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Sincerely,

Joseph D. Martin, SES
Director

Letter from the Director
The U.S. supports the Lao People’s Democratic Republic in the advancement of stability, 

prosperity, and regional security.  Partnerships with Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
member states, such as Laos, are a key part of the pursuit of a free and open Indo-Pacific region, for 
the benefit of all.

The U.S. and Lao have been nurturing a growing relationship in security cooperation. A recurring 
disaster response exercise was an integral part of the Lower Mekong Initiative (2009-2020), which 
has now been succeeded by the Mekong-U.S. Partnership, launched 11 September 2020 with Lao 
PDR and four other ASEAN countries in the Mekong region (Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand, 
and Vietnam). The multilateral nature of this partnership reflects the manner in which the U.S. 
and partners will address an array of transnational issues in the region. The U.S. and Lao PDR 
also engage annually for bilateral defense dialogues, which have recently focused on public health, 
military medical partnerships, civil-military operations, and disaster relief. This engagement includes 
cooperation on humanitarian UXO removal and training as well as education opportunities focused 
on disaster relief. The objective of these interactions is to emphasize the importance of disaster 
management within security cooperation activities, which form a critical pillar for strengthening 
bilateral relations.

This Lao PDR Disaster Management Reference Handbook provides an understanding of the 
nation’s disaster management capabilities and vulnerabilities, with information on demographics, 
hazards, government structure, regional and international assistance, infrastructure, laws and 
guidelines, and other relevant areas. This information is a cornerstone for building comprehensive 
disaster management knowledge, which will aid future foreign disaster response, security 
cooperation, and other assistance activities between the U.S. and Lao PDR.
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Overview
The Center for Excellence in Disaster Management and Humanitarian Assistance (CFE-DM) is 

a United States (U.S.) Department of Defense (DoD) organization comprised of nearly 30 subject 
matter experts that provide academic research, civil-military coordination training, and operational 
insights to support decision making before, during, and after crises. The Center is designed to bridge 
understanding between humanitarians, civilian, and military responders. CFE-DM partners with 
a diverse group of governmental and nongovernmental actors, as well as academic institutions to 
increase collaborations and capabilities in humanitarian assistance and disaster response. While 
maintaining a global mandate, the Indo-Pacific region is our priority of effort and collaboration is 
the cornerstone of our operational practice. The Center is a direct reporting unit to U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command (USINDOPACOM) and is located on Ford Island, Joint Base Pearl Harbor-Hickam, 
Hawaii. 

Vision
The Joint Force, allies, and partners are fully prepared to conduct and support foreign 

humanitarian assistance.

 
Mission

CFE-DM builds crisis response capacity, enhances coordination and collaboration, and 
strengthens relationships to save lives and alleviate human suffering before, during, and after 
humanitarian crises.

Contact Information
Center for Excellence in Disaster Management and Humanitarian Assistance
456 Hornet Ave
JBPHH, HI 96860-3503
Telephone: +1 (808) 472-0518
https://www.cfe-dmha.org

About the Center for Excellence in Disaster 
Management & Humanitarian Assistance
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damming of the river systems within Laos and 
upstream, particularly in China, have changed 
the rhythm and reliability of river flows in two 
ways: 1) impounding of monsoon rains behind 
dams results in man-made drought that disrupts 
the annual flood and undermines down-river 
ecosystems; and 2) unannounced or accidental 
releases of dammed water send unseasonal 
volumes of water downstream and wash away 
homes and crops.7 

The Government of Laos has incorporated 
disaster risk reduction in strategic planning. 
Since 1999, the National Disaster Management 
Committee has been tasked with coordinating 
early warning, preparedness, emergency 
response, and recovery activities under the 
overall leadership of the Ministry of Labor and 
Social Welfare (MLSW) and with focal points 
at provincial and district levels.8 Disaster Risk 
Management (DRM) functions are also located 
within MLSW,9 but the DRM coordination 
network remains relatively new with provincial, 
district, and village committees all involved.10 
The Provincial Disaster Management Committee 
(PDMC) is the pivotal point for implementation 
of disaster management resources, and PDMCs 
include stakeholders from the police and armed 
forces, the public sector, civil society, and the Lao 
Red Cross.11 The UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) Regional 
Office for Asia and the Pacific (ROAP) supports 
response and preparedness activities in Laos.12 

The U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) is active in Lao PDR 
in support of the government, civil society, 
and the private sector. The USAID Bureau for 
Humanitarian Assistance (BHA) has responded 
to disasters in the country. Since 2018, BHA 
has supported international partner agencies’ 
programs that promote development of 
Community-Based Disaster Risk Management 
(CBDRM) and other community capacity-
building projects.13

The Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao 
PDR or Laos) is a land-locked, multi-ethnic, 
socialist state in Southeast Asia. It enjoys social 
stability, and there are no serious external threats 
to its political or economic existence. These 
conditions have allowed the ruling Lao People’s 
Revolutionary Party to focus on reducing poverty 
via development and economic expansion. Since 
economic liberalization began in the 1980s, the 
economy has grown at greater than 6% annually,1 
and poverty rates have fallen from 46% in 1993 to 
18% in 2019. Still, more than 1 million Laotians 
live in poverty,2 and there is a high probability 
that many will slide back into poverty due to 
economic damage caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic.

The reach of infrastructure in Laos continues 
to expand as government and partners construct 
transport, energy, communications, health, 
and education networks. Transport and energy 
investments are largely bilateral with Chinese, 
Thai, and Vietnamese entities backing projects 
in Lao, including dams, solar installations, roads, 
and bridges.3 By contrast, health and education 
systems are the focus of international programs. 
The Lao Ministry of Health partners with various 
NGOs and agencies to improve training for 
medical practitioners, provide equipment, and 
strengthen disease surveillance.4 

Laos is exposed to floods, drought, 
tropical storms, landslides, earthquakes, and 
epidemics, and the country remains vulnerable 
to agricultural shocks linked to climatic and 
geologic threats. While flooding is an annual 
and necessary phenomenon to which traditional 
Laotian livelihoods are adapted, the intensity 
and frequency of natural disasters are rising 
due to Mekong River development and climate 
change.5 The annual flood of the Mekong and 
its tributaries delivers necessary sediments and 
water across the River Basin, to include Lao 
PDR where agriculture accounts for 20% of GDP 
and employs 73% of the labor force.6 However, 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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of a French vice-consul in Luang Prabang in the 
1880s.19

After multiple Franco-Siamese clashes in the 
Mekong River valley and an 1893 show of French 
naval strength off Bangkok, Siam withdrew 
from the eastern bank of the Mekong. By 1907, 
France had annexed the territory under the 
Hanoi-based protectorate of French Indochina 
(Indochine). Luang Prabang was allowed 
significant autonomy while the rest of the region 
was directly administered by a French official 
in Vientiane.20 When World War II erupted, 
the Vichy government of occupied France was 
pressured to restore portions of Indochine to 
Thailand;21 remaining areas were consolidated 
into the Kingdom of Luang Prabang under 
French protection, and the southern provinces 
under direct French rule from Vientiane. Despite 
Free French efforts to cultivate and mobilize 
Laotian guerillas to oppose Japanese advances 
on the Indochinese Peninsula, Japan used 
overwhelming force to take control of what 
remained of French territory in March 1945.22 

Under Japanese pressure, the Laotian king in 
Luang Prabang proclaimed Laos’ independence 
in April 1945.23 The four months between this 
proclamation and the Japanese surrender in 
August were fraught as Laotians attempted 
to resist any fresh foreign intervention. The 
period after the Japanese surrender also saw 
fresh tensions as various political and ethnic 
movements struggled to define the future 
of Laos.24 French troops returned to Laos in 
1946 amidst conflict that pitted the Lao Issara 
– Viet Minh-allied, anti-French, based in 
Vientiane – against French-aligned, royalist Lao 
factions, based in Luang Prabang.25 Lao Issara 
fighters eventually fled to Thailand, and King 
Sisavang Vong signed a fresh agreement with 
France that led to internal Laotian autonomy, 
general elections, the 1947 constitution, and 
the 1949 Franco-Laotian convention that 
granted Laos limited self-government within 
the French Union.26 During the latter half of 

History
The historic roots of the multiethnic Lao 

state stretch to the 14th century CE. In 1354, a 
Khmer-backed warrior ruler, Fa Ngum, was 
crowned in Vientiane after he had extended 
Angkor-based civilization up the Mekong River 
valley to include all of today’s Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR or Laos) and 
areas of northern and eastern Thailand.14 Fa 
Ngum’s “Kingdom of Lan Xang” built upon social 
structures that had existed among Lao, Thai, 
and hill tribes since about the 7th century, and 
the first rulers of Lan Xang enjoyed nearly two 
centuries of calm during which they built their 
offensive and defensive might. In the mid-16th 
century, Lan Xang rule expanded to its short-
lived zenith. It extended across Chiang Mai (in 
modern Thailand) before contracting again 
during the period 1548-1571, which also saw 
the kingdom’s political capital move from Luang 
Prabang to Vientiane. Despite this contraction, 
the descendants of Fa Ngum retained the throne 
itself in Luang Prabang through most of the 17th 
century.15

Lan Xang ceased to exist after conflict that 
erupted when a Vietnamese army invaded in 
1694. Beginning in 1707 and culminating in 
1713, the Kingdom splintered into three rival 
parts: Luang Prabang and Vientiane in the north 
under two branches of Fa Ngum’s descendants, 
and Champassak in the South.16 Internecine 
conflict and constant pressure from Myanmar/
Burma and Siam weakened the kingdoms, and 
by 1778 all three states had become dependencies 
of Siam, to which their respective kings paid 
tribute.17 The rulers of Vientiane made a play to 
regain independence but that culminated in the 
utter destruction of the city of Vientiane in 1827 
and direct incorporation of much of the former 
Lan Xang into Siam’s empire.18 However, this 
Siamese expansion ran up against the borders of 
the French protectorate of Vietnam, and Franco-
Siamese negotiations resulted in the installation 

COUNTRY OVERVIEW
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forces in Laos had fled, and Laotian Communists 
abolished the monarchy and proclaimed the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) in 
December 1975.34

Through the 1970s and ‘80s, Lao’s 
Communist leadership retained strong ties to 
and experienced direct influence from Vietnam. 
Vientiane pursued a program of collectivization 
and nationalization; they also sent former Royal 
Army and government officials to “reeducation” 
camps.35 Overall repression saw some 10% of the 
country’s population flee during the late 1970s.36 
By the late ‘80s, however, Laos was joining the 
world’s other Communist states in liberalizing 
their economies. Although the ruling party 
retained unchallenged political control, the 
economy and society were shifting. Vientiane 
began to re-align its regional and global policies 
toward Thailand and the West and away from 
Vietnam which finally withdrew remaining 
troops from Laos in early 1989.37 Since 2000, 
various currents have emerged in the ruling 
party; some veterans of the Pathet Lao remain 
in power and continue to prefer Vietnamese 
partnerships; other, younger factions promote 
strong ties with China, and reformists continue 
to look to Thailand and the West.38 Figure 1 is a 
map of the modern Lao PDR.39

1949, France transferred many powers to the 
Laos government, and the U.S. recognized the 
Kingdom of Laos as an independent state within 
the French Union in 1950.27 

Radical remnants of Lao Issara moved to 
Vietnam, formed the Pathet Lao, and exploited 
the First Indochina War between France and Ho 
Chi Minh’s Viet Minh forces to run resistance 
missions into Laos.28 Pathet Lao formed a 
government-in-exile that incorporated various 
political strains to ensure a unified struggle 
against the rulers in Vientiane. Pathet Lao 
launched military operations against French 
Union forces in Laos in 1951 and, by 1953, 
had overrun several provinces and set up a 
Viet Minh-backed government in Houaphan.29 
In Geneva in July 1954, Laos, French Union 
forces, and Viet Minh signed a cease-fire that 
ended both the First Indochina War and French 
rule in Southeast Asia. France recognized the 
independent Kingdom of Laos in December 
1954. Nonetheless, sporadic fighting continued 
and, with French forces withdrawn, the U.S. 
began to build up its own military presence 
to ensure no outside forces – Chinese or 
Vietnamese communists – gained power in 
Laos.30 

Efforts to form a fully independent coalition 
government in Vientiane culminated in 1958, 
but fresh elections later that year saw Pathet Lao 
gains. Full-scale hostilities erupted once more in 
1959 after Pathet Lao forces halted cooperation 
with and integration into the Royal Lao Army.31 
Pathet Lao again enjoyed support from the Viet 
Minh which allowed Pathet Lao to gain a strong 
foothold in the north. Another conference in 
Geneva in 1961 led to a short-lived agreement to 
form a tri-partite government, but the coalition 
had splintered by 1964 when the on-going war in 
Vietnam extended into Laos.32 The January 1973 
Paris agreement between the U.S. and North 
Vietnam saw Laotian factions take a step further 
and, in February 1973, they signed the Vientiane 
Agreement.33 Communist leaders within Pathet 
Lao exploited the U.S. departure from Southeast 
Asia and the Communist ascendency in Vietnam 
to also gain power in Laos. By 1975, right-wing 

Figure 1: Map of Lao PDR
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mountains, and they are significantly more 
mobile than their lowland counterparts due to 
the need to find new fields on a frequent basis. 
Moreover, the limitations of yield of swidden 
rice mean that Lao Theung also cultivate a broad 
variety of other food crops and send some men 
into towns to work to round out household 
income.46 Families are patrilineal, and within 
several of the ethnic sub-groups are totemic clans 
- clans built around totems as fundamental signs 
of kinship running between human societies 
or individuals and the surrounding world. 
These clans help determine social structure 
and marriage availability. Lao Theung are more 
likely to follow animist practices than Buddhism; 
rituals address important spirits, including 
ancestors, and are used to ward off harm or mark 
important agricultural activities.47

Midland Lao rely on a wide variety of crops to 
supplement rice cultivation, as depicted in Photo 
1.48

The Lao Sung (Highland Lao) are made of 
up of only 6 ethnic groups who may be the 
most recent arrivals in the territory, and many 
are also present in neighboring countries. The 
Hmong are the single largest group, making 
up an estimated two-thirds of Lao Sung.49 
Highland or “mountain top dweller” villages are 
concentrated north of Vientiane. Villages tend to 
be semi-migratory, moving entire villages once 
swidden rice fields and other resources have 
been exhausted. Lao Sung – Hmong in particular 
– tend to live in much larger patrilineal groups 

Culture and 
Demographics

The estimated population of Lao PDR is 
7.45 million.40 Laos is a multiethnic country 
with a long history of rural, small-village life. 
A semblance of national identity has only been 
promoted since 1975. Historically, the Lao 
Loum (Lowland Lao) have been the dominant 
group, and they formed the majority of the Royal 
Government.41 

Lowland practices still, to some extent, 
are considered the norm despite Midland 
and Highland (Lao Theung and Lao Sung, 
respectively) incorporation into the modern 
state. The Lao Loum traditionally had 
well-defined socio-political structures that 
differentiated royalty from commoners, with 
the elite living in towns and drawing rents 
from rural lands worked by the commoners.42 
The Lao of the Lao Loum are the largest single 
ethnic group in the country, and they are joined 
in the lowlands by related groups such as the 
Lue and Phu Thai.43 Lao Loum social structures 
reflect village life where rice cultivation set 
the rhythms of the day and year. Collective 
village and household labor is centered on 
transplanting, harvesting, and threshing the 
rice crop but may also be mobilized for larger 
building or infrastructure projects needed by the 
village. Families reckon relationships along both 
matrilineal and patrilineal lines, and families 
live in nuclear fashion although inclusion of 
grandparents/grandchildren is common. Lao 
Loum are nearly all Buddhist, and the local 
temple forms a focal point for village life. Lunar 
cycles and religious festivals draw villagers for 
prayers, ceremonies, and fairs.44 

Lao Theung (Midland Lao) are the most 
ethnically diverse of the three groupings, and 
many of the roughly 37 ethnic groups are 
very small and isolated. Lao Theung tend to 
speak Austroasiatic languages that may reflect 
the origins of the earliest inhabitants of the 
territory that makes up modern Lao PDR.45 
Midland groups are traditionally swidden rice 
cultivators who inhabit the slopes of the country’s 

Photo 1: A Fruit Stand in Lao PDR
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defined geographically rather than as linguistic 
or genetic families. Nonetheless, even the 
geographic groupings can be roughly divided 
into their ethno-linguistic groups.59 The largest 
ethno-linguistic categories are Lao-Tai, Mon-
Khmer, Hmong-lu Mien, and Chine-Tibetan. 
There are small communities of Chinese and 
Vietnamese who tend to live in larger towns.60

Lao-Tai make up about 62% of the 
population;61 they are mostly Lowland Lao (Lao 
Loum) who historically lived along the banks of 
the Mekong River and its tributaries.62 Under this 
grouping, the Lao are the single largest group 
and make up about 53% of the country’s total 
population. The Phouthay and Tai each account 
for more than 3% of the population, and the Lue 
account for 2%. The remaining Lao-Tai groups 
are very small.63 

Mon-Khmer are estimated to make up about 
24% of the population.64 They are traditionally 
Lao Theung (Midland Lao) and have a presence 
throughout the country with concentrations 
in northern and southeastern regions.65 Of the 
more than 30 Mon-Khmer groups, the Khmou 
are the largest, making up 11% of the national 
population. The Making and Katong each make 
up more than 2%, and the remainder of groups 
are very small (Prai, Xingmoun, Phong, Thaen, 
Erdou, Bid, Lamed, Samtao, Tri, Yrou, Trieng, 
TaOy, Yae, Brao, Katu, Harak, Oy, Kriang, Cheng, 

Sadang, Xuay, Nhaheum, 
Lavy, Pacoh, Khmer, Toum, 
Ngouan, Moy, Kree, and 
Brou).66 

Both the Hmong-lu 
Mien and Chine-Tibetan 
groups are Lao Sung 
(Highland Lao), and 
they are believed to have 
migrated into northern 
Laos in the 19th century or 
later.67 The Hmong-lu Mien 
make up roughly 10% of 
the population while the 
Chine-Tibetans account for 
roughly 3%.68 Hmong-lu 
Mien are present in many 

than lowland groups. Lao Sung are traditionally 
animist although they have had more contact 
with Protestant and Catholic missionaries and, 
therefore, have greater numbers of Christians 
than other Lao groups.50 

Vientiane is the only very large city and is 
home to some 680,000 people.51 Urbanization 
rates have risen from 15% in 198552 to 36% in 
2020,53 but annual population expansion rates 
have fallen from over 5% in 200054 to just 1.4% in 
2020.55 All of this reflects the shifting economy 
that promotes concentration of commercial 
activity in larger towns as well as a falling reliance 
on large families to provide farm labor. Alongside 
shifting economic demands, Lao society in 
general is changing due to the dominance of 
youth. The median age is 24 years of age with 
more than 51% of the population under that age; 
a further 38% of the population is under age 54. 
Thus, the availability of labor is strong and set 
to grow as the 1.1 million Laotians now under 
age 15 begin to join the workforce in the coming 
years,56 as illustrated in Figure 2.57

Ethnic Makeup
The Lao or Laotians derive from dozens of 

ethnic groups. Depending on who is defining 
“ethnic group,” there are anywhere from fewer 
than 50 to more than 200 groups present in the 
country.58 Historically, Lao ethnic groups were 

Figure 2: Population Pyramid for Lao PDR
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areas of the upland North. Within this group, the 
Hmong are the largest, making up 9.2% of the 
national population.69 The Chine-Tibetans are 
concentrated in the very northernmost border 
area. The Akha are the largest group at 1.8% of 
the national population while the remaining six 
groups are very small.70

Key Population Centers
Lao PDR remains largely rural and has no 

cities or towns with more than 1 million people. 
Vientiane, the capital, has a population of about 
680,000, making it the largest city.71 Provincial 
capitals are the next largest towns, although all 
are home to fewer than 100,000 people. Those 
of over 50,000 inhabitants include Savannakhet 
(91,600), Pakse (68,000), and Luang Prabang 
(66,700).72 Lao towns tend to be very small, as 
can be seen in Photo 2.73 

Language
Lao is the official language of the country.74 

French and English are the most significant 
world languages spoken in the country in 
a reflection of elite groups’ educations and 
histories. Other regional languages, particularly 
Vietnamese and Chinese, are common in border 
and urban areas.75 As the official language, Lao 
is also the lingua franca of the people and can 
serve to unify a country wherein more than 
80 languages are spoken as first, community 

languages.76 Written Lao dates to the early years 
of the Lan Xang Kingdom (14th century) when 
the rulers commissioned the development of 
a script, but it was not standardized until after 
1975. The Lao script is also used for many of the 
country’s minority languages.77

Religion
Some two-thirds of Laotians are Buddhist; 

one-third follow no formal religion or adhere 
only to local practices. There are small 
communities of Christians in the country.78 
Under the monarchy, Theravada Buddhism 
was the official, state religion and is the 
religion of most ethnic Lao and other Lao 
Loum. It is very common for some Buddhist 
practices to be incorporated into other local 
rituals and philosophies, to include animism 
and Confucianism.79 The Constitution only 
specifically mentions Buddhism; it allows for the 
mobilization and encouragement of Buddhist 
monks and novices to participate in activities 
“beneficial to the country and people.”80 The 
Constitution does provide for freedom of 
religious practice, and the government officially 
recognizes Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and 
Baha’i for the purposes of registration of property 
and for other legal and financial reasons.81

Buddhism is the only religion specifically 
mentioned in the Constitution. Photo 3 portrays 
Buddhist monks in Laos.82

Photo 2: A Small Town in Lao PDR Photo 3: Buddhist Monks in Lao PDR
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of insufficient compensation and minimal 
support in areas to which they are resettled. This 
process tends to exacerbate poverty without 
affected communities benefiting directly from 
the developments built on the sites of former 
villages.86

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
are expected to weigh heavily on Lao’s poor. 
Travel- and tourism-related sectors, retail, 
transport, and accommodation all shed jobs 
both at home and abroad; thus, Laotian rural-
urban migrants and expats – many of whom 
work in the aforementioned sectors – have been 
unable to send remittances that are crucial to 
the country’s poor households.87 Beyond the 
economic consequences of the global pandemic, 
health care for Lao’s poor remains a structural 
challenge. The rural poor suffer from a shortfall 
of services due to the tyranny of distance; to 
illustrate, the average time required to reach the 
nearest hospital in areas with no road access is 1 
hour, and the average time required to reach the 
nearest hospital is 43 minutes for the country’s 
bottom economic quintile.88

 
Women 

Despite efforts to account for gender in 
various government development schemes, 
the inclusion of girls and women in education 
and economic activity has fallen short of goals. 
Fewer than 80% of Laotian women are literate.89 
The state has planned to expand the use of girls’ 
dormitories at schools in order to boost female 
school enrollment; however, few young women 
attend vocational-level higher education and only 
34% of women participate in wage employment 
outside of agriculture90; in total, female workforce 
participation sits at about 66%.91 High rates of 
involvement in the informal economic sector 
complicates female livelihoods, and an estimated 
86% of working women are in the informal 
sector, vulnerable to abuse, exploitation and 
withheld pay.92

Access to ante- and neo-natal care shows wide 
disparities between urban and rural zones. Urban 
areas have a rate of safe delivery that is twice 
the national average and six times better than 

Vulnerable Groups
Lao PDR puts out five-year development 

plans to address socio-economic challenges, and 
the broad consensus among Vientiane and its 
global partners is that poverty underlies most 
socio-economic problems. Rural poverty is of 
particular concern, and progress toward reducing 
it is hampered by geographic and climatic 
elements as well as some cultural characteristics. 
Laos enjoys relative social and political stability 
and confronts few external threats. Thus, the 
country has had the opportunity to build long-
running partnerships with regional and global 
groups to promote and fund projects that 
address the specific needs of under-developed 
communities and vulnerable groups. The 
restrictions placed on inter-provincial and inter-
district travel during the COVID-19 pandemic 
will have disrupted development and health 
system projects, including health care outreach 
upon which many rural communities rely.

