____ 

 

18.4. How long do you think it will take this establishment to resume 

business as usual?  

1. 1 month or less  

2. 2–3 months  

3. 4–5 months  

4. 6 months or more  

5. Not sure  

6. Not applicable (Establishment operating as usual) 

 

19) Government 

support 

measures 

19.1. Were the government policy responses benefited to 

your business? [MA] 

a. Tax exemption for MSMEs 

b. Tax filing deferment  

c. Loan repayment delay 

d. Exemption on custom duties  

e. Deferral of compulsory social security contribution 

payments 

f. Not aware of any government policy support to help 

businesses during COVID19 

g. Government measures have not benefited my businesses 

in dealing with the crisis 

h. Others _____please specify 

 

19.2. Have the government’s support measures been 

adequate to help this establishment cope with the COVID-19 

impacts?  [SA] 

1. Very adequate  

2. Adequate  

Select all that 

apply  
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3. Neither adequate nor inadequate  

4. Inadequate  

5. Very inadequate 

6. No assistance received  

 

20) Further support What kind of support do you need to keep business running during and 

after lockdown until the pandemic ceased and economy goes back to 

pre-COVID pandemic situation? [MA] 

a. Low interest loan 

b. Loan repayment delay  

c. Subsidy on utility payment 

d. Interest subsidy  

e. Office rental waiver  

f. Advisory support/capacity building  

g.  Other ….. please specify  

Select all that 

apply 

21) Concern 

 

If there is future lockdown, what would be your topmost concerns? 

Open-ended 

 

1._________ 

2.________ 

3._______ 

 

 

Open-ended 

22) Supports If there is future lockdown, what would be your topmost needed 

supports? Open-ended 

1.__________ 

2.____________ 

3.___________ 

 

Open-ended 
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Annex 5. Stakeholder Interviewed  

 Orgnisation Name and Position  

1 

  

Ministry of Industry and Commerce 

Department of SME Promotion,  

Mr. Sa Siriphong, Deputy Director General 

2 National Taskforce Committee for 

COVID-19 Prevention and Control, 

Ministry of Health, Department of 

Communicable Disease Control 

Mr. Sisavath Southanilasay, Deputy Director 

General.  

 

3 Lao Association of Travel Agents 

 

Inthy Deaunsavanh, Board Member 020 55 521 

447 

Mr. Somphong DEVIENGXAY  

4 Lao Aviation 

 

Wattay Airport, Vientiane Lao P.D.R. 

Tel. (856-21) 510040 or 1626; Fax. (856-21) 

211054; Email. (online booking)  

5 Lao Bus Association (Interprovince 

and intraprovince services) 

Mr. Thanongsin, deputy director 

 

6 Taxi, Loca  Mr. Souliyo Vongsala, Director 

7 Ministry of Agriculture and 

Forestry, Department of Planning 

and Cooperation  

Dr. Phommi Inthachack, Deputy Director General  

 

8 Lao National Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry 

Mr. Phouxay Thepphavong, Secretary General 

 

9 Humanity & Inclusion in Lao PDR Mr. Umar O. Naseer, Regional M.E.A.L Manager  

10 Lao Women’s Union 

 

Mme. Boachanh Syhanath, Vice President of Lao 

Women’s Union 

11 Lao Hotel and Restaurant 

Association 

Mr. Salan Chanthalangsy, Industry Training 

Expert,  

12 Ministry of Agriculture and 

Forestry, Poverty Reduction Fund  

Mr. Chit Thavisay. Executive Director  

13 Vientiane-Non-Thong Special 

Economic Zone 

Ms. Ladavanh Silaphet, Manager of Mascot 

Internationa Co.LTD 

Mr. Khamphao, Deputy Board of Executive 

Committee, Vientiane Industry and Trade Area 

(VITA Park) 

14 World Education Mr. Bernard Franck, Chief of Party  

15 Vientaine Capital Taxi Association  Mr. Khampasong Phanmysay, Chairperson 

16 Association of Lao Garment 

Industry 

Dr. Xaybandith RASPHONE, Executive Director 

17 Luangprabang Tourism Association Mr. Bountiang Soulivanh, Chaiperson 

18 Ministry of Labor and Social 

Welfare, Department of Skill 

Development and Employment 

Mrs. Vanny Keoxayyavong, Depurty Director 

General  

19 Ministry of Education and Sport 

Cabinet Office  

Mr. Souphap Khounvixay, Head of Research and 

Executive Briefing Division.  
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20 Lao Business Women Association  Mrs Soulikone Phommavongsa, Head of Cabinet 

Office 

21 SEZ Management Authority/MPI Mr. Lamphone Phraxayyaving,  

22 Savan – Seno Special Economic 

Zone 

 Mr. Tee Chee Seng, General Manager 

23 Saysettha Development Zone 

 

Vientiane Saysettha Development Zone of Laos 

(Nano Village, Saysettha, Vientiane) 

Tel: 21 766012 

Fax: 21 766003 

24 Pakse – Japan SME Special 

Economic Zone 

Mr. Bounma, Office Manager 

25 Lao Handicraft Association Mr. Bouaban, Deputy director 

26 Lao Coffee Association 

 

Mr. Sivisay sayyaseang, Secretary General   

11 R Road, Ban Phattanalakmoung. Pakse 

District, Champasak 

27 Lao Furniture Association Mr. Thongdam, Deputy director 

28 ADB, Lao PDR Resident Mission 

(LRM) - Asian Development Bank 

(ADB) 

Corner of Lanexang Av. and Samsenthai Rd., 

P.O. Box 9724, Vientiane, Lao PDR 

29 ILO, Lao PDR 

 

Mrs. Khemphone Phaokhamkeo, Office of the 

Resident Coordinator UN House, 

30 Lao Microfinance Association 

 

Mr. Somphone Sisenglath 

LMA Board Chairman, Head of Ekphathana 

Microfinance Institute 

20 5551 3895; somphone.s@emimfi.com 

Ms. Pamouane  

31 UNIDO Mr. Sommai Flaming, Country Representative 

32 ITC 

 

Ms. Anne-Katrin Pfister, Senior Program 

Coordinator 

33 IOM 

 

Ms. Zena Van Bemmel-Faulkner 

Programme Officer  

34 Ministry of Labour and social 

Welfare, Lao Social Security 

Organization  

Mr. Boungnorth Chantavone, Director General 

35 CARE International in Lao PDR Ms. Pimpisa Sriprasert, Gender and Gender 

Based Violence Coordinator 

  

mailto:somphone.s@emimfi.com
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