 
Poor

Poverty rates have fallen in recent decades 
from 46% in 1993 to an estimated 23% in 
2013,83 and even further to 18.3% in 2019.84 
Nonetheless, poverty – and particularly rural or 
minority group poverty – underlies shortfalls 
in education, economic opportunity, and health 
access. Indeed, rural poverty rates remain above 
23% whereas urban rates are approximately 7%. 
One of the major means by which Laotians have 
more recently pulled themselves out of poverty 
is to move to urban areas. Until about 2013, the 
primary means of reducing rural poverty was 
reallocation of labor away from agriculture and 
toward industry or services; since then, rural-
urban migration has become the most common 
way to escape poverty.85 

Given the structure of property and resources 
ownership in Lao PDR, residents of areas 
slated for development for mining, logging. or 
hydropower have minimal say in what happens 
to their property. As the country has built dams 
along the Mekong and its tributaries, villages 
have been slated for destruction and submersion 
under reservoirs. Many villagers complain 
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children under five are stunted due to chronic 
malnutrition.98 Children under the age of two are 
more likely to live in food-insecure households; 
one-fourth of them are food insecure compared 
to 17% of adults. Less than half of children ages 
23 months to six years receive minimum dietary 
diversity. Inadequate food intake can impair a 
child’s health, learning. and long-term cognitive 
abilities.99 

Youth unemployment has worsened in recent 
years to 21.8% in 2019. Education quality and 
efficiency remain obstacles to learning outcomes 
and skills acquisition. Youth unemployment 
appears linked to a slowdown in non-farm job 
creation across the economy. In the past decade, 
the industrial sector has shed jobs, agriculture 
has remained stable, and services have added 
jobs, but services sector employment tends to 
require different skills than the other two sectors, 
and most youth do not have the skills appropriate 
to service provision.100

 
Elderly

People over the age of 65 make up about 4% 
of Laos’ 7.4 million people. With an overall life 
expectancy of just 65 years,101 the prevalence 
of elderly within society is expected to rise 
only slowly over the coming decade or two to 
perhaps 6.5% by 2035. Still, as the number of 
elders rises, provision will need to be made for 
loss of function, chronic illness, and long-term 
disability. Customarily, Laotians host their elders 
at home among the extended family until death, 
and most communities continue to observe this 
tradition due both to sustained incorporation of 
elders into society and to a lack of other options. 
Nonetheless, this exposes elders to potential 
violence and exploitation at the hands of their 
families and caregivers. For those elders with 
insufficient family support, there is a broad lack 
of services, facilities, and skilled personnel to 
reach elders nationally.102 

 
Disabled Persons

Disabilities result from a variety of causes 
with injury, illness, and unexploded ordnance 
(UXO) the most prominent. Assistance/

remote rural areas. While maternal mortality 
rates have fallen nationally, there remains a 
shortage of health facilities that is dragging 
down the rate of access to ante-natal care and to 
contraceptives.93 A 2017 survey found that only 
52% of pregnant women from the poorest wealth 
quintile received ante-natal care from a trained 
health professional, and over 36% of pregnant 
women living in rural areas without roads had 
not received any ante-natal services. Only 34% of 
women in the poorest wealth quintile had been 
assisted by a trained health professional at the 
time of delivery.94

The 2016 Lao National Survey on Gender-
based Violence (GBV) revealed that one in three 
Lao women in a relationship had experienced 
physical, sexual, or emotional violence at the 
hands of their partner. The survey showed that 
fewer than one-third of women who encountered 
physical and/or sexual violence sought help 
from local authorities. These already high rates 
of abuse and reluctance to seek assistance are 
expected to have been exacerbated by COVID-19 
due to a combination of quarantine and isolation 
policies, and financial stress on families, 
individuals, and communities.95 

 
Children & Youth

Youth throughout the country contribute to 
household incomes via some work, particularly 
in those areas where farming is the dominant 
livelihood. Indeed, some estimates find that 
10% of children under age 17 are primarily 
laborers.96 The government has consistently tried 
to improve school attendance rates in rural areas 
via building dormitories and providing food 
in addition to improving curricula to address 
mismatches between education and skills needed 
in the labor force. By 2015, primary school 
enrollment had topped 95% although rates of 
enrollment in secondary school tiers is much 
lower. Moreover, as children progress through 
school, the proportion of girls attending school 
drops precipitously.97 

Malnutrition remains a problem among 
children; some 21% of the country’s children 
under five are underweight, and 33% of 
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land remain to be cleared as of 2020.108 Although 
UXO can be found in 14 of the country’s 17 
provinces,109 the most contaminated provinces 
are Houaphan, Xiangkhoang, Luang Prabang, 
Savannakhet, Saravan, Sekong, and Attapeu.110 
Deep poverty complicates UXO clearing 
and services provision in Sekong, Attapeu, 
Savannakhet, Houaphan, and Xiangkhoang.111 Of 
great concern are services for those Laotians who 
have suffered injury – often limb amputation 
– from UXOs. As of 2010, only 583 of 20,493 
survivors (2.8%) had received a prosthesis or 
other assistance regarding their injury.112 

As with other vulnerable groups, disabled 
persons are badly underserved by the health 
system. There is a severe shortage of health 
professionals trained in rehabilitation medicine. 
While the Ministry of Heath National 
Rehabilitation Strategy 2018–2025 proposes 
integration of rehabilitation services in central, 
provincial, and district hospitals and community-
based rehabilitation in health centers, very 
few of these facilities currently have sufficient 
equipment and qualified staff, and there is 
an absence of quality control. Five provincial 
Medical Rehabilitation Sub-Centers currently 
provide a limited number and type of assistive 
devices and basic rehabilitation services.113

Economics
The Laotian economy continues to 

develop from what was – at least in its formal 
components – a communist, command economy 
until 1986. Decentralization and the promotion 
of private enterprise have allowed very swift 
growth. Gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
averaged 6% for the two decades between 1988 
and 2008; since 2008, growth has averaged more 
than 7% annually.114 The effects of the 2020 
COVID-19 pandemic are expected to result in 
negative GDP growth for the year due to three 
specific elements: 1) disruptions to the travel 
and tourism sector; 2) reductions in remittances 
from urban workers to rural families and from 
Laotians overseas to their families/communities; 
and 3) a loss of state revenue that will lead to a 

promotion of the country’s disabled citizens 
relies on the activities of private and voluntary 
associations.103  The National Committee for 
Disabled People (NCDP) was established in 1995 
to coordinate disability-related activities between 
various ministries, and the Lao Disabled Persons 
Association (LDPA) is the umbrella, national 
organization that oversees groups that focus on 
disabled women, the blind, people on the autism 
spectrum, those with cerebral palsy, the deaf, 
and those with intellectual disabilities. Vientiane 
estimates that up to 15% of the population 
has a disability. Handicap International, now 
known as Humanity & Inclusion, noted that 
recent years have seen a slight shift away from 
UXO-caused injury and toward harm caused by 
vehicle accidents in a reflection of the success of 
mine-clearing efforts, increasing vehicle use, and 
concentration of populations.104 

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) reports 
that children with disabilities in Lao PDR are at 
greater risk of maltreatment, violence, abuse, and 
exploitation. They have less access to education, 
health, and welfare services. Despite government 
efforts to construct legal and policy regimes to 
address this problem, rural children and children 
with severe disabilities are often “hidden” due 
to stigma.105 While the National Strategy and 
Plan of Action on Inclusive Education (2011-
2015) provided for inclusion of people with 
special needs within the educational system, 
there was no definition of those “special needs,” 
and there is some indication that gender and 
ethnicity could be considered such “needs.” The 
Ministry of Health does host specialized schools 
for children with disabilities in Luang Prabang, 
Vientiane, and Savannakhet. The disabilities 
addressed range from blindness to complex, 
intellectual disabilities.106

Dozens of Laotians every year are killed or 
injured by unexploded ordnance (UXO), and 
large areas of the country remain contaminated. 
Since 1996, more than 1.8 million items of UXO 
have been destroyed, and since 2000, the number 
of Laotians hurt or killed every year by UXO has 
fallen from 200-300 annually to about 50,107 but 
an estimated 87,000 square kilometers (km2)of 
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authorities.118 Industry accounts for about 33% 
of GDP, but only employs about 6% of the labor 
force.119 The construction sector contributes 
roughly one-third of all industrial production, 
and the country is also rich in industrial and 
precious minerals and metals, has vast timber 
resources, and hosts large hydropower facilities. 
The most economically significant minerals are 
barite, gold, silver, and mined copper. Despite 
government stakes in the country’s largest 
bauxite, alumina, copper, gold, and silver mining 
activities, entities in China, Hong Kong, and 
Australia are the largest investors in the sector.  
Vietnamese and Thai companies are the largest 
partners of the state in barite, cement, and 
potash.120 This level of foreign direct investment 
promoted growth in the sector until recently. Not 
only has commercial mining output fallen off 
in recent years - as seen in Figure 3121 - as mines 
mature, but it had not allowed the Lao populace 
to share in the profits. Moreover, the knock-
on environmental effects are not borne by the 
investors but by the local communities. This is 
nowhere more evident than in the hydropower 
sector. (See Utilities-Power section for more 
information.)

Laotian hydropower potential is estimated at 
18GW due to climatic, geographic, and social 
factors. For one, Lao PDR is part of the Mekong 
River basin with tributaries that contribute 
some 35% of the Mekong’s total inflows. 

Second, many of the 
areas with potential for 
hydropower development 
are remote and require 
minimal disruption 
of communities or 
relocation of residents. 
The government of Laos 
opened the power sector 
to foreign investment 
in 1993, and the next 
20 years saw installed 
hydropower capacity 
expand twenty-fold. 
The boost in electricity 
output has been used 

fiscal deficit that will constrain the government’s 
ability to mitigate the pandemic’s impact.115

The two pillars of the economy are agriculture 
and natural resource exploitation. While 
agriculture contributes ~20% of GDP, it employs 
73% of the labor force.116 Nearly three-quarters of 
agricultural land is dedicated to rice cultivation; 
maize is the other major staple crop with the 
remainder of commercial agriculture dedicated 
to coffee, sugarcane, cassava, sweet potato, 
and industrial tree crops. The structure of the 
agricultural sector remains a challenge in that 
about one-third of farms produce primarily for 
sale while 80% of rural residents are subsistence 
farmers. Commercialization is becoming more 
common, but those farmers benefitting from it 
tend to be located nearer to towns. Shortfalls in 
both farm-market infrastructure and farmers’ 
knowledge of business and market practices 
mean that many farmers are unable to participate 
in the more lucrative commercial portions of 
the sector. Many of these left-behind farmers are 
women.117

Industry in Lao PDR is heavily focused on 
exploitation of natural resources – hydropower, 
mining, and logging. These sectors are tightly 
controlled by the government via Article 17 of 
the constitution, in which ownership of all “land, 
minerals, water, air, forests and forest product, 
aquatic life, wildlife and other national resources” 
are under direct management by the central 

16 Lao PDR Economic Monitor

8. Supply chain disruptions followed by contracting external demand have led to a severe 
decline in production in the export-oriented manufacturing sector. Supply chain disruptions 
due to border closures have caused delays in delivering inputs to export-oriented manufacturing 
industries. The garment industry, which account for 1.2 percent of GDP or 4 percent of merchandise 
exports, is the most affected. The sector uses up to 60 percent of its inputs from China and exports 
80 percent of its products to Europe. Tightened border measures applied by China and Lao PDR 
caused delays in delivering raw materials from China in Q1, which resulted in delays in production 
by many factories. This was intensified by the domestic lockdown during April–early May and 
weakened external demand, particularly the European Union and the United States, as the 
pandemic spread globally. As a result, many firms had to reduce working hours, furlough and 
retrench workers, and temporarily suspend production in some cases. As the measures are 
gradually lifted in May, some garment factories have asked to resume production but are still 
below full capacity. Similarly, electronic parts manufacturing is also affected by lower demand from 
Thailand. However, other manufacturing, such as wood pulp export to China, still performed well 
in Q1 (figure 6, panel A). This could have been exported to China early in Q1 before the border 
closure was applied. Other manufacturing sectors that mostly serve the domestic market and which 
account for almost 5 percent of GDP, are also affected by the domestic lockdown but to a lesser 
extent by falling external demand. These sectors include cement and construction materials, car 
and motorbike assembly, plastic and steel bar factories, furniture, and other light manufacturing.
Nevertheless, overall export performance in Q1 remained buoyant, supported by strong hydropower 
exports to Thailand, which is according to the power purchase agreements and less subject to 
lockdown and social distancing measures.

Figure 6. Disruption to value chains 

Source: Trade partners’ customs agencies.
Note: Three trading partners are Thailand, China and Vietnam. 

Panel A

Panel B

Figure 3: Output of Copper and Gold Mines in Lao PDR
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years has been in the traditional sectors of travel 
and tourism which, together, account for about 
93% of services exports and employ lower-skilled 
workers in areas like food service and retail. 
Business, financial, insurance, and information 
and communications technology (ICT) services 
are all low-uptake, inadequate supply industries 
in Lao PDR. To expand the contribution of these 
high-productivity industries, the country will 
need to address both skills training mismatches 
and infrastructure extension. To a certain extent, 
this will come with increasing urbanization, but 
it will also require sustained improvements to the 
ease of doing business.127 

The contribution of remittances, or monies 
sent home from Lao workers abroad has 
consistently contributed more than 1% of GDP 
annually, with the greatest contributions coming 
from workers in Thailand and the U.S. (US$84 
million and US$24 million respectively).128 The 
economic slumps in those countries caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic could impact lower-
wage Lao workers and possibly extend over 
years. The result will be a decrease in remittances 
those workers send home to Lao PDR, thereby 
reducing the ability of poorer Lao households 
to spend on food, health care, education, or 
services.

Figure 4 illustrates the extent to which 
remittances from Laotian workers overseas are a 
key input to Lao’  economy.129 The near wipe-out 
of remittances to Laos in the latter 1990s into the 
early 2000s reflects Laotians’ loss of employment 
in and their return from Thailand as the latter 
country’s economy melted down after 1995. 
In the wake of the 1997-1998 Asian Financial 
Crisis, the Thai economy took nearly a decade to 
recover.130

Government
In 1975, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

(PDR) emerged from the post-colonial Kingdom 
of Laos. It was constituted as and remains a 
one-party state with a socialist ideology. The 
constitution of 1991 remains in force after 
amendments in 2003 and 2015. With its capital 
at Vientiane, Lao PDR is highly centralized in 

domestically and for export to Thailand 
and Vietnam, both of which have supported 
hydropower development projects in Laos. 
The Laotian electrification rate reached 90% in 
2015.122 At the time, the country continued to 
plan for hydropower development, projecting a 
total hydropower installed capacity of 28GW in 
100 plants by 2020. Going forward, Vientiane has 
planned for export of hydro-generated electricity 
to become the country’s largest revenue source 
by 2025, and by 2019, it had signed off on more 
than 140 dams, mostly funded and constructed 
by China and Chinese companies.123

Despite the clear benefits of the country’s 
swift economic development over four decades, 
serious issues regarding deforestation, forest 
degradation, aquatic resource degradation, and 
loss of biodiversity pose long-term threats to 
continued development. The policy of giving 
out agricultural concessions to foreign investors 
has boosted agricultural exports, but it has also 
added greatly to problems of land and forest 
depletion and degradation, and to land-related 
conflicts.124 These challenges are exacerbated 
by the fact that Lao PDR is very vulnerable to 
natural disasters – such as storms, flooding, and 
droughts – rodent and pest attacks, and animal 
disease epidemics. These factors combined in 
2018 when the Xepian-Xe Nam Noy dam, then 
still under construction in Attapeu province, 
collapsed and caused massive flooding that killed 
many in downstream communities, including 
in Cambodia. Nonetheless, heightened risk of 
flooding is only the most obvious effect of this 
construction; the effects on the entire Mekong 
River system of hydropower development include 
falling rice production, disappearing fish stocks, 
and eroded soil fertility, all of which threaten 
to undo years of improving food security and 
poverty rates across the River Basin.125

The importance of expanding the services 
sector cannot be underestimated as a means 
to reduce poverty rates and to diversify the 
economy in order to weather shocks. Although 
services broadly contribute more than 45% of 
GDP, the sector employs only 20% of the labor 
force.126 Expansion in the sector over the past 35 
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and remove the President, Vice-President, 
members of the National Assembly Standing 
Committee, the Prime Minister, and the Supreme 
Prosecutor. It has fiscal and monetary oversight 
powers in addition to the powers of taxation and 
ratification of treaties.135

The judicial branch is multi-layered and 
includes sectoral courts. The highest court is 
the People’s Supreme Court which is, itself, 
divided into criminal, civil, administrative, 
commercial, family, and juvenile chambers. 
Below the Supreme Court are appellate, 
provincial, municipal, district, and military 
courts. All Supreme Court justices are nominated 
and appointed by the President and National 
Assembly.136 The Office of the Public Prosecutor 
oversees law enforcement at all levels, from the 
Supreme Public Prosecutor down through Local 
Public Prosecutors and the Office of Military 
Prosecutor.137

Below the national level, political and 
economic administration mirrors the national 
level with a system of Local People’s Assemblies 
(provincial, district and village). Vientiane 
retains control over these sub-national entities 
via the Local Administration Authority.138

terms of administration, and the Lao People’s 
Revolutionary Party (LPRP) manages all levels 
of political and socioeconomic administration.131 
The administrative state includes 17 provinces 
and 1 prefecture (the capital city region). It 
retains a three-branch central government 
structure: executive, legislative, and judicial.132

The executive branch includes both a 
President and Prime Minister along with a 
council of ministers. The President is the Head 
of State and is elected by the legislature. The 
President, in turn, appoints the Prime Minister 
who is head of government and of the Council of 
Ministers; these appointments must be approved 
by the legislature.133 Most power over the 
design and implementation of laws and policies 
rests in the Prime Minister and the Council 
with particular oversight over socioeconomic 
development, budgets, and Special Economic 
Zones. 

The legislative branch includes only a 
unicameral National Assembly, the Sapha Heng 
Xat. All 149 seats are filled by direct multi-seat 
constituency election from a list of candidates 
approved by the LPRP.134 In addition to general 
legislation, the National Assembly may elect 

Figure 4: Remittances as a Percent of Lao PDR’s GDP
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Borders
Laos shares borders with Myanmar (Burma), 

Cambodia, China, Thailand, and Vietnam. Of 
the total 5,274 km of border, the longest stretches 
are with Vietnam (2,161 km) to the east and 
Thailand (1,845 km) to the west. In the North, 
Lao’s border with China is 475 km long, and that 
with Myanmar is 238 km long. The southern 
border with Cambodia runs 555 km.140 

Climate
The climate of Lao PDR is defined by the 

tropical monsoon. The rainy season runs roughly 
May through November, and the dry season runs 
from December to April.141 The dry season can 
be divided into the cooler months of November- 
February and the hot months of March and 
April. While the monsoon tends to occur across 
the entire country all at once, rainfall varies 
regionally. The higher elevations of southern 
Laos can see 3,700 mm/year of rainfall, while 
the central areas of Savannakhet and Vientiane 
receive 1,400-1,700 mm/year, and northern areas 
may see 1,200 mm/year. Rainfall varies widely 
from year to year, and drought is common. 
Temperatures also vary from north to south and 
with elevation; the hot, dry season can see 40°C 
days along the Mekong, and the cool, dry season 
can see 5°C days in the uplands.142 Figure 5 shows 
the mean temperature and rainfall nationally 
during the course of the year.143 

Environment
Geography

Lao PDR is a landlocked country with a 
rugged terrain made up of mountain areas 
interspersed with plains and plateaus. The 
country’s area totals 236,800 square kilometers 
(km2). Lao’s western regions are mostly defined 
by the Mekong River, which flows north-to-south 
and forms major sections of the border with 
Myanmar and Thailand. The river’s tributaries 
flow in from the east all up and down Laos. In 
total, about 20% of the country is made up of 
the plains and terraces of the Mekong and its 
tributaries. 

The country’s mountains rise steeply, with 
most areas sitting higher than 500 meters above 
sea level. Mountains are steep-sided with deep, 
narrow river valleys weaving among them. At the 
country’s northern and eastern sides, mountains 
form the borders with China and Vietnam, 
respectively. The short, southern border 
with Cambodia sits among lower plains and 
plateaus. Northern areas of the country are more 
mountainous with two large plains – Vientiane 
and the “Plain of Jars” in Xiangkhoang – whereas 
the southern areas include lower mountains and 
hills with large level areas in Savannakhet and 
Champassak.139

Figure 5: Annual Average Rainfall and Temperature for Lao PDR.



21Lao PDR Disaster Management Reference Handbook | February 2021

DISASTER OVERVIEW

Hazards
Lao PDR is exposed to a range of climactic, 

hydro, and geological phenomena that include 
storms, floods, landslides, droughts, strong 
winds, and small earthquakes. In recent years, 
the frequency and intensity of extreme weather 
events has increased with damaging floods 
occurring in the central and southern part of 
the country along the Mekong River. Lao PDR 
experiences the following hazards:

 
Flooding

The Mekong River floods seasonally after the 
monsoon, and the lower river basin experiences 
both positive and negative impacts from the 
annual variation. For example, the annual flood 
pulse drives fisheries, maintains the river’s 
geophysical shape, and deposits sediments that 
maintain soil fertility. At the same time, these 
very floods often endanger lives and damage 
infrastructure, human settlements, and essential 
services.146 

Some projections see rainfall in the wet season 
rising by 4.2% over the country’s northern 
region by the end of the century, and the extra 
water that this would send downstream in 
the Mekong Basin has the potential to swamp 
riverine communities, damage riverside 
agricultural lands, and impact livelihoods and 
food security. The long-term trend, therefore, 
is for more frequent, problematic flooding in 
the wet season that alternates with worsening 
dry-season drought.147 The impact from sudden, 
violent rainstorms can already be seen in the 
form of flooding that comes with tropical storms 
that make their way into the Gulf of Tonkin and 
across Vietnam to inundate communities in Lao 
PDR. Every year, several such storms do reach 
portions of Laos.

Rivers are the lifeblood of Laos but are also 
threats to communities. Photo 4 depicts the Nam 
Khan River.148

Climate Change
Rising temperatures and changes in rainfall, 

river flow, floods, and droughts are already 
destroying homes, infrastructure, crops, and 
fisheries throughout Southeast Asia. As a result, 
vulnerable communities are faced with food 
shortages and diminished livelihoods. The 
Mekong River Commission (MRC) foresees 
the following changes in the coming decades: 
higher temperatures across the Basin and across 
seasons; a 16-17% decrease in rainfall by 2060; 
decreased agricultural yields that, in turn, force 
changes in agricultural practices, irrigation, and 
technological improvements; falling hydropower 
production; reduced navigation during the dry 
season, particularly in the upper Mekong; more 
frequent washouts and landslides that damage 
roads and other infrastructure; disappearing 
plant and animal species; and soil erosion.144 

Lao PDR has lost significant forest cover 
since 2000, a circumstance that has negatively 
impacted the country’s greenhouse gas emission 
statistics. Nonetheless, Lao PDR’s contribution 
to global greenhouse gas emissions remains 
negligible. Vientiane has determined to 
contribute to the reversal of global trends because 
the effects of climate change on Lao itself are 
clear. Reversing deforestation, forest degradation, 
and loss of biodiversity are national priorities, 
and the government of Lao PDR has committed 
to the following: increasing the country’s 
forest cover to 70%; enhancing the resilience 
of agriculture; and conserving and restoring 
valuable terrestrial and freshwater ecosystems. 
Meanwhile, specific regions will require special 
treatment. For example, communities in portions 
of Savannakhet and Champassak rely on wetland 
ecosystems for their livelihoods and cultures. 
Climate change is exacerbating flood and 
drought cycles that are causing disruptions to the 
wetlands, reducing biodiversity, and cutting off 
some villages from their wetland access.145

DISASTER OVERVIEW
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Flooding is a significant threat throughout 
much of Lao PDR, as mapped out in Figure 6.149

 
Drought

Drought in Lao is linked to two factors: 
rainfall shortages and below-average flows in 
the Mekong River and its tributaries. They can 
operate either independently or together to 
reduce Laotian access to water for agriculture, 
industry, or residential use. In general, the entire 
territory of Laos is classified as being at “mild 
risk” of drought in any given season.150

A pattern of drought has emerged in the 
past decade as hydropower development on the 
Mekong and its network within Laos artificially 
restricts water available to downstream 
communities. Some evidence suggests that 
monsoon rains that fall in the upper reaches 
of the Mekong never reach downstream 
communities because of impoundment behind 
dams in China. While Laos is somewhat 
insulated because it has control of many 
tributaries that rise in its own territory, Vientiane 

Photo 4: The Nam Khan River, Lao PDR

Figure 6: Flood Risk in Lao PDR
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Only about 5.25% of the country is at high or 
very high risk, but 43.5% is at medium risk 
with minimal mitigation undertaken. High 
landslide susceptibility zones cover about 10% 
of each of the provinces of Sekong, Attapeu, 
Borikhamxai, and Khammouan in central and 
southeast parts of Laos. However, many of 
these zones are in conservation areas that are 
remote and less densely inhabited. Meanwhile, 
medium susceptibility zones in Attapeu and 
Phongsali are home to important roads that 
connect the country to its neighbors, and these 
roads are located in mountainous areas that 
drive up maintenance costs and complicate any 
emergency response.153

Earthquake
Laos is vulnerable to earthquakes, but it rarely 

sees damaging events. The four provinces of 
northern Laos are at higher risk than the rest of 

continues to back and build dams that disrupt 
natural flows of waters that fell as rains in upland 
areas to downstream communities. The Mekong 
River Commission is attempting to coordinate 
downstream countries to communicate as one 
to China regarding the management of River 
water to ensure that drought is not artificially 
created.151

Recent years have seen much lower river flows 
than expected based on rainfall. Figure 7 shows 
the expected (blue line) versus actual (orange 
line) Mekong River water levels based on rainfall 
along with the volume above (grey peaks) or 
below (black valleys) expected river flows as 
measured in Lao PDR between 2015 and 2020.152 
 
Landslide

Rainfall patterns, terrain, geology, soil, 
and land cover in Lao PDR mean that most 
of the country is at some risk of landslides. 

Figure 7: Mekong River Flows Compared to Expected Flows Based on Rainfall
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History of Natural 
Disasters

The following is a list of natural disasters in 
Lao PDR in the last ten years.

 
October-November 2020 – Storms & Floods

Heavy rains over southern Laos resulted from 
tropical storms Goni, Linfa, and Saudel which 
struck Central Vietnam before moving over Lao 
PDR between 28 October and 06 November 
2020. As of 15 November, tropical storm Vamco 
was also being monitored for potential impacts 
in the same area.161 As flooding from the rains 
peaked in Laos on 20 October, nine districts in 
Saravan, Savannakhet, and Sekong provinces 
had been affected; some 163 villages with an 
estimated 69,764 people needed some form 
of assistance with Savannakhet the hardest hit 
province.162 At least 9,200 people were displaced, 
and an estimated 11,000 hectares of paddy and 
other crops were damaged.163 

the country. In areas of the northwestern border, 
near Myanmar and China where population 
densities are less than 25 persons/km2,154 the 
potential for a damaging earthquake in a 50-
year time span is about 70%. However, in more 
densely populated areas around Vientiane, the 
potential for a damaging earthquake in any 
given 50-year span is 40-60%, and areas of the 
panhandle (southern regions) have a 50-year risk 
of less than 10%.155

During the period 1 November 2019 – 31 
October 2020, Laos registered seven earthquakes. 
The largest was a 6.1 magnitude quake in 
Xayaboury in November 2019, and it came 
just hours after a 4.6 magnitude quake in the 
same vicinity of the Lao-Thai border southwest 
of Luang Prabang, Lao PDR.156 Residents of 
both Bangkok, Thailand, and Hanoi, Vietnam, 
reported feeling the quake and seeing some 
buildings sway,157 and local Lao officials in 
Hongsa District of Xayaboury reported minor 
injuries among some residents and damage to 
several dwellings and 
temples.158 The ASEAN 
Coordinating Centre 
for Humanitarian 
Assistance on disaster 
management (AHA 
Centre) assessment 
found that more than 
1,000 people had been 
affected, 12 injured, and 
92 displaced, while about 
90 homes and 50 public 
buildings had sustained 
some damage, mostly 
superficial interior 
damage and external 
wall (non-load-bearing) 
failures.159

A 6.1 magnitude 
earthquake struck near 
the Lao-Thai border 
in November 2019, as 
shown in Figure 8.160

Figure 8: Location of the November 2019 Earthquake
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Response and Assessment Team (ASEAN-ERAT) 
was activated for possible deployment, and the 
AHA Centre Emergency Operations Centre 
(EOC) alert level was raised to Orange (Response 
Preparation). By mid-September, more than 1 
million people had been affected, 102,000 of 
them displaced. Approximately 1,000 km2 of 
territory flooded. Various humanitarian partners 
supported national authorities with response 
operations. As of 14 October, at least 765,000 
people had been affected and 19 killed by the 
passing tropical weather. As many as 97 bridges, 
747 schools, 43 health centers and hospitals, 462 
roads, and 275,114 head of livestock and poultry 
were affected by the floods.167

 
July 2018 - Floods

Tropical Storm Son-Tinh caused heavy rains 
in 13 provinces and flash floods in Sanamxay 
District in Attapeu Province. Heavy rainfall over 
several days in Attapeu resulted in dangerously 

2019-2020 - Drought
During 2019, gauges along the Mekong River’s 

course in Lao PDR showed water levels to have 
hit their lowest points in 40 years. In some places, 
even at the height of what should have been the 
rainy season, the river’s level was only one-eighth 
of its typical height. In addition to the dryness, 
flash floods during 2019 combined with already 
low baseline levels of household resilience, led to 
an estimated 67,800 people being food insecure 
after March 2020. According to household-
level food security assessments, food insecurity 
was most acute among poor households and 
those dependent on upland rice cultivation. In 
consideration of the extensive crop losses and 
damage to agricultural livelihoods, households 
dependent on upland rice cultivation and those 
without access to dry season planting would 
require food assistance to bridge the food gap 
until the October 2020 harvest.164

The Mekong Basin saw precipitation well 
below average during 2019, as seen in Figure 9.165

 
August 2019 - Floods

Heavy rainfall affected northern Laos from 
the second half of August into October 2019; 
flash floods led to casualties and damage. During 
the early stages, some 500 people were affected 
in three villages in Baeng District, Oudomxai 
Province. Roads in the area were washed 
out. As rains continued in early September, 
Tropical Depression Kajiki brought rains to 
Khammouan, Savannakhet, Champassak, 
Saravan, Sekong, and Attapeu provinces. 
Provincial Disaster Prevention and Control 
Committees held emergency meetings and 
planned responses to include deploying rescue 
boats in collaboration with the army and police 
for evacuation. According to Lao PDR’s National 
Disaster Management Organisation (NDMO), 
emergency relief items were distributed. Needs 
were highest for food items such as ready-to-eat 
meals, rice, instant noodles, dry food, canned 
fish, drinking water; a rescue boat with pilot 
and life jacket, boat fuel; non-food items such 
as family kits, kitchen kits, sleeping kits; and 
funding support.166 The ASEAN-Emergency 

Figure 9: Precipitation Deficit in 2019 Compared to 
Average
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living in temporary shelters. Roads, bridges, 
schools, and agricultural land were damaged 
or destroyed. The response in some areas 
was cut off to all approaches except by boat 
or helicopter. On 7 August, the UN Resident 
Coordinator oversaw the implementation of a 
Disaster Response Plan to provide life-saving 
assistance to 13,100 people with support across 
eight clusters - as detailed in Table 1.170 Activated 
clusters included: Education, Food Security 
and Nutrition, Health, Protection (including 
Child Protection and Gender-Based Violence), 
Shelter (including camp management), Water, 
Sanitation and Hygiene, Early Recovery, and 
Coordination.171

While the southern flood response was on-
going, Tropical Cyclone Bebinca led to flooding 
in northern Laos, and the high waters also 
impacted the country’s south. Days of heavy 
and consistent rain led to rising river levels in 
Attapeu, where the effects of the Xe Pian-Xe 
Nam Noy dam collapse meant restricted access 
to Sanamxay district and hampered the delivery 

of aid to some areas affected. 
The fresh flooding had 
affected over 13,000 people 
by mid-August, and over 
6,000 of those were evacuated 
to emergency camps. By 
October, Lao’s Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs expanded its 
request for assistance to the 
entire country. According to 
Government reports, as of 
15 October, more than 2,300 
villages, 126,000 families, 
and 616,000 people had 
been affected by the three 
months of flooding. Some 
1,779 Houses were reported 
as destroyed and 514 as 
damaged. While many schools 
had re-opened, some students 
irregularly attended due to 
shortages of classrooms, 
teachers, and school meals.172 
 

high river and dam levels. An incident at the 
Xe Pien-Xe Nam Noy hydropower dam, still 
under construction in Attapeu, resulted in flash 
flooding on 23 July. As illustrated in Figure 
10168, eight villages were affected in Lao PDR: 
Ban Mai, Ban Hin Lath, Ban Tha Sengchan, Ban 
Thahintai, Ban Sanong, Ban Thae, Ban Phonsa-
ath, and Ban Nongkhae. Downstream villages 
in Cambodia were also devastated. The collapse 
of the dam affected nearly 7,000 people and 
displaced more than 1,000. More than 100 houses 
were damaged, forcing people to seek shelter 
in local government buildings and schools. 
Lao Red Cross teams in Attapeu distributed 
clothing, food, and drinking water immediately, 
but support was estimated to be required for 18 
months.169

Meanwhile, Tropical Storm Son-Tinh brought 
fresh, heavy rains and hit Attapeu Province’s 
Sanamxay District the hardest. As of 28 July, 
some 16,250 people had been affected by the 
combined floods; 19 people are known to have 
died and more than 7,300 displaced people were 

Figure 10: Area Affected by the Xe Pien-Xe Nam Noy Dam Collapse
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heavy rainfall to four districts in the south 
and worsened the already devastating floods. 
At the time, these floods were recorded as the 
worst flooding in the south of the country in 35 
years. But more was to come. On 30 September, 
Typhoon Wutip had moved over central Laos and 
brought more precipitation. Estimates found that 
over 350,000 people were affected throughout the 
country. The floods also caused massive damage 
to transport, infrastructure, education, and 
agriculture. Over 15,000 hectares of rice fields 
were damaged, and thousands of livestock killed. 
Seven bridges and nearly 1,200 km of roads 
were damaged in addition to irrigation systems, 
latrines, wells, and reservoirs. More than 60 
schools were reported damaged, with the loss of 
equipment and books.174

 
August 2013 – Dengue Outbreak

As of 14 June 2013, more than 10,000 cases of 
dengue and 40 deaths had been recorded in Lao 
PDR during the first six months of the year. This 
caseload was seven times higher than during 
the same period in 2012. By 09 August, the 

August 2016 - Floods
Torrential rains during 11-12 August 2016 

triggered flooding in northern provinces of Lao 
PDR. The Social Welfare Department (SWD) 
of the Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare 
reported that the flood had submerged several 
villages in Xayaboury, Oudomxai, and Luang 
Prabang, and the effects of flooding were also 
evident in Houaphan and Bokeo Provinces. 
The Xayaburi District Disaster Prevention and 
Control Committee distributed rice and drinking 
water and provided mobile health services. As 
of 27 August, the Lao Red Cross reported that 
at least 19,306 people had been affected, with 
five casualties reported; the largest number of 
affected people was in Oudomxai.173

 
June-September 2013 - Floods

Unusually heavy monsoon rains, exacerbated 
by passing typhoons and tropical storms, caused 
widespread flooding in more than 60% of Lao 
PDR from late June through August 2013. In 
mid-September, another tropical depression 
crossed over Lao PDR and brought prolonged 

Food Security & 
Nutrition

Lead: UN World Food Programme (WFP), Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (FAO); 
Partners: UNICEF, Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, 
Ministry of Health

Early Recovery

Lead: UN Development Programme (UNDP); Partners: Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, 
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, Ministry 
of Planning and Investment, Ministry of Public Works and Transport, National Regulatory 
Authority, UXO Lao, Provincial Authorities, District Authorities; Ministry of Justice, Ministry of 
Home Affairs, Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism, Lao Women’s Union

Health Lead: World Health Organization (WHO); Partners: Ministry of Health, UNICEF, UN Population 
Fund (UNFPA), International Organization for Migration (IOM), Health Poverty Action (HPA)

Shelter Lead: IOM, UN Habitat; Partners: Ministry of Public Works and Transport, Ministry of Labor and 
Social Welfare, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Education and Sports

Water, Sanitation 
and Hygiene 
(WASH)

Lead: UNICEF; Partners: Central Nam Saat, Provincial Department of Health, Provincial 
Department of Public Works, and Transport, WHO, UN-Habitat, Lao Red Cross, World Vision

Protection Lead: UNFPA/UNICEF; Partners: Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, Ministry of Health, Lao 
Women Union, Lao Red Cross

Education

Lead: UNICEF; Partners: Ministry of Education and Sports, Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, 
Ministry of Health, Lao Women’s Union, Save the Children, Plan International, ChildFund, 
Catholic Relief Services (CRS), Room to Read, Humanity & Inclusion, Good Neighbors, Australian 
Government, U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA), World Bank, Irish Aid

Logistics Lead: WFP; Partners: Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare

Table 1: Clusters Activated for July 2018 Response
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mitigating, and preparing for humanitarian 
emergencies. The INFORM GRI model is 
based on risk concepts published in scientific 
literature with three dimensions of risk: Hazards 
& Exposure, Vulnerability, and Lack of Coping 
Capacity. The first dimension measures the 
natural and human hazards that impose the 
risk. The second and third dimensions cover 
population factors that can mitigate against or 
exacerbate risk. The vulnerability dimension 
considers the strength of individuals and 
households relative to a crisis while the lack of 
coping capacity dimension considers factors of 
institutional strength.177 

The INFORM GRI model is split into 
different levels to provide a quick overview of 
the underlying factors leading to humanitarian 
risk. INFORM gives each country a risk score of 
1-10 (1 being the lowest risk and 10 the highest) 
for each of the dimensions, categories, and 
components of risk, as well as an overall risk 
score.178 The higher the score the more at risk 
a country is to disasters. In the 2020 INFORM 
Global Risk Index, Lao PDR had an overall 
risk of 4.5/10, which INFORM categorizes as 
the “medium” risk class. The “Hazards and 
Exposure” dimension score accounts for a 
combination of natural and human hazards, and 
Laos rated 3.8/10. The “Vulnerability” dimension 
score was 4/10, and the “Lack of Coping 
Capacity” dimension score was 5.8/10. Physical 
exposure to floods (9.1/10) was the highest risk 
category in the “Hazards & Exposure” dimension, 
with development & deprivation rating a 
7.4/10 under the “Vulnerability” dimension. 
Governance and Institutional capacity rated 
6.4/10 and 6.3/10 respectively under the “Lack 
of Coping Capacity” dimension although all 
categories of capacity absence ranked higher than 
5/10. Figure 11 graphically depicts these various 
disaster risk measures.179 

numbers had increased to almost 35,000 cases 
and 81 deaths, but the weekly trend had started 
to decrease. On 20 August, the UN Central 
Emergency Response Fund allocated US$753,504 
to WHO to reach more than 4.7 million people 
in the 11 provinces with the highest incidence of 
dengue. The caseload trend continued to improve 
during October and November. Nonetheless, a 
total of 43,620 cases and 95 deaths were reported 
during the first 11 months of 2013.175

 
June-September 2013 - Floods

Tropical Storm Haima brought heavy rains 
to Lao PDR in late June 2011 and caused floods 
in central and northern parts of the country. 
Later, during the first week of August, Tropical 
Storm Nock-ten hit. Flooding and landslides 
affected 340,000 people in 96 districts within 
12 provinces, causing damage to over 64,000 
hectares of farmland, 323 roads, and 42 bridges. 
Most rice seedlings were destroyed, and 
infrastructure, including bridges and roads, 
needed repair. A total of 30 people were reported 
killed.176

Country Risks

Country Risk Profile 
Risk calculation considers exposure to 

hazards, vulnerability, and institutional coping 
capacity, all of which are important factors 
in Disaster Risk Management. The Index for 
Risk Management (INFORM) Global Risk 
Index (GRI) measures the risk of humanitarian 
crisis and disasters in 191 countries. The 
INFORM GRI supports a proactive crisis 
management framework. INFORM GRI is 
helpful for establishing an objective allocation 
of resources for disaster management as well as 
for coordinating actions focused on anticipating, 
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Figure 11: INFORM Risk Index for Lao PDR
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District Disaster Management Committees, and 
Village Disaster Management Committees.182

Disaster Risk Management (DRM) framework 
and policies have undergone changes with 
reallocation of roles and responsibilities. 
From 2013-2018, DRM functions were the 
responsibility of a newly-created Department 
of Disaster Management and Climate Change, 
under the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment (MoNRE), while the role of 
Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare (MLSW) 
was limited to response and relief. Recently, at 
the national level, DRM mandates are reassigned 
to Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare 
(MLSW).183

Figure 12 depicts the National Disaster 
Management Structure of Lao PDR with the 
NDMC chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister at 
the top.184 

In 1999, a national government structure was 
built to guide the disaster risk reduction and 
emergency response management in Laos. The 
government also created the National Disaster 
Management Committee (NDMC) which 
includes Directors from various ministries; 
the NDMC is tasked with coordinating early 
warning, preparedness, emergency response, 
and recovery activities.180 The National Disaster 
Management Office (NDMO) was assigned 
as the Secretariat to the NDMC, and a focal 
point structure was later established to include 
NDMC members and units. Functioning under 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, the 
NDMO is the Secretariat to the NDMC, with 
further focal point structures at provincial and 
district levels.181

Committees and offices with formal lines of 
reporting have been established including the 
Provincial Disaster Management Committees, 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
FOR DISASTER MANAGEMENT

Figure 12: National Disaster Management Organizational Structure of Lao PDR
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Committee (DDMC) role is to lead the 
implementation of policies, strategies, measures, 
laws, regulations, plans, programs, and projects 
related to disaster management activities.

The Village Disaster Management 
Committee (VDMC) is assigned by the Village 
Head, whose role is to lead disaster management 
activities at village level, to be a focal point for 
coordinating with relevant stakeholders and 
to provide assistance to the District Disaster 
Management Committee, for which the Social 
and Cultural Unit is the Secretariat.

The Central, Provincial, and District 
Disaster Management Committees have the 
following rights and duties within their areas of 
responsibility:188

1. Issue disaster emergency warnings;
2. Propose to the Government, or the relevant 

provincial Governor, Mayor of Vientiane 
Capital, District Governor, Head of 
Prefecture, or City-Mayor for consideration 
and announcement of the area or locality 
affected by a disaster;

3. Issue orders to all stakeholders to be prepared 
for implement their duties in a timely 
manner;

4. Give an order to pay money directly out of 
the relevant level of Disaster Management 
Fund for the purpose of controlling a 
disaster;

5. Organize ad-hoc units for responding to 
disasters that have occurred or may occur;

6. Collaborate with line ministries, 
organizations, local authorities, all sectors, 
and parties for disaster management;

7. Raise funds for disaster management through 
various means that are consistent with the 
Constitution and the law;

8. Receive monetary donations, materials and 
assets donated by individuals, domestic and 
foreign legal entities, and organizations for 
use in disaster management activities;

9. Participate in meetings to discuss disaster 
management;

10. Participate in regional and international 
conferences related to disaster management;

11. Finalize reports related to their activities 

Lead Government 
Agencies in Disaster 
Response

The National Disaster Management 
Committee (NDMC) is tasked with coordinating 
early warning, preparedness, emergency 
response, and recovery activities;185 however, 
each relevant sector conducts data collection and 
risk inventory within their areas of responsibility 
and submits reports to the relevant Disaster 
Management Committee (Central, Provincial, 
District, or Village).186

Disaster-risk management is coordinated 
through a relatively new network of provincial, 
district, and village Disaster Prevention and 
Control Committees (DPPCs).187 

The Disaster Management Committees are 
non-standing organizations, whose role is to 
assist and advise, deliberate, supervise, and 
coordinate with the sectors and local authorities 
concerned, and to elaborate and implement 
disaster management activities. The Disaster 
Management Committees consist of the:
• Central Disaster Management Committee;
• Provincial Disaster Management 

Committees;
• District Disaster Management Committees; 

and
• Village Disaster Management Committees.

The Central Disaster Management 
Committee (CDMC) role is to support the 
implementation of policies, strategies, measures, 
laws, regulations, plans, programs, and projects 
related to disaster management, for which 
the Department of Social Welfare, under the 
Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, is the 
Secretariat.

The Provincial Disaster Management 
Committee (PDMC) role is to support the 
implementation of policies, strategies, measures, 
laws, regulations, plans, programs, and projects 
related to disaster management, for which the 
Social Welfare Division, Provincial Labor and 
Social Welfare Department, is the Secretariat.

The District Disaster Management 
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primary armed service in the country, and it is 
run on political rather than military lines. The 
Lao People’s Army (LPA) retains the structure 
of a light infantry/militia force and maintains 
internal security for Lao PDR. The air force and 
navy play subsidiary roles in support of the army, 
the police, or border security forces and have no 
independent military functions. All regular army, 
air force, and navy units report to the Ministry of 
National Defence (MND) in Vientiane.191 

The Armed Forces Division is one of the 
identified supporting ministries/agencies in 
the National Disaster Management Plan to 
strengthen emergency response systems in the 
country. Each Provincial Disaster Management 
Committee (PDMC) includes disaster 
preparedness and response stakeholders from 
the police and armed forces, the public sector, 
civil society organizations, representative from 
industry, leaders of religious organizations, 
prominent residents in the Province, and 
one person representing the Lao Red Cross. 
The PDMC is the pivotal point for the 
implementation of disaster management 
resources in the Province. Each PDMC will be a 
channel for information and resources and be a 
link between national objectives and provincial 
priorities.192

Laws, Policies, and Plans 
on Disaster Management

Table 2 lists the relevant Disaster Risk 
Management (DRM) policies and the 
institutional framework in Lao PDR.193

 
National Strategic Plan for Disaster Risk 
Reduction  (2010-2020)

The first concrete step for comprehensive 
Disaster Risk Management (DRM)  planning 
was the Disaster Management Country Strategy, 
which is a long term, phased master plan 
for DRR. The strategy outlines its goals, and 
implementation approaches for 2005, 2010 
and 2020, including the budget for operations. 
Continued support has been provided since 2010 
to develop and implement action plans in order 
to roll out this strategy.194 The National Strategic 

on implementation and submit them to 
the Government, or the relevant Provincial 
Governor, Mayor of Vientiane Capital, 
District Governor, Head of prefecture, or 
City-Mayor on a regular basis;

12. Exercise other rights and duties according to 
the law and assigned by higher authorities.

Disaster Relief and 
Emergency Response

At the time of a disaster occurring, the 
Disaster Management Committee and local 
authorities at the relevant level respond 
accordingly by providing emergency relief as 
well as collaborate with local authorities, and 
the whole of society, to search for, rescue, and 
evacuate affected people to the safe places or 
resettlement areas. In case of a severe disaster 
occurring, the Central Disaster Management 
Committee shall coordinate with local authorities 
to establish an Emergency Command Center 
at central and local levels where the disaster 
is occurring, to arrange temporary shelter, 
warehousing, medical assistance, and timely 
delivery and thorough distribution of emergency 
relief materials. The Emergency Command 
Center would then take the lead in supervising 
and overseeing all support according to the 2019 
Disaster Law.189 

According to the 2019 Disaster Management 
Law, the Central Disaster Management 
Committee shall collaborate with the relevant 
line ministries, organizations, and local 
authorities to facilitate the entry of international 
relief support personnel such as journalists, 
physicians, and rescue teams, and to facilitate the 
import of disaster relief items which individuals, 
international organizations, non-governmental 
organizations, civil society organizations, and 
neighboring and regional countries provide 
to include vehicles, equipment, medicine, and 
consumable and non-consumable materials.190

Armed Forces Role in Disaster 
Relief

The Lao People’s Armed Forces (LPAF) is the 
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Disaster Risk Map for use when building villages 
and houses, engaging in agricultural production, 
and developing projects. The 2019 Law also 
establishes a Risk Information System for 
disaster management. Accordingly, the Central 
Disaster Management Committee collaborates 
with the relevant line ministries, organizations, 
and local authorities to establish, improve, 
manage, and apply the Disaster Risk Information 
System by linking it with the National Statistical 
Information Database. Each Provincial and 
District Disaster Management Committee 
establishes, improves, manages, and applies a 
database to be linked with the Disaster Risk 
Information System at central level, including 
providing and sharing disaster information at its 
locality.196

Disaster Management 
Partners

Several partners have been instrumental 
for DRR progress in Lao PDR. Partners or 

Plan for Disaster Risk Management 2003–2020 
was developed and issued in 2003. The National 
Disaster Management Plan 2012–2015 was then 
issued in 2011. These plans provided the current 
policy framework for disaster management in the 
country.195

 
The Law on Disaster Management (2019)

This law outlines the principles, regulations 
and measures related to disaster management 
including regional and international linkages, 
and national social and economic development 
towards sustainable development in Lao PDR. 
According to this Law, the Disaster Management 
Committee at each level shall create a Disaster 
Management Plan, including urban planning, 
land use planning, provision of settlements 
and livelihoods, construction of infrastructure 
and development projects, to become more 
resilient to disasters. The Secretariat of the 
Disaster Management Committee at each 
level collaborates with the relevant sectors, 
organizations, and local authorities to create a 

POLICY IMPLEMENTATION 
AGENCY/OFFICE SCOPE PURPOSE

The Prime Minister’s Decree No 
158 (1999)

National Disaster 
Management 
Committee (NDMC)

National
To create a comprehensive disaster management 
institution with authority reaching from the 
national level to villages, with set goals up to 2020

Prime Minister’s Decree No. 373 
(2011)

National Disaster 
Prevention and Control 
Committee

National
Re-establishing the National Disaster Prevention 
and Control Committee (NDPCC) and NDRMP to 
serve as a foundation for multi-sectoral DRM in the 
country.

Periodical Strategic Plan on 
Disaster Risk Management  
(2003-2005/
2005-2010/
2010-2020)

National Disaster 
Management Office

National, 
Provinces, 
Districts

Articulates a DRM strategy, direction and priority 
actions based on lessons learned in the past.

Strategy on Climate Change of the 
Lao PDR (2010)

The Government of 
Lao PDR, relevant 
Sectors

National, 
Provinces, 
Districts

Outlines the objectives and direction for addressing 
climate change in Lao PDR across sectors, in 
consideration of SDGs and CCA

Prime Minister’s Decree 220 (2013)
Department of 
Disaster Management 
and Climate change 
(DDMCC)

National
Establishes the Department of Disaster 
Management and Climate Change under the 
ministry of Natural Resources and Environment.

Inter-Agency
Contingency Plan
(IACP) (2013/2014)

National Disaster 
Management Office

National, 
Provinces, 
Districts

Supporting the government in guaranteeing 
effective and timely emergency response by 
defining roles and providing guidelines for 
coordination.

The Law on Disaster Management 
(2019)

The law was passed by 
the parliament in the 
National Assembly

National, 
Provinces, 
Districts

This law outlines the principles, regulations 
and measures related to disaster management 
including regional and international linkages, and 
national social and economic development towards 
sustainable development.

Table 2: Disaster Risk Management Policies Framework in Lao PDR
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emergency response following a severe dam 
breach in Attapeu province, and flooding across 
the country between July and September 2018. 
The IASC launched a US$43 million Disaster 
Response Plan. The plan complemented the 
Government’s response across the country to 
provide disaster assistance, to reestablish basic 
services, to support restoration, and to provide 
safety and protection for vulnerable people. WFP 
and FAO supported the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Forestry in undertaking joint rapid food 
security and agriculture assessments in several 
districts following the flash flood in Attapeu 
province. These assessments provided data for 
the Post Disaster Needs Assessment, which was 
conducted under the leadership of the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Welfare with support from 
the UN Development Group, World Bank, EU, 
and INGO partners.198 

At the provincial level, INGOs, Red Cross, and 
UN agencies with presence at respective affected 
province, will provide substantial support to 
coordination and implementation of a rapid 
need assessment upon request by the Provincial 
Disaster Prevention and Control Committees 
(PDPCC).199

In the event of a large-scale disaster event 
and should the Government of Laos request 
international humanitarian assistance, the Global 
Logistics Cluster capacities can support national 
actors in facilitating a coordinated response.200

The International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement

 
International Committee of the Red Cross

The International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) is a private, independent humanitarian 
organization, headquartered in Geneva. The 
ICRC bases its activities on the provisions of 
International Humanitarian Law, and is neutral 
in politics, religion, and ideology. The ICRC 
assists with the protection of civilian victims 
of armed conflict and internal strife and their 
direct results. Within these roles, it may take 
any humanitarian initiative as a neutral and 
independent intermediary.201  

 

stakeholders  with long term engagement and 
specific technical expertise include the following:
• UNDP on Post-Disaster Needs Assessment 

(PDNA) and climate change adaptation, 
• World Bank on mainstreaming DRR into 

development and risk financing, 
• WMO on meteorological and hydrological 

services,
• Save the Children on Child-led DRR and 

DRR in Educations, 
• ADPC on risk assessment and DRM 

institutional capacity strengthening, 
• Oxfam on community vulnerability 

reduction and empowerment, and 
• The French Red Cross on Community-based 

DRR.

Joint initiatives on DRR have been financed 
with funding from major donors including but 
not limited to:
• The European Commission Humanitarian 

Aid Department Disaster Preparedness 
Program (DIPECHO),

• Australian Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade (DFAT), 

• World Bank and ADB for critical 
infrastructure development, and

• LDCF and co-finance mechanism including 
Green Climate Fund, GFDRR.

UN Resident Coordinator
There is no standing Humanitarian Country 

Team (HCT) in Lao PDR. The UN Resident 
Coordinator and Resident Coordinator’s 
Office support and coordinate the activities of 
non-resident UN agencies. In an emergency 
context, the Resident Coordinator and Resident 
Coordinator’s Office, in cooperation with the 
Government of Laos, may activate the Inter-
Agency Standing Committee (IASC).197 The 
IASC may include heads of UN humanitarian 
agencies (including UNICEF, WFP, UN-Habitat, 
UNOCHA) and of key disaster management 
INGOs working in coordination with the 
government. 

The Government of Lao requested the 
UN to provide lead support to the national 
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disasters. Warning equipment was also provided, 
including: 4-horsepower engines, steel boats, 
life jackets, turbochargers, ropes, jacks, wiring 
harnesses, plumbing radiators and hoses, and 
other items with sponsorship from the Chinese 
Red Cross.206

U.S. Government Agencies 
in Lao

The U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) supports the 
Government of Laos, civil society, and the private 
sector in sustainable development in economic 
growth, the rule of law, health, and education.207 
For U.S. foreign disaster response, support is 
always coordinated and led by USAID’s Bureau 
for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA).  BHA was 
formerly known as the Office of U.S. Foreign 
Disaster Assistance (OFDA). In June 2020, 
USAID merged its Office of Food for Peace 
together with OFDA into one bureau, the Bureau 
for Humanitarian Assistance.208

International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies 

The International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) is a humanitarian 
organization that provides assistance and 
promotes humanitarian activities by their 
National Societies, with a view to preventing 
and alleviating human suffering. It was founded 
in 1919 and includes 192 National Societies. 
The IFRC carries out relief operations to assist 
victims of disasters and combines this with 
development work to strengthen the capacities of 
its member National Societies.202 

 
Lao Red Cross

The IFRC officially recognized the Lao Red 
Cross on 25 October 1957 at the 24th Congress 
of the International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies in India. The Lao Red 
Cross is headquartered in Vientiane, with the 
role of Assistant to the Government for: relief 
work, blood donation, assistance for the poor 
and needy, and for victims of various disasters, 
protection, and promotion of basic health. The 
relief team includes the Disaster Preparation 
Department, the Administration-Planning 
Division, and the Department of Relief and 
Management.203

The Lao Red Cross organized a Red Cross 
Volunteer Training on Disaster Relief and Health 
Promotion at the District Military Club in the 
Huamuang District, Houaphan Province from 
15-18 June 2020.  A total of 52 people attended. 
Goals of the training included expanding 
Lao Red Cross volunteers at the village level; 
providing them with knowledge about the 
Red Cross process, Lao Red Cross work, first 
aid, disaster and disaster response, and health 
promotion in the event of a disaster; practice first 
aid, hemostasis, cardiopulmonary resuscitation 
(CPR), and choking response.(Photo 5)204

In September 2020, the Lao Red Cross 
of Vientiane Province provided disaster 
prevention equipment to eight villages under 
the Community Disaster Risk Reduction Project 
in Thulakhom District, Vientiane Province, as 
represented in Photo 6.205 The project aims to 
strengthen the villages affected by the flood and 

Photo 5: Red Cross Volunteer Training on Disaster Relief 
and Health Promotion

Photo 6: Disaster Response Supplies Provided by the 
Lao Red Cross
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capacity development program to strengthen 
hazard monitoring and early information/
warning systems; and

• The Asian Disaster Preparedness Center 
(ADPC) Strengthening Multi-Stakeholder 
Cooperation for Emergency Preparedness for 
Response in Southeast Asia project designed 
to enhance disaster risk management 
coordination between the public sector, 
private sector and non-profit or civil society 
stakeholders.209  

USAID’s contact information includes:

USAID/BHA INDOPACOM CivMil 
Representatives
BHA.INDOPACOM@usaid.gov

USAID Mission
Mission Contact: 
Michael Ronning, 
USAID Country Representative to Laos
Address: 
Ban Somvang Tai, Kilometer 9
Thadeua Road
Vientiane Capital, Laos
Phone: +85621 487000
Email: mronning@usaid.gov

USAID Contact:
Melissa Kennison, Regional Desk Officer, 
Regional Development Mission for Asia
Address:
U.S. Agency for International Development
1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20523, USA
Phone: 202-712-4521
Email: mkennison@usaid.gov

U.S. Embassy in Lao
U.S. Embassy Vientiane
Address: 
Ban Somvang Tai
Thadeua Road, Km 9
Hatsayfong district
Phone: (856) 21-48-7000
Website: https://la.usembassy.gov/embassy/
Email: conslao@state.gov

Recent USAID/BHA support after 
emergencies in Lao PDR include flood response 
and expanded resources given to establishing a 
more comprehensive Disaster Risk Reduction 
(DRR) program. In September 2019, when 
floods affected several regions of the country, 
USAID/BHA supported Lao’s emergency 
response. During this time, USAID/ BHA 
initiated a phased emergency response, including 
procurement of food, water, and basic hygiene 
supplies for immediate distribution by Catholic 
Relief Services (CRS) in the worstaffected 
communities. A more robust, longer-lasting 
effort followed the July 2018 dam collapse 
and flooding disaster in Attapeu Province. In 
the immediate term, USAID/BHA provided 
emergency funds to UNICEF and IOM for 
emergency WASH and shelter interventions.  
However, a sustainable, comprehensive DRR 
program was required to better prepare local 
communities for future rapid onset events. 
Thus, BHA expanded support to UNICEF for 
longer-term WASH resilience and Community-
Based Disaster Risk Management (CBDRM) 
programming in Lao’s most flood-prone areas. 
The program promotes sustainable WASH 
interventions to boost recovery of vital water 
systems, particularly those destroyed by the dam 
collapse. This project also provides ongoing 
support to internally displaced persons (IDP) 
while strengthening the capacity for communities 
to prepare for and respond to future disasters. 
CBDRM targets disaster-prone communities who 
require DRM knowledge and skills; the program 
works via capacity development through 
reinforced community disaster management 
committees, disaster mitigation, emergency 
preparedness and response plans/SOPs, and 
integrated last mile early warning systems (EWS).

Additional disaster risk management projects 
supported by BHA in Laos include:
• The IFRC Red Ready project to develop the 

capacity of the Lao Red Cross in targeted 
areas such as logistics in emergencies and 
provincial / community disaster response 
teams;

• Pacific Disaster Center (PDC) national 
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province, the Government shall issue a warning 
and declaration of the surveillance areas based 
on a proposal made by the Central Disaster 
Management Committee. 211

High priority has been given for establishing 
effective EWS in Lao PDR due to recurring 
flooding, heavy rains, and landslides; developing 
and establishing early warning and information 
dissemination systems were indicated as 
priorities in the Strategic Plan on Disaster 
Risk Management in 2010 for all districts. 
Operationalization of the Strategic Plan for 
Disaster Management (OSPDM) began in 
2010, which strengthened the multi-hazard 
early warning system with integrated science, 
institutional and social aspects. There is 
continued effort to enhance technical capacity 
and people-centered early warning in the 
country.

A consultation process for drafting of 
National Early Warning Strategy began in 
2012. In addition, the Early Warning Standard 
Operating Procedures (SOPs), 2017 were 
developed to provide a concise list of major 
tasks to be executed by responsible agencies for 
early warning. This combines technology-based 
hazard monitoring and weather forecasts, by 
the Department of Meteorology and Hydrology 
(DMH), through its National Early Warning 
Centre (NEWC), early warning dissemination 
through multi-tier mechanisms facilitated by 
each respective DRM agency – the NDMC, 
Provincial Disaster Management Committees 
and Office (PDMC), District Disaster 
Management Committees and Offices (DDMC), 
and response actions of the government 
functionaries and community.212 

The World Bank is financing a Lao PDR 
Southeast Asia Disaster Risk Management 
Project to reduce the impacts of flooding in 
Muang Xay, Oudomxai Province, and enhance 
the government’s capacity to provide hydromet 
services and disaster response. DMH has goals 
to strengthen early warning systems and service 
delivery systems and modernize the observing, 
forecasting, and communications systems. 213

Disaster Management 
Communications
Early Warning Systems

The Department of Meteorology and 
Hydrology (DMH), under the Lao Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE), 
is responsible for monitoring, forecasting, and 
early warning of hydrological and meteorological 
hazards.

Early warning and disaster information is 
disseminated to the public in two ways. The 
warning is passed from the National Disaster 
Management Committee (NDMC) ‘down the 
line’ to their representatives at the provincial, 
district, and village level. Early warning 
information is then broadcast on village speaker 
systems to alert the public, and through speakers 
on the back of a truck driven throughout the 
vulnerable area. The second method to deliver 
information is through the media by television 
and radio; however, content delivery is often 
unplanned and inconsistent due to limited 
funding. Current ongoing projects include 
warning dissemination through SMS mobile 
phone messages directly to individual users.210 

According to the new 2019 Disaster 
Management Law, early warnings are made by 
various district, provincial, and central levels. 
The warning shall refer to information on 
forecasting, monitoring and prediction for the 
concerned sectors. In cases where there has been 
notification and declaration of a possible disaster 
affecting more than one village, the relevant 
District Governor, Head of Municipality, or City 
Mayor shall issue a warning and declaration 
of the surveillance area based on a proposal 
made by the District Disaster Management 
Committee. When there has been notification 
and declaration of a possible disaster affecting 
more than one district, the Provincial Governor 
or Mayor of Vientiane Capital, shall issue a 
warning and declaration of the surveillance areas 
based on a proposal made by the Provincial 
Disaster Management Committee. In addition, 
when there has been notification and declaration 
of a possible disaster affecting more than one 
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Website: https://www.unocha.org/roap

For OCHA situation reports, click on 
“Subscribe” button on bottom of page.

ReliefWeb is a service of UN Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
that consolidates information and analysis from 
organizations, countries, and disasters for the 
humanitarian community. 
Website: https://reliefweb.int/

PreventionWeb is provided by the UN Office 
for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR, formerly 
UNISDR) to consolidate disaster risk reduction 
information into an online, easy to understand 
platform. 
Website: https://www.preventionweb.net/english/

International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) is the world’s 
largest humanitarian organization, comprised 
of its 192-member National Societies including 
the Lao Red Cross, a secretariat in Geneva and 
over 60 delegations around the world. The IFRC 
carries out relief operations to assist victims of 
disasters and combines this with development 
work to strengthen the capacities of its member 
National Societies. The IFRC’s work focuses on 
four core areas: promoting humanitarian values, 
disaster response, disaster preparedness, and 
health and community care.216 
Website: https://media.ifrc.org/ifrc

The International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, neutral, and 
independent organization whose exclusively 
humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and 
dignity of victims of armed conflict and other 
situations of violence and to provide them with 
assistance. It also works to prevent suffering by 
promoting and strengthening humanitarian law 
and universal humanitarian principles. ICRC, 
together with IFRC and the 192 Red Cross Red 
Crescent Societies, make up the Red Cross Red 
Crescent Movement.217 
Website: https://www.icrc.org/en

Information Sharing
Understanding how to overcome the 

information challenges that civilian and military 
agencies experience during a typical disaster 
response mission is important. Knowing what 
the available HADR resources are, will assist 
Joint Task Force leaders and staff during mission 
planning.214 Sharing information is critical since 
no single responding entity, NGO, International 
Governmental Organization (IGO), assisting 
country government, or host government can be 
the source of all the required information.215 

Collaboration, information sharing (IS), and 
networking have been the backbone of successful 
disaster response and preparation. Disseminating 
information not only to those in-country 
and threatened by disaster, but also to those 
responding to assist in the emergency has been 
crucial to timely, efficient, and effective disaster 
response. Recent technology has advanced to aid 
predicting and alerting of disasters around the 
world which has resulted in early warning and 
evacuation measures as well as opportunities 
to react and prepare for incoming threats to 
countries. The following are some of the ways 
in which information regarding disaster risk 
management and response is shared. Managing 
information is central to the overall mechanisms 
within disaster preparedness and response. 
There are many resources, stakeholders, and 
components to consider with IS before, during, 
and after a natural disaster. This section will 
discuss country-specific, humanitarian, regional, 
government, and DoD information sources.

 
Humanitarian Information Sources:

 
United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) Regional 
Office for Asia and the Pacific (ROAP) seeks 
to optimize the speed, volume, and quality 
of humanitarian assistance and coordinates 
emergency preparedness and response in the 
world’s most disaster-prone region in support of 
national governments. ROAP covers 41 countries 
partnering with them for coordinated and 
effective international responses to emergency 
situations. 
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produce a Situation Report (SitRep), usually in 
conjunction with OCHA. 

Most HCT SitReps can be found through 
ReliefWeb: https://reliefweb.int/

Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX) is an 
open platform for sharing data across crises and 
organizations launched in 2014 with the goal of 
centralizing humanitarian data for easy access 
and analysis. HDX is managed by OCHA’s Center 
for Humanitarian Data in the Hague. 
Website: https://data.humdata.org/

 
Regional Information Sources

 
Changi Regional HADR Coordination Centre 
(RHCC) 

Changi RHCC was launched in September 
2014 to support the military of a disaster affected 
state in coordinating assistance with assisting 
foreign militaries. It aims to provide open, 
inclusive, and flexible platforms that allow both 
regional and extra-regional militaries to work 
together effectively in a multinational disaster 
response. Changi RHCC manages the OPERA 
CIS web portal to broadcast the updated situation 
status of multinational military responses to 
disasters to minimize duplication and gaps in the 
provision of foreign military assistance. 
Website: https://www.changirhcc.org/

To subscribe to the Changi RHCC Weekly and 
Spot Reports, email:  
Changi_RHCC@defence.gov.sg

 
U.S. Government (USG) Sources

 
U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID)

USAID is committed to responding to crises 
around the world to help people and places most 
in need. They aim to:
• Promote Global Health
• Support Global Stability
• Provide Humanitarian Assistance
• Catalyze Innovation and Partnership
• Empower Women and Girls

Humanitarian Response is a platform 
providing the humanitarian community a means 
to aid in coordination of operational information 
and related activities. 
Website: https://www.humanitarianresponse.info

Global Disaster Alert and Coordination 
System (GDACS) is a cooperation framework 
between the United Nations, the European 
Commission and disaster managers worldwide 
to improve alerts, information exchange, and 
coordination in the first phase after major 
sudden-onset disasters.  
Website: https://www.gdacs.org/alerts/

Virtual OSOCC is a real-time online 
coordination tool for disaster response 
professionals from Urban Search-and-Rescue 
(USAR) teams, national authorities, as well as 
regional and international organizations at a 
global level. 
Website: https://vosocc.unocha.org/

 
The latest alerts can be found here:  
http://www.gdacs.org/Alerts/default.aspx

 
To subscribe:  
http://www.gdacs.org/About/contactus.aspx

 
Consider other information resources, such as:

Think Hazard is a website that provides 
detailed information on a country. Information is 
provided on Lao PDR regarding hazards, country 
assessments, projects, early warning systems, and 
other resources. You can log onto their website at 
http://thinkhazard.org

 
Humanitarian Country Teams (HCT)

The HCT is a strategic and operational 
decision-making and oversight forum established 
and led by the Humanitarian Coordinator 
in each country. It is generally comprised of 
representatives from UN agencies including 
the IOM, international NGOs, and the IFRC 
as well as the respective National Society in the 
country. During a disaster response, HCTs often 
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contact the BHA representatives for your 
respective COCOM (a U.S. government email 
address is required for official correspondence):
• BHA.INDOPACOM@usaid.gov
• BHA.SOUTHCOM@usaid.gov
• BHA.NORTHCOM@usaid.gov
• BHA.AFRICOM@usaid.gov
• BHA.SOCOM@usaid.gov
• BHA.CENTCOM@usaid.gov
• BHA.EUCOM@usaid.gov

Pacific Disaster Center Global
Pacific Disaster Center (PDC) Global has 

trademarked an early warning and decision 
support system called DisasterAWARE®. 
DisasterAWARE® is primarily for disaster 
management practitioners and senior decision 
makers. It supports disaster risk reduction 
and best practices throughout all phases of 
disaster management from early warning to 
multi-hazard monitoring. It has a collection 
of scientifically verified, geospatial, data and 
modeling tools to assess hazard risks and 
impacts. A restricted version of DisasterAWARE 
is the EMOPS (Emergency Operations) system, 
which is specifically for the disaster management 
community, including government agencies and 
humanitarian assistance organizations serving at 
local, state, federal, and regional levels.219

Specifically, within Lao PDR, USAID/BHA 
has funded PDC to support Laos’ establishment 
of a Disaster Monitoring and Response System 
(DMRS) for a more contextualized hazard 
monitoring and response system than EMOPS, 
and that is interoperable with the AHA Centre.220

PDC also provides a public version, Disaster 
Alert, which offers open access to a world map 
documenting 18 hazard types.221 Disaster Alert 
also has a free, early-warning app to receive 
customizable maps based visual alerts of active 
hazards. The app offers a global notification 
system covering natural and man-made hazards. 
It is available on both iPhone and Android.222 
Website: https://www.pdc.org/ 
https://www.pdc.org/apps/disasteraware/ 
 
Emergency Operations (EMOPS) system: 
(Request account): https://emops.pdc.org/emops/

 

USAID produces a monthly newsletter called 
USAID Newsletter which is available digitally 
at https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/
newsletter.

More information and updates from USAID 
are available via their blog, IMPACT, at https://
blog.usaid.gov/ and on Facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter, and YouTube. 
Website: https://www.usaid.gov/ 
 
Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA)

The Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance 
(BHA) is responsible for leading and 
coordinating the U.S. Government response to 
disasters overseas. BHA responds to an average of 
65 disasters in more than 50 countries every year. 
BHA fulfils its mandate of saving lives, alleviating 
human suffering and the reduction of the social 
and economic impact to disasters worldwide in 
partnership with USAID functional and regional 
bureaus and other U.S. government agencies. 
BHA works with the international population to 
assist countries to prepare for, respond to, and 
recover from humanitarian crises.218

During foreign disaster response (FDR) 
operations, USAID/BHA will assess the need for 
any unique DOD capabilities for each response. 
If there is a need for DOD to support USAID/
BHA in any way for FDR operations, USAID 
will formally request DOD’s assistance via the 
Executive Secretary (EXECSEC) memo process. 
USAID/BHA has representatives based at 
each of the combatant commands (COCOM) 
to facilitate information sharing and close 
coordination before, during, and in preparation 
for international disasters in the respective 
Combatant Command (COCOM)’s area of 
operations.

USAID/BHA information products include 
situation reports and maps, which are available 
via email mailing lists, as well as Reliefweb.
org. Public facing (non-USG internal only) info 
products (HA Updates/Fact Sheets, etc.) are also 
available on USAID.gov (https://www.usaid.gov/
humanitarian-assistance). 

For real-time updates on U.S. disaster 
response activities in your area of operations, 

https://www.usaid.gov/humanitarian-assistance
https://www.usaid.gov/humanitarian-assistance


41Lao PDR Disaster Management Reference Handbook | February 2021

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE FOR DISASTER MANAGEMENT

(CFE-DM) is a U.S. Department of Defense 
organization that was established by U.S. 
Congress in 1994 and is a direct reporting unit to 
U.S. Indo-Pacific Command. CFE-DM provides 
training and education to help U.S. and foreign 
military personnel navigate complex issues in 
DMHA. They produce country focused disaster 
management reference handbooks, after action 
reports, best practices, and lessons learned for 
advancement in response coordination. CFE-
DM also works to improve cross-coordination 
and reduce duplication of efforts and promote 
U.S. involvement in civ-mil consultations and 
dialogues with relevant HADR parties such as the 
AHA Center, OCHA, and Changi RHCC. CFE 
provides DMHA resources and updates at its 
website, as well as via their Facebook and Twitter 
accounts. 
Website: https://www.cfe-dmha.org/

 
Disaster Management Reference Handbooks are 
available for download at: 
https://www.cfe-dmha.org/DMHA-Resources/
Disaster-Management-Reference-Handbooks 
 
CFE-DM Disaster Information Reports are 
available for download at: 
https://www.cfe-dmha.org/Publications/Reports

Civil-Military Coordination in Foreign 
Disaster Relief Missions: Best Practices for 
Information Sharing is available here: https://
www.cfe-dmha.org/Publications

 
COVID-19 Information Sharing Sources  
 
Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center  
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html COVID-19 

 
Cases Database  
https://github.com/CSSEGISandData/COVID-19 

 
INFORM’s new COVID-19 Risk Index  
https://data.humdata.org/dataset/inform-
covidanalysis-v01

All Partners Access Network (APAN)
APAN is the Unclassified Information 

Sharing Service (UISS) for the U.S. Department 
of Defense (DoD). APAN provides the DoD 
and mission partners community space and 
collaboration tools to leverage information to 
effectively plan, train, and respond to meet their 
business requirements and mission objectives. 
Importantly, APAN’s technology team has been 
supporting humanitarian assistance and disaster 
response (HADR) operations for over 15 years. 
APAN has played an integral role in the success 
of disaster responses, such as the 2015 California 
Wildfire Response and the 2013 Typhoon Haiyan 
Response in which they provided organizations 
and militaries a centralized location to share 
information, increase situational awareness, and 
decrease response time and duplicated efforts for 
best practices in HADR services.223 
Website: https://www.apan.org/

Note: The Multinational Communications 
Interoperability Program (MCIP) has an APAN 
site used in planning exercises and real world 
HADR information sharing.

Joint Typhoon Warning Center provides 
advanced warning for U.S. Government agencies 
and organizations in relevant areas. 
Website: https://www.metoc.navy.mil/jtwc/jtwc.
html

 
Daniel K. Inouye Asia-Pacific Center for 
Security Studies (DKI-APCSS) is a U.S. 
Department of Defense institute that addresses 
regional and global security issues, inviting 
military and civilian representatives of the 
U.S. and Asia-Pacific nations to its program of 
executive education and workshops. 
Website: https://apcss.org/

 
The Center for Excellence in Disaster 
Management and Humanitarian Assistance 
(CFE-DM) 

The Center for Excellence in Disaster 
Management and Humanitarian Assistance 
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and Pakse International) cover international 
traffic and associated services.

International airlines include Air Asia, 
Bangkok Airways, China Eastern Airlines, Lao 
Airlines, Thai Airways, and Vietnam Airlines 
and they provide international services. Direct 
connections are also available to Bangkok, 
Chiang Mai, and Hanoi from Luang Prabang, 
and to Bangkok and Siem Reap from Pakse. Lao 
Airlines operates domestic flights with regular 
daily services and to three remote provinces—
Houaphan, Phongsali, and Xayaboury. Domestic 
and international services are provided primarily 
for tourist traffic. Additional flights are made in 
the rainy season to selected locations.225

Airports
Laos has 14 airports and 39 smaller airstrips; 

however, not all are currently operational. Wattay 
International Airport located in Vientiane 
is the main airport. Other important but 
minor airports include Luang Prabang, Pakse, 
Savannakhet, Oudomxai and Luang Namtha 
as shown in Table 3. 224 There are limited 
operations in Attapeu, Saravan, Samnue, and 
Xayaboury. Wattay International Airport is 
the main international gateway, while Luang 
Prabang and Pakse accepts regional traffic and 
provide customs, immigration, and quarantine 
services.  Savannakhet is a significant provincial 
airport. Wattay International Airport and the two 
regional airports (Luang Prabang International 

INFRASTRUCTURE

National Airports/Airfields

Location Airport Name ICAO IATA Customs Runway IFR Runway meters (M) Runway feet (ft)

Vientiane Wattay 
International VLVT VTE Yes Paved Yes 3,000 x 45 9,842ft

Luang Prabang Luang Prabang 
International VLLB LPQ Yes Paved No 2,200 x 45 7,217 ft

Savannakhet Savannakhet VLSK ZVK No Paved No 1,633 x 38 5,357ft

Pakse Pakse 
International VLPS PKZ Yes Paved Yes 2,400 x 45 7,874ft

Luang Namtha Luang Namtha VLLN LXG Yes Paved No 1,600 x 30 5,249ft
Oudomxai Oudomxai VLOS ODY No Paved No 1,600 x 30 5,249ft

Ban Hat Tai Ban Huoeisay/
ban Houay Xay VLHS OUI No Paved No 1,500 x 23 4,921ft

Xam Neua Sam Neua VLSN NEU No Paved No 1,000 x 18 3,280ft
Xiangnabouli Xiangnabouli VLSB ZBY No Unpaved No 1,000 x 18 3,280ft
Xieng Khouang Xieng Khouang VLXK XKH No Paved No 2,600 x 40 8,530ft
Attapeu Attopeu VLAP AOU No Unpaved No 1,850 x 30 6,069ft
Saravane Saravane VLSV VNA No Paved No 1,060 3,477ft
Khong Island Khong Island VLKG KOG No Unpaved No N/A N/A
Thakhek Thakhek VLTK THK No Unpaved No 1,400 4,593ft

Other Airports/Airfields

Location Airport Name ICAO IATA Customs Runway IFR Runway meters (M) Runway feet (ft)

Houeisay Houeisay n/a HOE n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Muong Sai Muong Sai n/a UON n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Paksane Paksane n/a PKS n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Phongsaly Bounneua n/a PCQ n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Seno Seno n/a SND n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Vangrieng Vangrieng n/a VGG n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Viengxay Viengxay n/a VNG n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Xienglom Xienglom n/a XIE n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a

Table 3: List of Airports in Lao PDR
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recently at Huay Xai-Chiang Khong. A new 
border crossing was opened with Vietnam 
in 2016. It was built as part of the trans-Asia 
highway project and provides a connection 
from the south of the country to Vietnam’s Da 
Nang city. In May 2015, the first trans-Mekong 
Laos-Myanmar Friendship Bridge was officially 
opened. The US$26 million bridge is located 
around 700 km north of Vientiane and links 
Laos’ Luang Namtha province with Myanmar’s 
Shan State.231

Railways
Construction has begun on a rail link from 

China to Vientiane, Laos. The railway is part of 
China’s $1.3 trillion Belt and Road Initiative that 
looks to establish a vast network of investment 
and infrastructure spanning Asia, Europe, and 
Africa. China sees Laos as a vital link as a direct 
neighbor with access to the critical Mekong 
River. The China-Laos railway is part of a line 
that will eventually extend from Kunming, in 
China’s Yunnan province, south to Singapore. 
The Chinese government will pay 70% of the 
approximate $6 billion cost for the China-Laos 
railway, with Laos financing 30% with loans from 
Chinese financial institutions.232

Waterways
The Mekong River is the most important 

inland navigable mode of transport in Laos. 
Transport through the mountainous areas of the 
country is not feasible nor economic and so the 
Mekong River has been an important conduit 
for people and goods between the many towns 
located along its banks. Small boats are used for 
fishing and trade. The River is also becoming 
an important link in international trade routes, 
connecting the six Mekong countries (Laos, 
China, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, and 
Vietnam) to each other, and to the rest of the 
world. The seasonal variations in water level 
directly affect trade in River sections and can 
often decrease by more than 50%. 

The Department of Waterways is responsible 
for policy, planning, and managing all inland 
waterways in the country. Including port and 

Seaports
The Mekong River is a lifeline for many 

fisherman and others living in the country. 
Laos is a land locked country and because of 
this, Laos uses existing seaports in Vietnam, 
Cambodia and Thailand for international trade 
and transport services. Deep-sea ports in the 
Indochina Peninsula with international shipping 
routes include Haiphong, Danang and Ho Chi 
Minh Ports in Vietnam, Sihanoukvilla Port 
in Cambodia, and Bangkok Port (Klong Toei 
Port), Leam Chabang Port, Map Taput Port and 
Songkhra Port in Thailand.226

Roads
Traveling in Laos is generally safe with the 

exception of some areas in the North. Vehicles 
may  not be equipped with lights, and animals 
stray on to the roads; both can cause accidents.  
The number of road accidents in Laos has risen 
in recent years along with increased numbers 
of motor vehicles  including motorbikes. 227 
Significant improvements have been made to the 
main National Road 13, which runs the length 
of the country, linking China with Vientiane, 
Savannakhet, the Cambodian capital of Phnom 
Penh, and Vietnam’s Ho Chi Minh City.228

Road transport accounts for more than 80% of 
total freight transport. The road network in Lao 
PDR is approximately 46,000 km. Of these roads, 
only 28% are paved and more than 60% of the 
total national roads are classified to be in poor 
condition. This can be exacerbated during the 
rainy season leaving most of the provincial and 
district roads inaccessible.229

The costs of extending, upgrading, and 
maintaining the roads are very high, and the 
Lao government continues to depend upon the 
support of its development partners including 
World Bank, Asia Development Bank, SIDA, 
Japan/JICA, OPEC, IFAD, KFW, UNCDF, and 
the EU to implement rehabilitation projects in 
the transport sector.230

There are four “Friendship” Bridges that 
link Lao with Thailand over the Mekong at 
Vientiane-Nong Khai, Savannakhet-Mukdahan, 
Khammouan-Nakhon Phanom and most 
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Starting education early is very important 
to educational outcomes, yet enrolment in 
Early Childhood Education (ECE) remains 
low in the country. Recent efforts have been 
made to combat this such as making ECE free 
of charge under the 2015 Education Law and 
the establishment of an ECE department under 
MoES in 2017.241 

Lao PDR recognizes the import of 
strengthening ECE services; however, only one-
third of children age five are correctly enrolled in 
ECE programs in the country. The quality of ECE 
programs also varies by province and district. 
In addition, remote districts such as Khoune, 
Xiangkhoang Province, have an increased 
vulnerability due to extreme weather patterns 
including flooding. 

The Lao Ministry of Education and Sport 
(MoES), UNICEF, and the Government of Japan 
are working to provide training in several flood 
affected districts which includes Disaster Risk 
Reduction (DRR) and Psychosocial Support for 
children. Teachers are also provided coaching 
and mentoring support. The training is 
expected to benefit up to 18,000 children across 
Xiangkhoang and Attapeu provinces.242

Disaster Risk Reduction in the 
Education Sector

Through the development of specific disaster 
risk reduction curriculum, the Government of 
Lao PDR has been building the resilience of 
the education sector in part from the National 
Disaster Management Office, the National 
Research Institute for Education Sciences, and 
the Ministry of Education and Sports. This 
initiative includes the development of disaster 
risk reduction manuals and disaster risk 
reduction training for teachers and education 
officials. Save the Children, in cooperation with 
the Ministry of Education and Sports, developed 
Disaster Risk Reduction Handbooks for grades 
3 to 6. In coordination with Borikhamxai 
Provincial Education Department, the 
handbooks primarily addressed school disaster 
risk reduction and emergency management.

The ASEAN Safe Schools Initiative (ASSI) is 

navigation channel management, flooding and 
riverbank protection, and waterways transport. 
The country has 21 river port facilities.

Domestic trade can be conducted through 
the Mekong River in four main parts: Houayxay-
Luang Prabang, Luang Prabang-Vientiane, 
Vientiane-Thakek-Savannakhet and Savannakhet 
–Champassak (Pakse). The main types of cargo 
carried are timber, agricultural products, and 
construction materials. 233

Schools
The current Education Sector Development 

Plan (ESDP) (2016–2020) provides the policy 
framework for education development by  
Ministry of Education and Sports (MoES).234 
Primary education in Lao PDR is comprised of 
five grades, with students beginning enrollment 
at age 6 and graduating by age 10. Approximately 
89% of primary school age children attend 
primary school; however, the extent varies 
widely in relation to location, socioeconomic 
background, and languages spoken by different 
cultures in the country.235  For example, 94% 
of children from the Lao-Tai group attend 
primary school but only 83% of children from 
Mon-Khmer families do. Inequality is a result of 
socioeconomic differences, including wealth and 
place of residence.236

Many external factors influence children’s 
educational outcomes, particularly child labor 
and child marriage. Early marriage and literacy 
skills are linked. Early marriages are leading 
to higher dropout rates of women, which is 
one of the obstacles for attaining secondary 
qualifications.237 The odds of young women 
being literate increase by 25% if they do not 
marry early compared to women getting married 
before they turn 15. 238  Gender gaps have 
improved in Lao PDR, but women are still facing 
challenges in attaining secondary education.239 
Half of women aged between 35 and 49 years are 
illiterate, while only 17% of those aged between 
15 and 17 years are illiterate. Women are also 6 
percentage points behind men, even among the 
younger generation.240 
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Telephones
In Laos, the rate of fixed-telephone 

subscriptions was 20.99 per 100 inhabitants at 
the end of 2018, compared to the world average 
of 12.49 per 100 inhabitants. Laos surpassed the 
global average in fixed-telephone subscription 
rates in 2015. Lao PDR’s mobile-cellular 
subscription rate was 51.86 per 100 inhabitants 
in 2018, which compared to the global rate of 
103.95 per 100 that year.247 
 
Internet Access

The rate of fixed (wired)-broadband 
subscriptions in Laos was 0.64 per 100 
inhabitants in 2018, compared to the global rate 
of 14.12 per 100 that year.   A reported 24.46% 
of households in Laos have internet access,  
still low compared the world rate of 55.18% of 
households with internet in 2018.248 Many of 
these statistics are provided to the International 
Telecommunication Union by state governments, 
and they differ from numbers compiled by 
other organizations. Reporters sans Frontières 
(RSF, Reporters Without Borders) states that 
Laos has only about 500,000 Internet users, or 
approximately 10% of the population. The use 
of online news and information platforms is 
impacted by a 2014 decree that states Internet 
users must identify themselves by their names 
registered with the authorities, and that Internet 
users can be jailed for criticizing the government. 
A blogger who tried to inform others about 
post-flooding conditions in southern Laos was 
sentenced to five years in prison in December 
2019. Despite these constraints, Laotians are 
increasingly using the Internet and social 
media, and there is even a slowly emerging 
blogosphere.249 

Data was not available for Laos showing 
core indicators of telecommunications access 
or disaggregation by gender. In the Asia-Pacific 
region as a whole, 41.3% of females used the 
internet while 54.6% of males did. The gender 
gap among internet users has actually increased 
in developing countries, which is reflected in 
the Asia-Pacific region where the internet-user 
gender gap grew from 17.4% in 2013 to 24.4% in 
2019.250

another initiative in the country which builds 
on existing school safety initiatives and uses 
information and communication technology 
for comprehensive school safety. The project, 
led by Save the Children in Lao PDR, developed 
a Comprehensive School Safety Assessment 
Suite that comprises a self-assessment tool and 
the Visual Inspection for Safety Upgrading 
Strategy (VISUS) tool. This tool was piloted in 50 
schools.243

Communications
The Ministry of Public Work and Transport 

(formerly the Ministry of Communications, 
Transport, Post and Construction) is 
responsible for the management of postal 
services and telecommunications, among other 
responsibilities.244 In 1989, Laos joined the Asia-
Pacific Telecommunity, an intergovernmental 
organization that aims to foster the development 
of telecommunication services and information 
infrastructure throughout the region, particularly 
in less developed areas.245

The humanitarian telecommunications 
infrastructure in Laos’ capital is dominated 
by large UN agencies. The UN Development 
Programme’s (UNDP) main repeater, VHF 
Channel 3, covers a 2-kilometer radius from its 
location at the UNDP office in the Patuxai area in 
the center of Vientiane. Atop the UNDP antenna 
tower, another VHF antenna points toward the 
northwest side of the capital, where coverage 
from UNDP Channel 3 does not reach. The 
northwest part of the capital is also covered by 
VHF Channel 1, recently installed DR3000, from 
the airport area to Kaysone Phomvihane Avenue/
Highway 13. The UN World Food Programme’s 
(WFP) main repeater, VHF Channel 7, also 
covers some of the northwest area as well as 
Vientiane’s southern areas from the College 
of National Defense to Khamphengmeuang 
Boulevard. WFP, the UN Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), and the UN Department for Safety 
and Security (UNDSS), have HF base stations, 
some vehicles with radios, and essential staff are 
issued with VHF radios.246 
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of freedom available to journalists. It does not 
purport to serve as an indicator of the quality of 
journalism, but to provide an overview of media 
freedom based on an evaluation of pluralism, 
media independence, legislative framework, 
and safety of journalists in each country and 
region.254 Foreign media setting up office in 
Laos must submit their content to the LPRP for 
approval, per a decree by the Prime Minister 
effective 2016. China’s Xinhua news agency and 
Vietnam’s news agency, Nhan Dan, are the only 
foreign news agencies that have opened bureaus 
in Vientiane.255 

 
Post

Sending post/mail from Laos is not expensive 
and is relatively reliable. Leave packages open for 
inspection by a postal officer. Incoming parcels 
might also need to be inspected, for which there 
may be a small charge. The main post office in 
Vientiane, on Rue Saylom, has wiring money, 
courier service, and also offers general delivery/
poste restante service – where mail will be held 
temporarily until the recipient calls for it.256

Utilities
Power

Lao PDR has one of the lowest per capita 
electricity consumption rates in Southeast 
Asia, at 725 kilowatt-hours (kWh) (2017), and 
very low carbon emissions, at 0.30 metric tons 
per capita (2014) or 6% of the global average 
equivalent of 4.97 metric tons. This correlates 
with being the third smallest economy in 
Southeast Asia in 2018, and with having one of 
the smallest populations. Both the economy and 
energy use are projected to grow in coming years, 
boosted by new hydropower projects.257  

The main producer and supplier of electricity 
in the country is Électricité du Laos (EDL). 
Lao PDR has four major electricity supply 
networks, which are not yet linked together. An 
interruption in the power supply is experienced 
on average once every three months in Vientiane 
and other major cities, lasting not more than 
one day, and once a month in other districts, 

Five main internet service providers in Lao 
PDR are:251

• Lao Telecom Co (LTC) – 51% Lao 
government/49% Thaicom; 

• Enterprise Telecom Lao (ETL) – 100% Lao 
government; 

• UNITEL (formerly Star Telecom Lao – STL) 
– 51% Lao Asia Telecom/49% Viettel Global; 

• Beeline Lao (formerly Millicom Lao – TIGO) 
– 22% Lao government/78% Millicom 
(VimpelCom); & 

• Sky Telecom – Lao private company with 
leased line service. 

 
Mass Media

Laos has 33 newspapers, 46 TV stations, and 
76 radio stations. The government owns most of 
the mainstream outlets, including the national 
TV and radio networks. “The ruling Lao People’s 
Revolutionary Party (LPRP) exercises absolute 
control over the media,” according to Reporters 
Sans Frontières (RSF).252 Several privately-owned 
magazines, which focus on entertainment and 
avoid political coverage, have been established 
in recent years. Major media outlets in Laos 
include:253 
• Vientiane Times – state-run, English-

language newspaper
• Le Renovateur – state run, French-language 

newspaper
• Vientiane Mai – state-run, Lao-language 

newspaper
• Pasaxon – Lao-language, Lao People’s 

Revolutionary Party newspaper
• Lao National TV – state-owned, operates 

TV1, TV3, provincial stations
• Lao Star – commercial, state-owned, TV
• Lao Public Security TV (Lao PSTV) – state-

owned
• Lao National Radio (LNR) – state-run
• Lao People’s Army Broadcasting – military
• KPL – state-run news agency
• The Laotian Times – news website, in English

The World Press Freedom Index 2020 ranked 
Laos 172 out of 180 countries. The index ranks 
180 countries and regions according to the level 
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over the past two decades. The country’s 
hydropower generation capacity increased from 
3,654 Gigawatt hours (GWh) in 2001, to 8,449 
GWh in 2010,266 to 19,330 GWh in 2019. The 
Government of Laos allowed foreign investment 
in the power sector in 1993, which led to rapid 
growth in installed hydropower capacity. Much 
of the growth is driven by export demand, as 
approximately two-thirds of the hydropower is 
exported to neighboring countries.267 

Laos signed its first memorandum of 
understanding (MOU) with Thailand on power 
supply in 1993, followed by others in 1996, 
2006, and 2007. Laos also signed power sector 
MOUs with Vietnam in 1998 and 2006, as well 
as an agreement on cooperation with Cambodia 
in 1999.268 Dozens of hydropower dams have 
already been built on the Mekong and its 
tributaries, with many more being planned. 

Lao’s government views hydropower as 
a means to boost the economy by making 
the country the “battery of Southeast Asia,” 
but the dams are also controversial due to 
their environmental impact on fisheries and 
agriculture, and the displacement of villagers. 
The 1,285-megawatt (MW) Xayaboury dam 
was the first of Laos’ five large, planned dams 
along the mainstream Mekong River, and its 
operational launch in October 2019 caused 
a significant drop in water levels and partial 
riverbed exposure downstream.269 Laos’ second 
Mekong mainstream dam, the 260-MW Don 
Sahong Dam, started operating in early 2020. 
A third, Luang Prabang Dam, is expected to 
displace 581 families and had also been flagged 
by Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam over 
concerns that more time was needed to assess 
transboundary environmental impacts.270 A 
Thai developer was permitted to proceed with 
the 1,460-MW Luang Prabang project, despite 
the lack of a signed hydropower sale pact as of 
October 2020, a breach of conditions set out by 
the Mekong River Commission (MRC).271 Two 
other dam projects, Pak Beng and Pak Lay, have 
completed MRC-mandated review processes and 
could begin construction any time.272 

Studies by the MRC have shown that 

lasting up to three days.258  The country’s overall 
electrification rate reached 90% in 2015 although 
97.4% of urban areas have access versus 80.3% 
of rural areas.259 In September 2020, state-owned 
EDL signed a power grid shareholding deal with 
China Southern Power Grid Company. In an 
effort to avoid potential debt default, Laos will 
reportedly cede majority control of its electric 
grid to the Chinese company. China is Laos’ 
biggest creditor.260

Lao does not have abundant fossil fuels, 
although there are two oil and gas exploration 
concessions in the central and southern part of 
the country.261 It imports most of its petroleum 
products, primarily used by the transport and 
industrial sectors, and households in off-grid 
areas.262 

Laos does have coal reserves, of which over 
530 million tons are deemed economically 
recoverable, particularly in Hongsa, Xayaboury 
Province, in the northwest. Coal mining activity 
in Laos comprises small-to-medium scale 
operations, with coal exclusively supplying 
domestic consumption, which is increasing.263  
The 1,878-megawatt (MW) Hongsa power 
plant in Xayaboury opened in 2015 as Laos’ 
first lignite coal plant. The Hongsa power 
project had been long delayed, the concession 
to construct the thermal power plant having 
been granted in 1994. The Lao government 
prevailed over the former investor, Thai-Lao 
Lignite Co., Ltd., in 2017 in the Federal Court in 
Malaysia, where arbitration had been based.264 
However, the opening of the Hongsa power plant 
also displaced thousands of villagers with little 
compensation and raised local concerns about 
impacts on farmland, forestry, the watershed, 
and human health. A new coal-fired power 
plant is being planned in Sekong Province in the 
southeast, with permission to implement the 
project granted in June 2020 to Singapore-based 
Evolution Power Investment Corporation (EPIC) 
working together with the Laotian firm, the 
Khounmixay Bridge and Road Construction and 
Repair Company.265

Hydropower is also a significant energy 
source that Laos has been increasingly exploiting 
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economy, but it is controversial for negative 
environmental, agricultural, and fisheries 
impacts on-site and downstream.277

Water and Sanitation
Lao PDR has more water resources per 

capita than other Asian countries, but much 
of its water is unsafe and contaminated with 
harmful chemicals and human waste.278 While 
the population of Laos has a relatively high 
access rate for basic water supply at 78%, only 
one in seven Lao households drink safe water. 
Furthermore, despite the prevalence of poor-
quality drinking water, only one in three (37%) 
households treats drinking water at home.279 

Approximately 24% of the population practice 
open defecation, and only 28% of children’s 
feces are disposed of safely. Out of the 8,857 
primary schools, only 66% have both water 
supply and latrine facilities. This shortage 
negatively impacts enrollment, attendance, and 
learning achievements – especially for girls, and 
for children living in rural areas, where school 
facilities are often poor.280 Diarrhea is responsible 
for 11% of deaths among children under 5 years 
of age in Laos, compared to the global average of 
8% in 2017.281 There is a significant urban-rural 
divide marking sanitation access in Laos, with a 
greater proportion of urban households having 
access to improved sanitation compared to rural 
households. 

Though there is much work to be done, Laos 
has already made significant improvements in 
water and sanitation in recent years. Despite only 
66% of primary schools having water supply 
and latrines, this is an improvement from 2008, 
when less than one-third of all primary schools 
provided water and sanitation facilities.282 The 
Ministry of Health and the UN Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) are testing a new, district-wide 
approach for the elimination of open defecation. 
This model is currently being applied in 
Borikhamxai Province, where three districts have 
thus far been declared open-defecation free, with 
the entire province expected to follow suit by the 
end of 2020.283

mainstream Mekong dams can damage farmland 
and fisheries downstream by hindering the flow 
of water and sediment, and fish migration. As of 
October 2020, there are 78 hydropower plants 
with a combined installed capacity of 9,972 
MW in operation in Laos. This greatly exceeds 
domestic consumption needs, but contributes 
significantly to power exports, which are central 
to Laos’ development plans.273

Laos is also building the world’s largest 
floating solar power project and ASEAN’s 
largest windfarm. The solar project development 
agreement was signed in April 2020 for the 
development of a floating solar power plant on 
the surface of the Nam Ngum 1 dam reservoir.274 
The completed solar plant will have an installed 
capacity of 1,200 MW and cover an area of more 
than 1,500 hectares. The project is a public-
private partnership between the Government 
of Laos (20%) and China-based Hangzhou 
Safefound Technology, which holds 80% over 
a 25-year concession. China leads the world in 
floating solar, or photovoltaic floating (PVF), 
which is a solar array that floats on water, 
typically a relatively calm body of water such as a 
lake, dam reservoir, or river.275 

A large windfarm is also being planned 
in Laos’ rural south; it will be financed by a 
Thai company, with the energy expected to be 
exported to Vietnam. In July 2020, BCPG Public 
Company, a Thailand-based energy company, 
announced plans to invest US$840 million to 
construct the largest windfarm in ASEAN with 
an eventual capacity of 600 MW over 64,000 
hectares in an area of southern Laos near the 
Mekong River just east of the Thai border region 
of Ubon Ratchathani. The energy produced 
is expected to be sold to Hanoi’s state-run 
‘Electricity Vietnam,’ with the Vietnamese border 
a short distance east of the proposed site.276

Figure 13 represents  a map of major dams 
on the Mekong mainstream. The map, from a 
June 2020 Stimson Center publication, is not 
comprehensive; it excludes hundreds of dams 
planned or constructed on tributaries of the 
Mekong. Hydropower is significant for Laos’ 
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Figure 13: Mekong Mainstream Dams in Laos and Surrounding Countries
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There has similarly been progress in 
improving nutrition. From 1990 to 2015, 
the proportion of the population who were 
undernourished declined from 42.8% to 18.5%.288 
However, there is still a long way to go. The 
Global Hunger Index (GHI) has designated 
Laos a country with “Serious” hunger severity 
for 2019, and it was provisionally given the 
same designation for 2020. (GHI’s hunger 
severity designations: Provisionally low, Low, 
Moderate, Provisionally serious, Serious, 
Provisionally alarming, Alarming.) Laos had 
a 16.5% prevalence of undernourishment 
in 2019. From 2015-2019, rates of child 
stunting were 33.1% and child wasting 9.0%.289 
Malnutrition rates are linked to a rural-urban 
divide, like many development issues, as rates 
of undernourishment are significantly higher 
in rural areas, particularly those without road 
access. 

Figure 14 depicts the top ten causes of death 
in Laos – topped by stroke, heart disease, and 
respiratory infection – as well as changes from 
the previous 10 years.290

Medical care in Laos is generally poor and 
unevenly distributed. Health care facilities 
are concentrated in urban areas, with limited 
medical care in rural or remote areas. The 
healthcare system is still developing, with 
challenges in financing, health records, 
infrastructure, and management of health 
services. Nonetheless, there have been significant 
improvements in the country. Between 1997 and 
2015, the average life expectancy in the country 
increased from 57 to 67 years, accompanied 
by a decline in the poverty rate from 40% to 
23%.284 Similarly, the maternal mortality rate 
has declined significantly, by 78% between 1990 
and 2015, from 905 to 197 maternal deaths 
per 100,000 live births. Of note, despite the 
incredible improvement, this is still among the 
highest rates in Southeast Asia.285 This is largely 
due to newborn complications, diarrhea (related 
to water and sanitation), and pneumonia.286 The 
infant mortality rate is approximately 40 per 
1,000 live births, while the under-five mortality 
rate is 46 deaths per 1,000 live births as of 2018. 
Vaccination coverage of children from 12 to 23 
months is 48%.287 

HEALTH

Figure 14: Top Causes of Death in Laos
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allocates the quota of health workers. There are 
four health care programs for different groups 
of people based on employment and income: 
(1) Social Security Organization (SSO) for 
salaried, private employees; (2) State Authority 
for Social Security (SASS) for civil servants; (3) 
Community-Based Health Insurance (CBHI) for 
non-poor workers in the informal sector; and (4) 
a Health Equity Fund (HEF) for the poor.295 The 
current health insurance programs only cover 
about 20% of the total population, partially due 
to population dispersal over widespread and 
remote areas, as 80% of the population live in 
rural areas and work in agriculture.296

Laos has developed and adopted about 30 
health policies, strategies, decrees, and laws 
in the field of health over the past 25 years; 
however, the implementation process remains 
challenging.  The National Drug Policy was 
drafted and adopted quickly; resources were 
limited, but the policy was supported by 
dedicated policy entrepreneurs and international 
partners. The drafting and adoption of the 
Health Care Law took several years. The law 
enjoyed strong support among policymakers, 
but implementation was delayed by institutional 
issues with institutional design and financing.297 

The Law on Drugs and Medical Products No. 
07/NA was passed in 2012, replacing the law 
from 2000. The 2012 law is in accordance with 
the ASEAN Medical Device Directive (AMDD) 
and provides stricter guidelines for drugs and 
medical products. Accordingly, the health 
ministry created risk-based classifications for 
medical devices and outlined the procedure for 
the registration of drugs and medical products 
distributed in Laos.298 The sale price of medicines 
to the public sector is determined by the retail 
price with a maximum 25% mark-up. Medicines 
are free for insurance members and vulnerable 
groups such as mothers, children under five, and 
the poor.

Laos has 29 physicians per 10,000 population 
(2017). There are also 0.19 pharmacists per 
1,000 population, and 1.5 hospital beds per 1,000 
population.299 Figure 15 depicts the structure of 
the Ministry of Health.300

Health Care System 
Structure 

The public health system in Lao PDR is 
generally poor. With a predominantly rural 
population dispersed throughout the country, 
Laos developed along the model of small 
villages clustered into various “districts” within 
16 provinces. Rural healthcare falls under 
district clinics and hospitals, where mid- and 
low-level healthcare providers have minimal 
training, and limited clinical and educational 
resources. The Lao Ministry of Health (MOH) 
has identified training district-level healthcare 
workers as a major health care priority.291 
Almost half of health care workers (44%) do not 
receive in-service training, and where training 
was received it was often mismatched with the 
type of health services that the health worker 
provided. The main sources of dissatisfaction 
among health workers are poor service readiness 
(infrastructure, availability of medicines, and 
equipment) and low compensation, which are 
contributing factors to the lower quality of health 
services in the country.292 

The regulatory authority for health care 
in Laos is the Food and Drug Department, 
which is the agency responsible for regulating 
pharmaceuticals and medical devices.293 The 
health-care delivery system is government-
owned, with three administrative levels: Central 
(Ministry of Health); Provincial (17 provincial 
health offices); and District level (health offices 
in all districts). Health care at the local level is 
challenged by a lack of qualified staff, inadequate 
infrastructure, and the need for affordable 
medical and drug supplies. Laos depends on 
international aid, particularly with vaccines, 
training for medical professionals and staff, and 
strengthening of maternal and child health. 
Wealthier individuals in need of medical care 
tend to visit Thailand for more expensive, but 
higher-quality treatment. Health care spending 
in Laos was US$220 million in 2015, and it 
is expected to rise along with the growing 
economy.294 

The Ministry of Finance is the account holder 
for projects, and the Ministry of Home Affairs 
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and public health emergencies
• Focus area 3.2 Resistance

 
Strategic priority 4: Effective policy dialogue and 
advocacy 
• Focus area 4.1 Improved development 

effectiveness in the health sector
• Focus area 4.2 Health leadership and 

multisectoral collaboration
 

Strategic priority 5: Active partner in the Greater 
Mekong Subregion and ASEAN
• Focus area 5.1 One bioregion/one health
• Focus area 5.2 Regional and global health 

diplomacy

These strategic priorities are based on the Lao 
Health Sector Reform 2013–2015, the Eighth 
Health Sector Development Plan (2016–2020), 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic–United 
Nations Partnership Framework (2017–2021), 
WHO’s Twelfth General Programme of Work 
(2014–2019), and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).303

The health system in Laos continues to 
provide essential health services in spite of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Immunizations, in 
particular, continue against diseases such as 
measles, pertussis, and diphtheria. The Human 
Papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine, which protects 
girls from developing cervical cancer when 
they become women, was introduced into the 
country’s national immunization schedule in 
early 2020. As a result, over 360,000 girls aged 
10-14 years old have been protected against 
cervical cancer in just the first year of the 
vaccine’s delivery. The vaccines are funded by 
the Government of Laos and Gavi, the Vaccine 
Alliance. The World Health Organization 
(WHO), UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and 
partners have been supporting the Ministry of 
Health and the Ministry of Education and Sports 
in the implementation.304

The public health surveillance system was 
significantly developed in the aftermath of the 
2007 avian influenza (H5N1) outbreak, which led 
to renewed political commitment.305 USAID and 

Health Strategies and 
Surveillance

The government of Lao PDR is aiming for 
universal health coverage by 2025. Less than 
15% of the poor have health insurance, despite 
the existence of four separate national health 
coverage plans, and health shocks are considered 
a main factor driving some back into poverty. 
Public spending on health is low, and health 
service provision continues to rely on out-of-
pocket spending and external financing.301 
Beginning January 2021, this goal for universal 
health coverage will be supported by a US$36 
million joint-investment by the Global Fund to 
Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis (TB) and Malaria, the 
World Bank, and the Government of Australia 
in order to increase access to quality health care 
and strengthen health systems across the country. 
It will be implemented by the Ministry of Health 
and civil society organizations through a project 
called the Health and Nutrition Services Access 
Project (HANSA), which will focus on access to 
remote and vulnerable populations for essential 
health and nutrition services, including HIV and 
TB programs.302  

Strategic priorities for Lao PDR strengthening 
the health system in cooperation with WHO are:

Strategic priority 1: Resilient health system 
towards universal health coverage
• Focus area 1.1 Integrated people-centered 

service delivery
• Focus area 1.2 Health information system

 
Strategic priority 2: Effective delivery of essential 
public health programs
• Focus area 2.1 Maternal and child health
• Focus area 2.2 Vaccine-preventable diseases
• Focus area 2.3 Malaria
• Focus area 2.4 Tuberculosis
• Focus area 2.5 Health and the environment
• Focus area 2.6 Noncommunicable diseases 

and social determinants of health
 

Strategic priority 3: Enhance health security
• Focus area 3.1 Emerging infectious disease 
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to hide [coronavirus cases], so I believe it.”311 
The economic impact of movement restrictions, 
including a full lockdown of the country 
in March, has created a secondary burden. 
“Poverty in Laos will be exacerbated because 
large numbers of people have been laid off from 
their jobs,” said Anousone Khamsingsavath, 
director-general of the Department of Labor 
Skill Development at the Ministry of Labor and 
Social Welfare. The ministry stated that “the 
unemployment rate had surged from the average 
of 2 percent to 25 percent,” as reported in May 
2020.312

The UN Country Team (UNCT) has provided 
support to the Government of Lao PDR to 
strengthen its preparedness against COVID-19 
outbreaks. UNCT support has been across a 
range of sectors, including health, migration, 
education, nutrition, and food security, 
agriculture, labor, and social services and 
protection.313 

The United States’ CDC, working in Laos 
since 2006, has helped build capacity for avian, 
pandemic, and seasonal influenza preparedness 
by strengthening laboratories, surveillance, 
outbreak response, capacity building initiatives, 
infection control guidelines and best practices, 
clinical case management, and pandemic 
planning.314  The U.S. has invested nearly $92 
million in public health cooperation in Laos 
over the past 20 years. During that time, USAID, 
CDC, and the Defense Threat Reduction 
Agency (DTRA) have supported training for 
thousands of Lao health workers at the national 
and sub-national levels – including the majority 
of front-line Lao epidemiologists and public 
health experts currently fighting the COVID-19 
pandemic. 315  

The U.S. has provided about $7.5 million 
in specifically COVID-19 related assistance, 
primarily through USAID, since the onset of the 
pandemic. USAID also played a supporting role 
in coordinating other COVID-19 donations. In 
March 2020, Spirit of America donated 2,500 
viral transport mediums (VTMs).  USAID 
facilitated that donation in various ways.  USAID 
personnel in Laos informed the U.S. Embassy’s 

other donor support to Lao’s health initiatives 
includes assistance to strengthen monitoring 
and reporting within disease surveillance 
systems, particularly for malaria, HIV, Zika, 
dengue, chikungunya, avian influenzas, human 
influenzas, and other pandemic threats, 
including COVID-19.306 Current COVID-19 
surveillance efforts in Laos have benefited from 
long-term support from USAID and the U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) over the past two decades to strengthen 
the health system.

Communicable Diseases
Laos is burdened with several communicable 

diseases, particularly TB, HIV/AIDS, dengue, 
and malaria, as detailed below. The country has 
also been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
although it has managed to keep cases down to 
several dozen in total.

Despite the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 
Laos is making special efforts to continue 
other health care services,307 including routine 
immunizations in fixed sites with physical 
distancing measures in place. The WHO 
has warned that the COVID-19 pandemic is 
disrupting life-saving immunizations globally, 
putting 80 million children worldwide at risk of 
diseases like diphtheria, measles, and polio in 
both rich and poor countries.308 

 
Coronavirus disease (COVID-19)

Laos reported its first confirmed COVID-19 
cases on 24 March,309  it had 41 confirmed cases 
but 0 deaths as of 11 December 2020.310 Laos 
has maintained a remarkably low infection rate 
due to tight restrictions on arriving travelers 
who must quarantine, rigorous scanning at 
ports of entry, movement restrictions, mask 
wearing, and physical distancing. The WHO 
representative in Laos, Dr. Howard Sobel, has 
said that the response of the Laotian government 
“was exemplary. The government anticipated 
the arrival of this terrible disease and did all 
the right things to stop it spreading.” Regarding 
doubts about the low numbers of cases and no 
deaths, IFRC’s Ludovic Arnout said, “It’s difficult 
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cases in Laos with 12 deaths since January. 
The largest number of dengue patients were 
reported in Vientiane, where 1,877 cases were 
reported, according to Sisavath Soutthaniraxay, 
Deputy Director General of the Department of 
Communicable Diseases Control under the Lao 
Ministry of Health. Of the 12 deaths reported 1 
January – 7 December 2020, 4 were in Vientiane, 
2 in Borikhamxai, 2 in Khammouan, 1 in 
Xayaboury, 1 in Xiengkhoang, 1 in Savannakhet, 
and 1 in Phongsali.318 The bulk of dengue cases 
outside Vientiane occurred in Borikhamxai and 
Bokeo provinces, which recorded 904 and 710 
cases respectively as of 10 November 2020.319 
Dengue fever is one of the fastest emerging 
infections, with Thailand, Laos, the Philippines, 
and Singapore all seeing high incidences. 

The dengue virus is transmitted by mosquitos, 
causing a severe flu-like illness. Common 
symptoms include fever, headache especially 
at the back of the eyes, and joint pain, and 
the illness can occasionally worsen into fatal 
dengue hemorrhagic fever. The number of 
dengue cases in the Western Pacific has more 

than doubled over the past 
decade, while the global 
incidence of dengue has 
increased by 30 times over 
the last 50 years. Up to half 
of the world’s population is 
at risk with 50-100 million 
infections estimated to 
occur annually in over 100 
endemic countries. While 
there is no specific treatment 
for dengue, early detection 
and proper medical care can 
lower the fatality rate to 1% 
or less. 320

 
HIV/AIDS

Laos has a relatively low 
incidence of HIV/AIDS. But 
the disease has significantly 
increased in some sectors 
of the population in 
recent years, and there are 

Defense Attaché Office of the critical need for 
VTMs to collect and send suspected COVID-19 
samples from provincial hospitals and district 
health centers to Vientiane for testing.  USAID 
personnel at USINDOPACOM received and 
positioned the VTMs on a Defense POW/MIA 
Accounting Agency (DPAA) C17 at Hickam 
Air Force Base, Hawaii, assisted by SOCPAC’s 
Singapore and Hawaii Civil Military Support 
Elements. In the end, the DPAA mission was 
cancelled due to the pandemic, but USAID 
facilitated coordination so that the VTMs were 
delivered via commercial means.  Upon arrival, 
the U.S. Ambassador, the U.S. Embassy’s Defense 
Attaché Office, and USAID donated the medical 
supplies to the Ministry of Health.316 Photo 7 
shows USAID and DoD personnel facilitating 
a Spirit of America donation to Laos to help 
combat the spread of COVID-19.317

 
Dengue

A dengue fever epidemic spread in Southeast 
Asia in 2019 and 2020, including in Laos. As of 
7 December 2020, there had been 8,171 dengue 

Photo 7: USAID and DoD Personnel Facilitate a Spirit of America Donation to 
Laos
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Lao HIV/ AIDS program also collaborates with 
the World Health Organization (WHO).325

 
Malaria

Significant progress has been achieved in 
lowering the prevalence of malaria in Laos and 
surrounding countries over the past decade. 
In the six countries of the Greater Mekong 
subregion – Cambodia, China (Yunnan 
Province), Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, and 
Vietnam – the reported number of malaria cases 
fell by 76% between 2010 and 2018, and malaria 
deaths fell by 95% over the same period. In Laos, 
malaria cases decreased from 51,184 cases (127 
deaths) in 2010 to 14,437 cases (23 deaths) in 
2018.  

Artemisinin resistance has been confirmed 
in Laos, along with neighboring Cambodia and 
Vietnam, through studies conducted between 
2001 and 2018. Artemisinin-based combination 
therapies are the first-line treatments for 
falciparum malaria – the deadliest of the four 
species of Plasmodium that causes malaria in 
humans. Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam had 
aimed to eliminate P. falciparum malaria by 2020 
through an artemisinin-resistance initiative 
financed by the Global Fund. That goal will not 
be met, as P. falciparum malaria has actually 
increased slightly in Laos in recent years. From 
2015 to 2018, Laos saw a 12% increase in cases of 
P. falciparum malaria and neighboring Vietnam 
saw a 14% increase, due to sporadic outbreaks in 
2017 and 2018. 

However, the reduction of malaria rates 
overall since 2010 remains a huge achievement. 
Furthermore, treatment efficacy for P. vivax (one 
of the other three types of malaria, along with 
P. ovale and P. malariae) remains high across all 
countries where treatment failure rates are below 
10%. Laos retains an aim for elimination of all 
four types of malaria by 2030. 

Laos is aided in efforts to combat malaria by 
substantive international funding, particularly 
by the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis 
and Malaria. The financing Laos received from 
the Global Fund was reportedly $5,920,486 in 
2016, $3,667,214 in 2017, and $3,901,819 in 

challenges with treatment. There are an estimated 
13,000 people living with HIV/AIDS in Laos for 
an HIV rate of less than 0.2% of the population, 
lower than the global HIV prevalence of 0.8% 
among adults.321 Approximately 85% of people 
living with HIV in Laos know their status, which 
marks progress towards toward the 2020 fast-
track target. However, only some 7,000 people 
living with HIV are on antiretroviral therapy 
(ART), a 56% ART coverage rate that leaves 
many more needing access to treatment.322 
New HIV infections across the population as 
a whole have been slowly declining since they 
peaked in 2008-2010.323 However, there has 
been a concerning increase in HIV prevalence 
among men who have sex with men, from 1.7% 
in 2014 to 2.5% in 2017; this number is highest 
in Vientiane, at 7%. The prevalence of sexually 
transmitted infections among female sex workers 
is also relatively high at 31%. Adolescents are 
especially vulnerable to HIV infections, as only 
31% of females and 46% of males between the 
ages of 15-24 reported using a condom during 
their last sexual intercourse. 

There are a few exacerbating factors that 
provide challenges to lowering HIV infections in 
Laos. The general population has a low level of 
knowledge, with only 19% of females and 26% of 
males having a comprehensive understanding of 
HIV/AIDS. Neighboring countries have a higher 
HIV prevalence rate, which, combined with the 
large infrastructure projects spurring economic 
development (highways, railways, dams), 
potentially increase the risk of HIV spread in 
Laos, particularly given an influx of male migrant 
workers.324

The Lao government works with partners and 
civil society organizations to extend coverage 
of HIV services and programs.  The U.S. CDC, 
through their Thailand-based Global HIV/AIDS 
Asia Regional Office, has worked in Laos since 
2009 to improve the country’s HIV response, 
focusing on clinical quality services and building 
health systems capacity. CDC leveraged lessons 
learned from Thailand’s expertise to establish 
an effective national HIV/AIDS program 
appropriate to the Laotian context. The national 
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combined were the most frequently detected 
pathogens.334 Starting in 2012, Lao PDR started 
to offer seasonal influenza vaccination in April-
May to pregnant women, the elderly, patients 
with co-morbidities, and healthcare personnel. 
In 2014, Laos expanded influenza vaccination 
with the support of CDC guidance and donations 
from Partnership for Influenza Vaccine 
Introduction (PIVI).335 In 2018-2019, indigenous 
hill tribes living in a remote northern province 
experienced a serious influenza outbreak, leading 
to 16 deaths by January 2019. The high mortality 
rate prompted local health care personnel to 
respond quickly, delivering influenza antiviral 
drugs for treatment, providing health and 
hygiene education, and steering influenza vaccine 
to the outbreak area for future prevention. Many 
of the local health care responders had been 
trained with U.S. CDC support.336

Non-Communicable 
Diseases 

Noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), 
along with socioeconomic and environmental 
determinants of health, have increasingly become 
important issues, reflecting Lao PDR’s improved 
economic status as a lower-middle-income 
country. The burden of NCDs is rising in Laos. 
In 2019, stroke was the top cause of mortality, 
reflecting a 19.5% increase from 10 years prior. 
Similarly, heart disease was the second cause 
of death, reflecting a 26.9% increase from the 
previous 10 years.337 In 2014, around one-third 
of recorded deaths were below 60 years of age, 
indicating a heavy premature death burden 
from NCDs.338 In 2016, NCDs were estimated 
to account for 60% of all deaths in Laos; 
cardiovascular diseases comprise 27% of deaths, 
cancers 12%, chronic respiratory diseases 5%, 
diabetes 4%, and other NCDs account for 12% of 
all mortality.339

The main risk factors for NCDs are 
behavioral: tobacco use, unhealthy diets, physical 
inactivity, and the harmful use of alcohol. In 
line with the Ministry of Health’s 2014 plan for 
the prevention and control of NCDs,340 legal 

2018.326 Complementing the activities supported 
by the Global Fund and other donors, the U.S. 
President’s Malaria Initiative (PMI) supports 
regional and cross-cutting activities in Lao 
PDR, Thailand, and the region. The proposed 
PMI budget of $3 million for Fiscal Year 2019 
will support activities at the national and 
sub-national levels regionally with a focus 
on surveillance for therapeutic efficacy and 
antimalarial drug resistance, national malaria 
control program capacity strengthening, and 
malaria prevention and control activities to 
reduce transmission and eliminate malaria.327 
The PMI program has provided and distributed 
700,000 mosquito nets, 470,000 diagnostic tests, 
and 112,000 anti-malarial treatments as the 
U.S. works to support the Ministry of Health, 
the Center of Malariology, Parasitology, and 
Entomology, and the Lao people.328

 
Tuberculosis 

Lao PDR has a high prevalence of tuberculosis 
(TB)with an estimated incidence of 175 per 
100,000 people329 and it records 3,300 TB-related 
deaths annually, per 2016 data.330 National 
TB programs have made important progress 
with high treatment success rates, but health 
professionals continue to face challenges in 
identifying cases.331 The number of people 
developing TB in Laos declined from 14,000 in 
2010 to 11,000 in 2019.  In the same time period, 
numbers of people on treatment increased from 
4,061 to 6,816.  Numbers of people successfully 
treated also rose from 3,696 in 2010 to 5,762 in 
2018.332

 
Respiratory infections  

In Lao PDR, respiratory infections are 
the third leading cause of mortality in the 
general population, as of 2019.333 Furthermore, 
pneumonia is a leading cause of death in 
children under 5 years old. Respiratory infections 
represent a considerable burden to the health 
care system. Up to 10% of outpatient and 
emergency admissions in Vientiane hospitals 
meet the influenza-like illness case definition. 
In a 2010-2011 study, influenza A and B viruses 
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in Laos will likely include constructive use of 
technology, national licensing of doctors in 
sync with curriculum revisions for uniform 
graduate competencies, and sustained partner 
organization relationships.343

One of those long-term partner organizations 
is the Save the Children. The NGO’s Primary 
Health Care Approach has been active in 
Xayaboury Province since 1992, and it has 
been successful enough in reducing infant and 
maternal mortality that the government invited 
the organization to expand the model to Luang 
Prabang Province. A key part of their model 
is providing training to health workers and 
managers – such as midwives, nurses, doctors, 
health volunteers, and administrators – to 
improve and expand quality delivery of health 
services.344

While more doctors in Laos are locally 
trained, a significant number receive a medical 
education internationally. Vietnam is one 
destination for Laotian medical students. In 
June 2019, 17 Laotian students graduated from 
the Medical and Public Health sector of Thai 
Binh University of Medicine and Pharmacy. The 
Vietnamese university has trained doctors for 
Lao PDR since 1969.345

Due to limited post allocations by the 
Ministry of Home Affairs, there are a large 
number of qualified health graduates waiting 
for a sanctioned post, and retention of qualified 
health workers in rural areas is challenging. A 
number of initiatives are aimed at improving 
the situation, including increased quotas within 
the health workforce; improving standards of 
professional health training and educational 
institutes; enforcing the implementation of the 
Ministry of Health (MOH) regulation No. 103 
supporting mandatory employment of all new 
graduates to work for three years in rural areas; 
providing adequate financial and non-financial 
incentives to retain health staff in rural and 
remote areas; and improving the information 
system.346

frameworks have been expanded and improved 
with laws on tobacco control, alcoholic beverages 
control, food safety, disease prevention and 
health promotion, medicines and medical 
equipment, and environmental protection. 
However, challenges lie in implementing the legal 
frameworks, enforcing standards, and building 
capacity, given the low number of health workers 
dedicated to these activities. Furthermore, 
conflicts of interest with tobacco and alcohol 
companies prevent the effective implementation 
of NCD prevention and control measures.341 
While tobacco smoking remains significantly 
higher among men than women, smoking rates 
have slowly declined among both genders in the 
last 20 years.342

Training for Health 
Professionals

Medical education in Laos has undergone 
significant changes. There has been a transition 
from a foreign to locally trained medical 
workforce, although international partners still 
have a significant ongoing presence. Medical 
education, undergraduate and postgraduate, 
is available at a government-administered 
university. Local medical training has benefited 
Laos with increased retention in the country of 
Laotian doctors who are familiar with the local 
health system. However, challenges include: 
limited medical resources in the Lao language, 
a lack of teachers and capacity, and a lack of 
uniformity in graduate competencies due 
to complex factors. Nonetheless, significant 
progress has been made for Laotian medical 
education. Local staff recognize that simple 
but innovative solutions will likely best fit the 
Laotian context.  Processes exist to establish 
a licensing system for medical doctors and to 
reform existing curricula. While local medical 
education improves, long-term relationships 
with partner organizations can still benefit Laos. 
Important factors for future medical education 



59Lao PDR Disaster Management Reference Handbook | February 2021

WOMEN, PEACE, AND SECURITY

USAID partners with Lao PDR to advance 
economic reforms and improve health and 
education outcomes with a particular focus 
on women’s health, education, and economic 
participation.354 Lao PDR–U.S. International 
and Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) Integration (USAID LUNA II) focused 
on all facets of economic productivity to expand 
growth in the non-natural resource extraction 
sectors. With respect to women, peace, and 
security, USAID LUNA II assisted women-
owned businesses in northern Laos to improve 
their handicrafts’ market reach and to build 
business connections with other entrepreneurs 
within Lao PDR and regionally.355

As relates to legal frameworks, Lao PDR 
ratified the Convention on the Elimination of 
all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) in 1981, the second country in 
the region to commit after the Philippines.356 
However, the first state report was only 
submitted to the CEDAW Committee for review 
in 2005, and knowledge of CEDAW is confined 
mainly to senior government officials or senior 
members of the mass women’s organization, 
the Lao Women’s Union (LWU). The National 
Commission for the Advancement of Women 
(NCAW) was established in 2003, tasked with 
formulating and implementing national policy 
for the advancement of women and monitoring 
implementation of the Convention and the 
Beijing Platform for Action.357

Lao PDR has not adopted a National Action 
Plan (NAP) for the implementation of UNSCR 
1325, the first UN resolution on Women, Peace 
and Security (WPS), which acknowledges the 
critical link between women’s participation 
and security, urging women’s participation in 
conflict resolution, peace negotiations, and 
peacebuilding in order to increase protection for 
women, enduring peaceful outcomes, and social 
resilience.358

In the 2020 Global Gender Gap Report, Lao 
PDR ranked 43rd out of 153 countries, with an 
overall score of 0.731 on a scale of 0-1, with 
1 being the ideal target. In the subindex on 
Economic Participation and Opportunity, Lao 
ranks 3rd with a score of 0.839, making it the 
only country from East Asia and the Pacific to 
make that subindex’s top ten. In the other Global 
Gender Gap subindexes, Laos ranks 110th out 
of 153 for Educational Attainment with a score 
of 0.965, 98th out of 153 for Health and Survival 
with a score of 0.971, and 98th out of 152 for 
Political Empowerment with a score of 0.150.347

Priority areas for woman-centered 
development include literacy, reproductive 
and basic health, food security, and economic 
participation. Women in rural or remote areas 
are at higher risk of human rights violations 
given factors such as food shortages, illiteracy, 
low levels of political participation at community 
levels, and difficulties accessing health, 
education, and social services.348 One-third 
of girls in Laos are married before the age of 
18. Rates of enrollment in primary education 
are 78.7% for girls and 80.6% for boys.349 The 
share of women in waged employment is low 
in all sectors (35%), with a high proportion of 
women employed in the lower segments of the 
labor market and excluded from formal sectors. 
Some 64% of female workers are in elementary 
occupations and 63% of those workers are 
classified as service, shop, and market sales 
workers. In contrast, men are a majority of 
civil servants, professionals, technicians, and 
other advanced occupations.350 Lao PDR has 
one of the highest proportions of women in the 
National Assembly, the unicameral parliament, 
at 27.52%,351 which is above the global average 
of 24%.352 However, women occupy a very low 
proportion of senior government positions, at 
10% in 2018, which is, nonetheless, an increase 
from 6% in 2013.353 

WOMEN, PEACE, AND 
SECURITY
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Lao PDR is a land-locked country bordered 
by China, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, and 
Myanmar. The disasters and natural hazards that 
most commonly affect Laos include flooding, 
drought, storms, earthquakes, and landslides. 
The country is also burdened with unexploded 
ordnance (UXO).359 

Among recent disasters, the floods of July 
2018 were particularly significant in terms of 
immediate damages and casualties, and for the 
long-term revisions they impelled to disaster 
management policies. In July 2018, Laos was 
struck by Tropical Storm Son-Tinh, which 
caused heavy rains and flash floods, leading 
to the collapse a portion of the Xe Pien-Xe 
Nam Noy hydropower dam. The dam collapse 
and subsequent floods killed more than 40 
people and devastated at least a dozen villages 
downstream.360  Nationally, heavy rains affected 
13 provinces and some 16,250 people, mostly due 
to flooding, the worst that Laos had experienced 
in decades.361 The deadly flooding of 2018 
spurred Lao government efforts to improve 
disaster risk management. Lao PDR developed 
its first national disaster risk reduction (DRR) 
strategy, accomplished through a national 
workshop that was organized by the Lao 
government and the UN Office for Disaster Risk 
Reduction.362 The Lao government also adopted 
a new Law on Disaster Management (DM) in 
June 2019. The national DRR strategy is key to 
implementing the new DM law, both of which 
emphasize the importance of early warning 
systems and build upon the disaster management 
structure that was established in 1999 and which 
includes the National Disaster Management 
Committee (NDMC). 

Disaster-risk management is coordinated 
through a relatively new network of provincial, 
district, and village Committees. The localized 
network approach to DM is somewhat reflective 
of the public health system, which developed 
along the model of small villages clustered into 
various districts within 16 provinces, which are 
home to predominantly rural, widely dispersed 

people, approximately 80% of whom are 
dependent on subsistence farming.363 

There are two keys to Lao PDR’s economic 
development plan: 1) the “Battery” of Southeast 
Asia plan, and 2) becoming “land-linked” not 
land-locked. In its quest to become the battery of 
Southeast Asia, Laos has developed many dams 
along the Mekong River to generate hydropower 
for export to industrialized neighbors, 
particularly China, Thailand, and Vietnam. In 
its effort to transform from being land-locked 
to land-linked, Laos is developing road and rail 
links with neighboring countries and is aided 
by investment from those countries. Notably, 
the rail link from Vientiane, Laos, to Kunming, 
China, is part of China’s $1.3 trillion Belt and 
Road Initiative.

Pursuing economic development through 
these paths comes with challenges, among 
them a concern for levels of debt taken on 
when accepting investment from China as part 
of the Belt and Road initiative. Notably, Laos 
lost control of its electricity grid to China in 
September 2020, as state-owned Électricité du 
Laos ceded majority control to China Southern 
Power Grid Co. to stave off debt.364 Another 
significant challenge is the negative effect of 
damming on Mekong River ecology, human 
health, and livelihoods. Impacts of damming 
include falling water levels, drought, flooding 
from dam collapse, displaced villages, lost 
fishing and farming livelihoods, and impacts on 
health linked to construction pollution. Laos 
not only inflicts this domestically, but it and 
its downstream neighbors also experience the 
impact from dams upstream in China.365 As the 
significant Mekong River issues affect multiple 
countries, a multilateral approach is needed. 
The U.S. organized the Lower Mekong Initiative 
to address these issues from 2009-2020. This 
initiative was succeeded by the Mekong-U.S. 
Partnership, launched 11 September 2020 among 
Lao PDR, Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand, 
Vietnam, and the U.S.366

CONCLUSION
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Ministry of National Defense (MND), the 
dialogue was attended by U.S. Ambassador Rena 
Bitter, USINDOPACOM senior officials, and 
Lao MND senior officials. The BDD discussions 
focused on advancing public health and military 
medical partnerships, as well as civil-military 
operations such as unexploded ordnance (UXO) 
removal and disaster relief. 369 

 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Help Battle 
Malnutrition, November 2019

As of 22 November 2019, the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers (USACE) completed phase one 
and two construction of the National Institute 
of Nutrition (NIN), officially turning over major 
portions of the $4.9 million dollar medical and 
educational facility to Lao Ministry of Health 
leaders. Marking the largest DoD Humanitarian 
Assistance construction joint effort funded by 
USINDOPACOM, the five-acre, multi-purpose 
campus included collaboration with USACE, 
U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID), the Oregon Health and Science 
University, and the Lao Ministry of Health, 
which maintains operation and maintenance of 
the facility. “Health sector cooperation is a key 
pillar of the U.S.-Laos bilateral relationship,” said 
Rear Admiral Louis Tripoli, USINDOPACOM 
Surgeon. The 32,507 square foot facility is aimed 
at addressing malnutrition, as part of Lao’s 
National Food Security Program.370 

 
13th Bilateral Defense Dialogue, September 2018

On 18 September 2018, USINDOPACOM 
senior officials hosted officials from the Lao 
Ministry of National Defense at Camp Smith, 
Hawaii, for the 13th Lao-U.S. Bilateral Defense 
Dialogue (BDD), which was opened by U.S. 
Ambassador Rena Bitter. The BDD aims to 
develop defense cooperation programs that 
enhance relations between U.S. and Lao security 
forces, encourage greater regional military 
cooperation, and promote the common interests 
of both countries. Key outcomes included greater 

DoD DMHA Engagements 
in the Past Five Years (FY 
2015-2020)

The list below describes engagements with 
relevance for DMHA that the U.S. has had with 
Lao PDR in the last five years and focuses on 
those where the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command 
(USINDOPACOM) was involved. 

The main, recurring disaster response 
exercise was part of the Lower Mekong Initiative 
(2009-2020). The successor to this initiative 
is the Mekong-U.S. Partnership, launched 11 
September 2020 among Lao PDR, Cambodia, 
Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, and the United 
States.367

 
U.S. Hands Over Ambulances to Ministry of 
National Defense, October 2020

In a 1 October 2020 ceremony highlighting 
growing Lao-U.S. security assistance cooperation, 
U.S. Ambassador Dr. Peter M. Haymond handed 
over nine Ford Everest field ambulances valued 
at over $600,000 to Deputy Minister of National 
Defense Major General Aesamay Leuangvanxay 
at the Ministry of National Defense. The U.S. 
provided the ambulances through its Foreign 
Military Financing program in the first grant 
of this kind from the DoD to the Lao Ministry 
of National Defense. The assistance followed 
discussions in the U.S.-Lao Bilateral Defense 
Dialogue, which most recently focused on 
public health, military medical partnerships, 
civil-military operations, and disaster relief. The 
ambulances are intended to improve the Lao 
People’s Army’s ability to respond to medical 
emergencies and disasters in remote areas.368 

 
14th Bilateral Defense Dialogue, December 2019

The 14th Lao-U.S. Bilateral Defense Dialogue 
(BDD) was held on 5 December 2019 in 
Vientiane. Hosted by Brigadier General 
Kenchanh Nanthalangsy, the Director General 
of the Foreign Relations Department for the 

APPENDICES
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Honolulu with senior officials from the U.S. 
Embassy, USINDOPACOM, and the Lao 
Ministry of National Defense (MND). With 
over 30 Lao and U.S. delegates in attendance, the 
meeting was led by Brigadier General Kenchanh 
Nangthalasy, Director of Foreign Relations 
Department, MND, and Brigadier General Mark 
Gillette, Deputy Director of USINDOPACOM 
Directorate for Strategic Plans and Policy. 
Cooperation on disaster relief and humanitarian 
UXO removal are among the primary dialogue 
topics, as well as other civil-military operations, 
military medical cooperation, and training and 
education opportunities.374

 
Lower Mekong Initiative Disaster Response 
Exercise & Exchange (LMI DREE), September 
2015

On 22-25 September 2015, Lao PDR, in 
partnership with the U.S., hosted the Lower 
Mekong Initiative Disaster Relief Exercise 
and Exchange (LMI DREE) in Vientiane.  The 
annual civil-military disaster preparedness and 
response initiative includes Lao PDR, Cambodia, 
Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, and the United 
States, enhances multinational collaboration, 
and builds capacity on disaster response in line 
with regional (ASEAN) protocols. “Floods, 
storms, and other natural disasters do not respect 
national borders.  In this deeply connected 
region, cooperation to help the victims of natural 
disasters is essential,” said U.S. Ambassador 
Daniel A. Clune. The event focused on flood 
response in the Lower Mekong region, with a 
specific emphasis on impacts to the agriculture, 
health, and transportation infrastructure sectors. 
In accordance with a main goal of the exercise, 
participants shared flood-related experiences, 
best practices, and plans for dealing with future 
events.

“Flooding can happen every year, in this 
workshop we all came together, different 
ministries and different countries to discuss 
and plan the steps in responding to a flood, so 
we can better help our people and save lives,” 

cooperation in medical infrastructure, UXO 
removal, and disaster relief.371 

 
Lower Mekong Initiative Disaster Response 
Exercise & Exchange (LMI DREE), December 
2017

On 5 December 2017, the LMI DREE 
commenced in Vietnam and was attended by 
the U.S. and Lao PDR, along with other Mekong 
nations. Opened by the Vietnam Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development and U.S. 
Army Pacific (USARPAC), this LMI DREE 
emphasized flood response in the Lower 
Mekong region. Flood response has been of 
particular concern to Laos in recent years after 
multiple flooding events that included dam 
breaches, storms, and extreme monsoon seasons 
exacerbated by climate change. The four-day LMI 
DREE is an annual USINDOPACOM-sponsored, 
multinational disaster response exercise to 
enhance integrated sub-regional cooperation  
among Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, 
Thailand, Vietnam, and the U.S. in connectivity, 
education, energy security, environment, water, 
food security, agriculture, and health. LMI was 
launched in July 2009, held its first disaster 
workshop in 2011 in Vietnam, and rotates 
hosting of annual collaborative activities among 
the six member states.372 

 
12th Bilateral Defense Dialogue, August 2017

On 28 August 2017, the 12th Lao-United 
States Bilateral Defense Dialogue was held in 
Luang Prabang, Lao PDR. Hosted by the Lao 
Ministry of National Defense, senior officials 
from the U.S. Embassy and USINDOPACOM 
participated, with 22 Lao and U.S. delegates in 
attendance. Primary topics included military 
medical cooperation, civil-military operations 
– to include cooperation on humanitarian UXO 
removal and disaster relief – and training and 
education opportunities.373 

 
11th Bilateral Defense Dialogue, August 2016

The 11th annual Lao-U.S. Bilateral Defense 
Dialogue was conducted 1-3 August 2016 in 
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decade-long covert bombing campaign in Laos 
as part of the American war effort in Vietnam. 
Relations deteriorated after a communist 
government came to power in Laos in 1975; U.S. 
representation was downgraded, not to be fully 
restored until 1992.378

Lao and Thai forces engaged in a border 
confrontation in 1988 with Vietnam providing 
military troop support to Laos. However, the 
conflict was short-lived. Lao-Thai relations have 
improved significantly, and Vietnam continues 
to have close, influential relations with Laos. 
Thailand is now a major trade partner for Laos 
and one of its largest foreign investors. Much of 
Laos’ foreign policy shifted in the 1990s at the 
end of the Cold War. In the 1980s, Laos primarily 
received foreign aid from the USSR and Eastern 
bloc countries. Following the collapse of the 
USSR in 1991, Laos has diversified sources of 
foreign aid and technical assistance. Top donors 
became Japan, Australia, and Germany, as well 
as multilateral institutions such as the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) and the World Bank. 
In recent years, the Republic of Korea and 
Thailand have ranked among Laos’ major donors 
and creditors. Chinese development aid to Laos 
has also increased significantly since 2000, partly 
via concessional loans. China has also become a 
major trade partner for Laos.379 

U.S.-Lao relations have been slowly improving 
since the 1990s. Accounting for American 
personnel missing in Laos and clearing 
unexploded ordnance (UXO) was the initial 
focus and remains a key component of the post-
war bilateral relationship. As a recent example, 
in May and June 2019, a group of U.S. military 
volunteers from various branches and in support 
of the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency 
(DPAA), went to Laos to excavate an F-4 aircraft 
crash site dating from the Vietnam War; their 
search  was for two missing U.S. pilots. Their 
dig site was in a remote part of southern Laos’ 
Savannakhet province, in the Vilabouli District 
near Ban Kok Mak Village. Two digging teams 
were composed of 30 Americans, 2 translators, 
and 200 Lao workers – locals who slept on site 
and were paid five dollars per day per family. 

said Ms. Vilavanh Xayaseng, Department of 
Communicable Disease Control, Lao Ministry of 
Health.375 The exercise included a site visit east 
of Vientiane to a flood-prone area in Hadsaifong 
District, where local authorities shared how they 
deal with flooding. If there is flooding along the 
Mekong River it will probably affect more than 
one country. The LMI DREE is part of U.S. Army 
Pacific’s (USARPAC) Pacific Resilience program, 
a series of Humanitarian Assistance/Disaster 
Relief engagements between USARPAC and 
several host nations forces.376

 
10th Bilateral Defense Dialogue, September 
2015

The 10th annual Bilateral Defense Dialogue 
between the U.S. and Lao PDR occurred on 15 
September 2015 in Vientiane. Senior officials 
from the U.S. Embassy and USINDOPACOM 
met with senior officials from the Lao Ministry 
of National Defense (MND).  The meeting 
was led by Brigadier General Onsy Senesouk, 
Permanent Secretary of National Defense, 
and Brigadier General Mark Gillette, Deputy 
Director of USINDOPACOM Directorate for 
Strategic Plans and Policy. Thirty-four Lao 
and U.S. delegates participated in the event, 
including representatives from the Lao Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and the U.S. Defense Security 
Cooperation Agency.  The dialogue’s primary 
topics included military medical cooperation; 
civil-military operations – including cooperation 
on humanitarian UXO removal and disaster 
relief; training and education opportunities, 
including English language training and 
professional military education; and Lao People’s 
Army participation in regional conferences, 
workshops, and senior level meetings.377

International/Foreign 
Relations

After Laos gained independence from France 
in 1954, the U.S. established full diplomatic 
relations with the country the following year. 
When civil war erupted, the U.S. backed the royal 
government and in 1964 commenced a nearly 
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friendly ASEAN member-states, are increasingly 
sidelined in ASEAN, in part due to other 
member states’ desire to protect national interests 
against China’s influence.383

Russia is strengthening military ties with 
Laos. On 10 December 2019, Russia and Laos 
commenced their first-ever joint military 
exercise. More than 500 soldiers from both 
countries and numerous tanks participated in the 
nine-day exercise, Laros 2019, at the Ban Peng 
training ground in Laos. The exercise follows an 
expansion of Russo-Lao military cooperation, 
including the arms trade. In December 2018, 
Russia delivered T-72B tanks and BRDM-2M 
armored vehicles to Laos, followed by Russian 
YAK 130 fighter jets the following month. 
Russia’s increased military ties with Laos reflects 
a similar approach  taken elsewhere in the region. 
Between 2010 and 2017, Russia sold $6.6 billion 
in arms to Southeast Asia, making it the largest 
weapons supplier to the region. During the same 
period, the U.S. sold $4.58 billion in arms, and 
China sold $1.8 billion in arms to Southeast Asia. 
Beijing has not voiced opposition to Moscow’s 
military role in the region.384

 
Participation in 
International 
Organizations

Lao participates in the following international 
organizations: 

Agency for Cultural and Technical 
Cooperation, Asian Development Bank (ADB), 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Colombo 
Plan, East Asia Summit (EAS), Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO), Group of 77 (G-77), International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA), International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development (lending 
arm of the World Bank), International Civil 
Aviation Organization (ICAO), International 
Development Association (IDA), International 
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), 
International Finance Corporation (IFC), 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red 

Discoveries of unexploded ordnance (UXO) 
would halt the dig for hours every day – one 
UXO discovered weighed 500 pounds and took 
ordnance disposal technicians 24 hours to clear 
the site. Human remains are transferred to 
DPAA’s headquarters in Hawaii to go through 
the identification process. Once confirmed, the 
remains are given a proper burial, with honors, 
with their family. There are some 81,000 U.S. 
service members still missing from past conflicts. 
DPAA’s mission is to provide the fullest possible 
accounting of missing personnel to their families 
and the nation.380 

China and Thailand exert significant 
economic influence on Laos. In a bid to 
become the “battery of Southeast Asia” as part 
of economic development, Laos is prioritizing 
development of hydropower plants and dams 
and exporting the energy to Thailand and 
Vietnam. The Lao government supports growing 
investment from China as part of Beijing’s Belt 
and Road Initiative, which was unveiled in 
2013 to extend China’s trade and infrastructure 
network across Asia into Europe and Africa. The 
414-kilometer China-Laos railway (also known 
as the Boten-Vientiane railway) is an important 
project in the Lao government’s 2015-2020 
economic development plan. “Although Sino-
Laos relations have been relatively smooth and 
economic cooperation is on the rise, Laos is not 
completely subordinate to China,” says Yun Sun, 
senior associate with the East Asia Program  at 
the Washington-based Stimson Center think 
tank. “Vietnam also has major influence in 
Laos, and the Laos government has not been 
completely acquiescent to Chinese views and 
projects.”381 Another impact can be seen in 
Chinese dams that constrict the flow of water in 
the Mekong River, influencing Laos and other 
downriver countries, exacerbating droughts, and 
devastating downstream river ecologies with the 
water level changes.382

In 1997, Lao PDR officially joined the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN). Since then, China’s rise has 
exacerbated tensions within the Southeast Asian 
bloc. Laos and Cambodia, the most Beijing-
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Blank Passport Pages:  2 (endorsement pages are 
not considered blank).

Visa Required:  Yes.
You must have a valid entry stamp and be 

within your authorized period of stay, or have an 
exit visa, to depart Laos. Otherwise, you will be 
fined and may be arrested.

COVID-19 Measures: Entry from outbreak 
countries banned, effective 27 November 
through 31 December 2020 or longer.  The 
government will no longer issue entry visas for 
people travelling to Laos from countries with 
a community outbreak of COVID-19. The 
National Taskforce for Covid-19 Prevention 
and Control made the announcement on 
27 November 2020. The measures are being 
imposed at least until 31 December 2020, with 
the government updating these measures on a 
monthly basis.386

Safety and Security
The U.S. Embassy recommends U.S. citizens 

reconsider travel to all of Xaisomboun Province. 
U.S. Embassy personnel are restricted from 
traveling to Xaisomboun Province due to past 
incidents of violence.

There are large amounts of unexploded 
ordnance (UXO) in Laos left over from the 
Indochina (Vietnam) War. UXO caused 
approximately 25 casualties in 2019. UXO 
is found in some parts of Savannakhet, 
Xiengkhoang, Saravan, Khammouan, Sekong, 
Champassak, Houaphan, Attapeu, Luang 
Prabang, and Vientiane provinces. In particular, 
UXO is found along Route 7 (from Route 13 to 
the Vietnam border), Route 9 (Savannakhet to 
the Vietnam border), and Route 20 (Pakse to 
Saravan). Never pick-up unknown metal objects 
and avoid traveling off of well-used roads, tracks, 
and paths.

Exercise caution in remote areas along the 
border with Myanmar (Burma). Bandits, drug 
traffickers, and other people pursuing illegal 
activities operate in these border areas.

Crime:  Petty thieves target foreigners for 

Crescent Societies (IFRC), International Labour 
Organization (ILO), International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), International Criminal Police 
Organisation (INTERPOL),  International 
Olympic Committee (IOC), Inter-Parliamentary 
Union (IPU), International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO, as a correspondent 
member), International Telecommunications 
Union (ITU), International Organization of La 
Francophonie (OIF), Non-Aligned Movement, 
Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons (OPCW), Permanent Court of 
Arbitration (PCA), United Nations (UN), United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD), UN Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
UN Industrial Development Organization 
(UNIDO), World Tourism Organization 
(UNWTO), Universal Postal Union (UPU), 
World Customs Organization (WCO), World 
Health Organization (WHO), World Intellectual 
Property Organization (WIPO), World 
Meteorological Organization (WMO), World 
Trade Organization (WTO).

Force Protection/Pre-
Deployment Information

The following information is provided for 
pre-deployment planning and preparations. Visit 
www.travel.state.gov prior to deployments for 
further up-to-date information. DoD personnel 
must review the Foreign Clearance Guide (FCG) 
for travel to Lao (www.fcg.pentagon.mil). All 
official travel and active-duty personal travel 
must be submitted through an APACS request. 
Contact information for the Defense Attaché 
Office can be found in the FCG if you have 
additional questions.

The following information is from the U.S. 
Department of State. Visit www.travel.state.
gov prior to deployments to ensure up-to-date 
information.385

Passport/Visa
Passport Validity:  Six months.
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and police may raid hotel rooms without notice 
or consent. Foreigners, including U.S. citizens of 
Lao descent, are not allowed to stay in the homes 
of Lao nationals, even family, without the prior 
consent of the village chief and local police.

Foreigners who married a Lao national 
outside of Laos should have their marriage 
certificate authenticated at a Lao Embassy in the 
country where the marriage took place before 
traveling to Laos.

Possession of, trafficking in, and 
manufacture of drugs are serious offenses in 
Laos and result in lengthy prison sentences or 
the death penalty. Some restaurants offer “happy” 
or “special” menu items -- particularly “pizzas” or 
“shakes” -- that may contain opiates or unknown 
substances. Consuming these items is illegal.

Emergency Contact Information
For emergency services in Laos, dial 0192 

(tourist police) or 0195 (ambulance).
Victims of Crime: U.S. citizen victims of 

sexual assault are encouraged to contact the U.S. 
Embassy for assistance. Report crimes to police 
in the place where the incident took place. You 
may also contact the Tourist Police at 021-251-
128. Tourist Police generally speak English. 
Contact the U.S. Embassy at 856-21-48-7000; 
after hours call 856-21-48-7600. Remember that 
local authorities are responsible for investigating 
and prosecuting the crime.

 
U.S. Embassy Vientiane 
Thadeua Road, Km 9 | Ban Somvang Thai | 
Hatsayphong District | Vientiane, Lao PDR
Telephone: +(856) (21) 48-7000 | 
Emergency+(856) (21) 48-7600 | Fax+(856) (21) 
48-7040 
Email: CONSLAO@state.gov | Website: https://
la.usembassy.gov/

Currency Information
The local currency is the Lao Kip (LAK).  The 

approximate exchange rate is 1 USD = 9,436 
LAK, as of 12 December 2020.387

Currency Restrictions for Entry:  The import 
of local currency is not permitted. 2,500 USD or 

pickpocketing (especially in tourist hubs) and 
theft of unattended property, including in 
vehicles. Thieves on passing motorcycles snatch 
purses. Petty theft increases during major Lao 
holidays. Residential break-ins also occur.

Scams: In tourist areas, shop owners may rent 
motorbikes to tourists, have someone “steal” the 
motorbike, and charge the tourist for the cost 
of the “stolen” motorbike. Be cautious of rental 
arrangements and never provide your passport as 
collateral.

Travel Advisory: Level 2 – Exercise increased 
caution in Laos due to COVID-19. (23 November 
2020)  

U.S. State Department travel advisories range 
from Level 1, “exercise normal precautions,” to 
Level 4, “do not travel.”

 
Local Laws & Special Circumstances:

Arrest Notification: Laos does not routinely 
inform the U.S. Embassy of the arrest of U.S. 
citizens in a timely fashion and does not always 
allow consular access to arrested individuals as 
required by international law. If you are arrested 
or detained, ask police or prison officials to 
notify the U.S. Embassy immediately.

Police and legal system bribes and informal 
procedures: It is common for police to target 
foreigners to pay bribes for alleged traffic 
offenses. The Embassy is not usually able to 
provide assistance in these cases. Foreigners 
arrested for unruly conduct or damaging private 
property will often be held in police custody 
without formal charges being brought against 
them until they pay an indemnity to the injured 
party. This process usually takes a minimum of 
two to three weeks.

Relationships with Lao citizens: Lao 
law prohibits cohabitation or sexual contact 
between foreign citizens and Lao nationals 
except when the two parties have been married 
in accordance with Lao Family Law. Any 
foreigner who cohabitates with or enters into 
a sexual relationship with Lao national risks 
being interrogated, detained, arrested, or fined. 
Foreigners are not permitted to invite Lao 
nationals of the opposite sex to their hotel rooms, 
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There are no required vaccinations for entry as 
of December 2020 but check for any updated 
COVID-19 or other vaccine requirements 
before travel. The following vaccinations are 
recommended for travel to Lao PDR. The 
information in Table 4 is taken directly from the 
CDC website under the Travelers Health Section 
(https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/
list/).388 

equivalent in foreign currency must be declared.
Currency Restrictions for Exit:  The export 

of local currency is not permitted. 2,500 USD or 
equivalent in foreign currency must be declared.

Travel Health Information 
The CDC provides guidance that all travelers to 

Lao should be up to date on routine vaccinations. 

Measles (for all 
travelers)

Infants 6 to 11 months old traveling internationally should get 1 dose of measles-mumps-rubella 
(MMR) vaccine before travel. This dose does not count as part of the routine childhood vaccination 
series.

Routine vaccines 
(for all travelers)

Make sure you are up-to-date on all routine vaccines before every trip. Some of these vaccines include
• Chickenpox (Varicella)
• Diphtheria-Tetanus-Pertussis
• Flu (influenza)
• Measles-Mumps-Rubella (MMR)
• Polio

Hepatitis A (for 
most travelers)

Recommended for unvaccinated travelers one year old or older going to Laos. 
Infants 6 to 11 months old should also be vaccinated against Hepatitis A. The dose does not count 
toward the routine 2-dose series.
Travelers allergic to a vaccine component or who are younger than 6 months should receive a single 
dose of immune globulin, which provides effective protection for up to 2 months depending on 
dosage given.
Unvaccinated travelers who are over 40 years old, immunocompromised, or have chronic medical 
conditions planning to depart to a risk area in less than 2 weeks should get the initial dose of vaccine 
and at the same appointment receive immune globulin.

Typhoid  (Most 
travelers)

You can get typhoid through contaminated food or water in Laos. CDC recommends this vaccine for 
most travelers, especially if you are staying with friends or relatives, visiting smaller cities or rural 
areas, or if you are an adventurous eater.

Hepatitis B
(Some travelers) Recommended for unvaccinated travelers of all ages to Laos.

Japanese 
Encephalitis 
(Some travelers)

You may need this vaccine if your trip will last more than a month, depending on where you are going 
in Laos and what time of year you are traveling. You should also consider this vaccine if you plan to 
visit rural areas in Laos or will be spending a lot of time outdoors, even for trips shorter than a month. 
Your doctor can help you decide if this vaccine is right for you based on your travel plans.

Malaria (Some 
travelers)

When traveling in Laos, you should avoid mosquito bites to prevent malaria. You may need to take 
prescription medicine before, during, and after your trip to prevent malaria, depending on your travel 
plans, such as where you are going, when you are traveling, and if you are spending a lot of time 
outdoors or sleeping outside. Talk to your doctor about how you can prevent malaria while traveling. 
Areas of Laos with risk of malaria: All, except none in the city of Vientiane.

Rabies (Some 
travelers)

Rabies can be found in dogs, bats, and other mammals in Laos, so CDC recommends this vaccine for 
the following groups:
• Travelers involved in outdoor and other activities (such as camping, hiking, biking, adventure 

travel, and caving) that put them at risk for animal bites.
• People who will be working with or around animals (such as veterinarians, wildlife professionals, 

and researchers).
• People who are taking long trips or moving to Laos
• Children, because they tend to play with animals, might not report bites, and are more likely to 

have animal bites on their head and neck.

Yellow Fever 
(Some travelers)

Required if traveling from a country with risk of Yellow Fever virus transmission.
NOTE: Yellow fever vaccine availability in the United States is currently limited. If you need to be 
vaccinated before your trip, you may need to travel some distance and schedule your appointment 
well in advance.

Table 4: CDC Travel Health Information for Lao
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for the entire length of your trip. Follow your 
doctor’s instructions for taking the pills; some 
need to be started before you leave.

 
Prevent Bug Bites

Bugs (like mosquitoes, ticks, and fleas) can 
spread a number of diseases in Laos. Many of 
these diseases cannot be prevented with a vaccine 
or medicine. You can reduce your risk by taking 
steps to prevent bug bites. 
 
To prevent bug bites:
• Cover exposed skin by wearing long-sleeved 

shirts, long pants, and hats.
• Use an appropriate insect repellent (see 

below).
• Use permethrin-treated clothing and gear 

(such as boots, pants, socks, and tents). Do 
not use permethrin directly on skin.

• Stay and sleep in air-conditioned or screened 
rooms.

• Use a bed net if the area where you are 
sleeping is exposed to the outdoors.

 
For protection against ticks and mosquitoes:

Use a repellent that contains 20 percent or 
more DEET for protection that lasts up to several 
hours.  
 
For protection against mosquitoes only: 
• Products with one of the following active 

ingredients can also help prevent mosquito 
bites. Higher percentages of active ingredient 
provide longer protection. 

• DEET
• Picaridin (also known as KBR 3023, Bayrepel, 

and Icaridin)
• Oil of lemon eucalyptus (OLE) or para-

Menthane-3,8-diol (PMD)
• IR3535
• 2-undecanone

 
If you are bitten by bugs:
• Avoid scratching bug bites and apply 

hydrocortisone cream or calamine lotion to 
reduce the itching.

The following actions you can take to stay 
healthy and safe on your trip include: 

 
Eat and Drink Safely

Unclean food and water can cause travelers’ 
diarrhea and other diseases. Reduce your risk by 
sticking to safe food and water habits.

 
Eat
• Food that is cooked and served hot
• Hard-cooked eggs
• Fruits and vegetables, you have washed in 

clean water or peeled yourself
• Pasteurized dairy products

 
Don’t Eat
• Food served at room temperature
• Food from street vendors
• Raw or soft-cooked (runny) eggs
• Raw or undercooked (rare) meat or fish
• Unwashed or unpeeled raw fruits and 

vegetables
• Unpasteurized dairy products
• “Bushmeat” (monkeys, bats, or other wild 

game)
 

Drink
• Bottled water that is sealed
• Water that has been disinfected
• Ice made with bottled or disinfected water
• Carbonated drinks
• Hot coffee or tea
• Pasteurized milk

 
Don’t Drink
• Tap or well water
• Ice made with tap or well water
• Drinks made with tap or well water (such as 

reconstituted juice)
• Unpasteurized milk

 
Take Medicine

Talk with your doctor about taking 
prescription or over-the-counter drugs with you 
on your trip in case you get sick. If you are going 
to a high-risk area, fill your malaria prescription 
before you leave, and take enough with you 
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Follow basic safety tips.
• Wear a seatbelt at all times.
• Sit in the back seat of cars and taxis.
• When on motorbikes or bicycles, always 

wear a helmet. (Bring a helmet from home, if 
needed.)

• Avoid driving at night; street lighting in 
certain parts of Laos may be poor.

• Do not use a cell phone or text while driving 
(illegal in many countries).

• Travel during daylight hours only, especially 
in rural areas.

• If you choose to drive a vehicle in Laos, learn 
the local traffic laws and have the proper 
paperwork.

• Get any driving permits and insurance you 
may need. Get an International Driving 
Permit (IDP). Carry the IDP and a US-issued 
driver’s license at all times.

• Check with your auto insurance policy’s 
international coverage and get more coverage 
if needed. Make sure you have liability 
insurance.

 
Flying
• Avoid using local, unscheduled aircraft.
• If possible, fly on larger planes (more than 30 

seats); larger airplanes are more likely to have 
regular safety inspections.

• Try to schedule flights during daylight hours 
and in good weather.

• Medical Evacuation Insurance
• If you are seriously injured, emergency 

care may not be available or may not 
meet US standards. Trauma care centers 
are uncommon outside urban areas. 
Having medical evacuation insurance can be 
helpful for these reasons.

• Check your entire body for ticks after 
outdoor activity. Be sure to remove ticks 
properly.

 
Safety and Security

Note that conditions can change rapidly in a 
country at any time. To receive updated Travel 
Advisories and Alerts for the countries you 
choose, sign up at step.state.gov. 

 
Select safe transportation

Motor vehicle crashes are the #1 killer of 
healthy US citizens in foreign countries.

In many places cars, buses, large trucks, 
rickshaws, bikes, people on foot, and even 
animals share the same lanes of traffic, increasing 
the risk for crashes.

 
Walking
• Use sidewalks and marked crosswalks.
• Pay attention to the traffic around you, 

especially in crowded areas.
• Remember, people on foot do not always 

have the right of way in other countries.
 

Riding/Driving
• Choose official taxis or public transportation, 

such as trains and buses.
• Ride only in cars that have seatbelts.
• Avoid overcrowded, overloaded, top-heavy 

buses and minivans.
• Avoid riding on motorcycles or motorbikes, 

especially motorbike taxis. (Many crashes are 
caused by inexperienced motorbike drivers.)

• Choose newer vehicles—they may have more 
safety features, such as airbags, and be more 
reliable.

• Choose larger vehicles, which may provide 
more protection in crashes.

 
Think about the driver.
• Do not drive after drinking alcohol or ride 

with someone who has been drinking.
• Consider hiring a licensed, trained driver 

familiar with the area.
• Arrange payment before departing.
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• Substantially enhance international 
cooperation to developing countries 
through adequate and sustainable support 
to complement their national actions for 
implementation of this Framework by 
2030. 

• Substantially increase the availability of 
and access to multi-hazard early warning 
systems and disaster risk information and 
assessments to the people by 2030.390

 
The Four Priorities of Action include:
• Understanding disaster risk; 
• Strengthening disaster risk governance to 

manage disaster risk; 
• Investing in disaster reduction for resilience; 

and 
• Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective 

response and to “Build Back Better” in 
recovery, rehabilitation, and reconstruction. 

The Sendai Framework aims to achieve 
the substantial reduction of disaster risk and 
losses in lives, livelihoods, and health and in 
the economic, physical, social, cultural, and 
environmental assets of persons, businesses, 
communities, and countries over the next 
15 years. It was adopted at the Third United 
Nations World Conference on Disaster Risk 
Reduction in Sendai, Japan in 2015.391 The Sendai 
Framework is the successor instrument to the 
Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) 2005-
2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and 
Communities to Disasters.392 Figure 16 shows the 
Sendai DRR Framework.393

Sendai Framework
The Sendai Framework is the global blueprint 

and fifteen-year plan to build the world’s 
resilience to natural disasters.389 The information 
in this section is sourced directly from the Sendai 
Framework. The Sendai Framework for Disaster 
Risk Reduction 2015-2030 outlines seven clear 
targets and four priorities for action to prevent 
new and reduce existing disaster risks: 

 
The Seven Global Targets include:

• Substantially reduce global disaster 
mortality by 2030, aiming to lower average 
per 100,000 global mortality rates in the 
decade 2020-2030 compared to the period 
2005-2015. 

• Substantially reduce the number of 
affected people globally by 2030, aiming 
to lower average global figure per 100,000 
in the decade 2020 -2030 compared to the 
period 2005-2015. 

• Reduce direct disaster economic loss in 
relation to global gross domestic product 
(GDP) by 2030. 

• Substantially reduce disaster damage to 
critical infrastructure and disruption of 
basic services, among them health and 
educational facilities, including through 
developing their resilience by 2030. 

• Substantially increase the number of 
countries with national and local disaster 
risk reduction strategies by 2020. 
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HFA Country Progress 
Report  

The Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) was 
adopted as a guideline to reduce vulnerabilities 
to natural hazards. The HFA assists participating 
countries to become more resilient and to better 
manage the hazards that threaten their development. 
The most recent levels of progress results published 
from Lao PDR are from 2013-2015 and are 
represented in Figure 17 and Table 5. Table 6 
provides an overview of the overall challenges and 
the future outlook statement from the HFA report. 
The information in this section is sourced directly 
from the HFA Country Progress Report.394 

Priority for Action #1: Ensure that disaster risk reduction is a national and a local priority with a 
strong institutional basis for implementation. 

Core 
Indicator* Indicator Description

Level of 
progress 

Achieved*

1 National policy and legal framework for disaster risk reduction exists with 
decentralized responsibilities and capacities at all levels. 4

2 Dedicated and adequate resources are available to implement disaster risk 
reduction plans and activities at all administrative levels. 2

3 Community participation and decentralization is ensured through the delegation 
of authority and resources to local levels. 3

4 A national multi sectoral platform for disaster risk reduction is functioning. 2
Priority for Action #2: Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning.

1 National and local risk assessments based on hazard data and vulnerability 
information are available and include risk assessments for key sectors. 3

2 Systems are in place to monitor, archive and disseminate data on key hazards 
and vulnerabilities. 3

3 Early warning systems are in place for all major hazards, with outreach to 
communities. 3

4 National and local risk assessments take account of regional / trans-boundary 
risks, with a view to regional cooperation on risk reduction. 3

Priority for Action #3: Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and 
resilience at all levels

1
Relevant information on disasters is available and accessible at all levels, to all 
stakeholders (through networks, development of information sharing systems, 
etc.).

2

2 School curricula, education material and relevant trainings include disaster risk 
reduction and recovery concepts and practices. 4

3 Research methods and tools for multi-risk assessments and cost benefit analysis 
are developed and strengthened. 1

4 Research methods and tools for multi-risk assessments and cost benefit analysis 
are developed and strengthened. 3

Table 5: National Progress Report on the Implementation of the HFA

Figure 17: HFA Level of Progress Achieved
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Priority for Action #4: Reduce the underlying risk factors.

1
Disaster risk reduction is an integral objective of environment related policies 
and plans, including for land use natural resource management and adaptation 
to climate change.

4

2 Social development policies and plans are being implemented to reduce the 
vulnerability of populations most at risk. 1

3 Economic and productive sectorial policies and plans have been implemented 
to reduce the vulnerability of economic activities. 1

4 Planning and management of human settlements incorporate disaster risk 
reduction elements, including enforcement of building codes. 3

5 Disaster risk reduction measures are integrated into post disaster recovery and 
rehabilitation processes. 2

6 Procedures are in place to assess the disaster risk impacts of major development 
projects, especially infrastructure. 3

Priority for Action #5: Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels.

1 Strong policy, technical and institutional capacities and mechanisms for disaster 
risk management, with a disaster risk reduction perspective are in place. 2

2
Disaster preparedness plans and contingency plans are in place at all 
administrative levels, and regular training drills and rehearsals are held to test 
and develop disaster response programs.

3

3 Financial reserves and contingency mechanisms are in place to support effective 
response and recovery when required. 1

4 Procedures are in place to exchange relevant information during hazard events 
and disasters, and to undertake post-event reviews. 3

Table Notes: 
*Level of Progress:
1 – Minor progress with few signs of forward action in plans or policy
2 – Some progress, but without systematic policy and/ or institutional commitment
3 – Institutional commitment attained, but achievements are neither comprehensive nor substantial
4 – Substantial achievement attained but with recognized limitations in key aspects, such as financial resources and/ 
or operational capacities
5 – Comprehensive achievement with sustained commitment and capacities at all levels

Table 5: National Progress Report on the Implementation of the HFA (cont.)
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Future Outlook Area 1: The more effective integration of disaster risk considerations into 
sustainable development policies, planning and programming at all levels, with a special 
emphasis on disaster prevention, mitigation, preparedness and vulnerability reduction.

Challenges: 

The role and responsibilities of DDMCC as functioned as Secretariat for NDPCC need to 
be clarified. As DDMCC continues to grow, information management and information 
sharing will need to be more mainstreamed for plans and programming.
Monitoring and evaluation for DRR also remains low in the country. The legal framework 
will help establish how the DDMCC will work in disaster management, putting an 
emphasis on risk reduction.

Future Outlook 
Statement:

Continue to develop key legal and regulatory framework, long with more delegation 
on disaster management tasks to the lower level as appropriate, in order to ensure 
the effective and on-time disaster risk management arrangement and longer term 
resilient building.

Future Outlook Area 2: The development and strengthening of institutions, mechanisms and 
capacities at all levels, in particular at the community level, that can systematically contribute to 
building resilience to hazards.

Challenges: 

Community work is project driven; therefore, some communities are much more
developed than others in terms of planning and capacity at the local level. This type
of work will likely continue until budget is allocated from the central level to cover all
communities.

Future Outlook 
Statement:

Improvement of disaster risk prevention approaches one step forward along with
humanitarian assistance and relief; centralization of DRR projects and activities form
commonly systematic management arrangement, in line with national policies and
strategies; improve DRR/M internal and international-linked coordination and
collaboration for more systematic, consistent, and on-time basis. 

Future Outlook Area 3: The systematic incorporation of risk reduction approaches into the 
design and implementation of emergency preparedness, response and recovery programs in the 
reconstruction of affected communities.

Challenges: 

Lao PDR does not have an effective early warning system at the local level. This
poses one problem for preparedness. In addition, there is no emergency operations
center to coordinate preparedness and response. Horizontal and vertical design of
program needs to take place, not only reaching all sectors at each level, but ensuring
various sectors are working together at all levels.

Future Outlook 
Statement:

Enhancement of disaster data and information management and dissemination to
support planning and implementation; development and improvement of EWSs; and
setup the National Emergency Centers with appropriate linkages to sectoral EOCs
and other relevant institutions.

Table 6: HFA Country Progress Report Future Outlook Areas, Lao
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Area - comparative:
About twice the size of Pennsylvania; slightly 
larger than Utah

Land boundaries:
Total: 5,274 km
Border countries (5): Burma 238 km, Cambodia 
555 km, China 475 km, Thailand 1845 km, 
Vietnam 2161 km

Coastline:
0 km (landlocked)

Maritime claims:
None (landlocked)

Climate: 
Tropical monsoon; rainy season (May to 
November); dry season (December to April)

Terrain:
Mostly rugged mountains; some plains and 
plateaus

Elevation:
Mean elevation: 710 m
Lowest point: Mekong River 70 m
Highest point: Phu Bia 2,817 m

Natural resources:
Timber, hydropower, gypsum, tin, gold, 
gemstones

Land use:
Agricultural land: 10.6% (2011 est.)
Arable land: 6.2% (2011 est.) / permanent crops: 
0.7% (2011 est.) / permanent pasture: 3.7% (2011 
est.)
Forest: 67.9% (2011 est.)
Other: 21.5% (2011 est.)

Irrigated land:
3,100 sq km (2012)

Population distribution:
Most densely populated area is in and around 
the capital city of Vientiane; large communities 

Country Profile
The information in the Country Profile section is 
sourced directly from the CIA World Fact book for 
Laos. Additional numbers on country comparison 
to the world can be found by going directly to the 
CIA website (https:/www.cia.gov). It discusses 
topics including geography, people and society, 
government, economy, energy, communications, 
military and security, transportation, terrorism, 
and transnational issues.395 

Background:
Modern-day Laos has its roots in the ancient Lao 
kingdom of Lan Xang, established in the 14th 
century under King FA NGUM. For 300 years 
Lan Xang had influence reaching into present-
day Cambodia and Thailand, as well as over all 
of what is now Laos. After centuries of gradual 
decline, Laos came under the domination of Siam 
(Thailand) from the late 18th century until the 
late 19th century, when it became part of French 
Indochina. The Franco-Siamese Treaty of 1907 
defined the current Lao border with Thailand. 
In 1975, the communist Pathet Lao took control 
of the government, ending a six-century-old 
monarchy and instituting a strict socialist regime 
closely aligned to Vietnam. A gradual, limited 
return to private enterprise and the liberalization 
of foreign investment laws began in 1988. Laos 
became a member of ASEAN in 1997 and the 
WTO in 2013.

Geography:
Southeastern Asia, northeast of Thailand, west of 
Vietnam

Geographic coordinates:
18 00 N, 105 00 E

Map references:
Southeast Asia

Area:
Total: 236,800 sq km
Land: 230,800 sq km
Water: 6,000 sq km
Country comparison to the world: 85
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Religions:
Buddhist 64.7%, Christian 1.7%, none 31.4%, 
other/not stated 2.1% (2015 est.)

Age structure:
0-14 years: 31.25% (male 1,177,297/female 
1,149,727)
15-24 years: 20.6% (male 763,757/female 
770,497)
25-54 years: 38.29% (male 1,407,823/female 
1,443,774)
55-64 years: 5.73% (male 206,977/female 
219,833)
65 years and over: 4.13% (male 139,665/female 
168,046) (2020 est.)

Dependency ratios:
Total dependency ratio: 56.8
Youth dependency ratio: 50.1
Elderly dependency ratio: 6.7
Potential support ratio: 15 (2020 est.)

Median age:
Total: 24 years
Male: 23.7 years
Female: 24.4 years (2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 170

Population growth rate:
1.44% (2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 76

Birth rate:
22.4 births/1,000 population (2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 64

Death rate:
7.2 deaths/1,000 population (2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 119

Net migration rate:
-1 migrant(s)/1,000 population (2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 144

are primarily found along the Mekong River 
along the southwestern border; overall density is 
considered one of the lowest in Southeast Asia

Natural hazards:
Floods, droughts

Environment - current issues:
Unexploded ordnance; deforestation; soil 
erosion; loss of biodiversity; water pollution, 
most of the population does not have access to 
potable water

Environment - international agreements:
Party to: Biodiversity, Climate Change, Climate 
Change-Kyoto Protocol, Desertification, 
Endangered Species, Environmental 
Modification, Hazardous Wastes, Law of the Sea, 
Ozone Layer Protection

Geography 
Landlocked; most of the country is mountainous 
and thickly forested; the Mekong River forms a 
large part of the western boundary with Thailand

Population:
7,447,396 (July 2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 101

Nationality:
Noun: Lao(s) or Laotian(s)
Adjective: Lao or Laotian

Ethnic groups:
Lao 53.2%, Khmou 11%, Hmong 9.2%, Phouthay 
3.4%, Tai 3.1%, Makong 2.5%, Katong 2.2%, Lue 
2%, Akha 1.8%, other 11.6% (2015 est.)
The Lao Government officially recognizes 49 
ethnic groups, but the total number of ethnic 
groups is estimated to be well over 200

Languages:
Lao (official), French, English, various ethnic 
languages
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Drinking water source:
Improved:
Urban: 94.4% of population
Rural: 76.8% of population
Total: 82.1% of population
Unimproved:
Urban: 5.6% of population
Rural: 23.2% of population
Total: 17.9% of population (2017 est.)

Current Health Expenditure:
2.5% (2017)

Physicians density:
0.49 physicians/1,000 population (2014)

Hospital bed density:
1.5 beds/1,000 population (2012)

Sanitation facility access:
Improved:
Urban: 98% of population
Rural: 66.3% of population
Total: 77.2% of population
Unimproved:
Urban: 2% of population
Rural: 33.7% of population
Total: 22.8% of population (2017 est.)

HIV/AIDS - adult prevalence rate:
0.3% (2019 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 90

HIV/AIDS - people living with HIV/AIDS:
13,000 (2019 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 96

HIV/AIDS - deaths:
<500 (2019 est.)

Major infectious diseases:
Degree of risk: very high (2020)
Food or waterborne diseases: bacterial and 
protozoal diarrhea, hepatitis A, and typhoid fever
Vector-borne diseases: dengue fever and malaria

Population distribution:
Most densely populated area is in and around 
the capital city of Vientiane; large communities 
are primarily found along the Mekong River 
along the southwestern border; overall density is 
considered one of the lowest in Southeast Asia

Urbanization:
Urban population: 36.3% of total population 
(2020)
Rate of urbanization: 3.28% annual rate of 
change (2015-20 est.)
Major urban areas - population:
683,000 VIENTIANE (capital) (2020)

Sex ratio:
At birth: 1.04 male(s)/female
0-14 years: 1.02 male(s)/female
15-24 years: 0.99 male(s)/female
25-54 years: 0.98 male(s)/female
55-64 years: 0.94 male(s)/female
65 years and over: 0.83 male(s)/female
Total population: 0.99 male(s)/female (2020 est.)

Maternal mortality rate:
185 deaths/100,000 live births (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 50

Infant mortality rate:
Total: 45.6 deaths/1,000 live births
Male: 50.5 deaths/1,000 live births
Female: 40.4 deaths/1,000 live births (2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 29

Life expectancy at birth:
Total population: 65.7 years
Male: 63.6 years
Female: 67.9 years (2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 193

Total fertility rate:
2.53 children born/woman (2020 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 70

Contraceptive prevalence rate:
54.1% (2017)
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Capital:

Name: Vientiane (Viangchan)
Geographic coordinates: 17 58 N, 102 36 E
Time difference: UTC+7 (12 hours ahead of 
Washington, DC, during Standard Time)
Etymology: the meaning in Pali, a Buddhist 
liturgical language, is “city of sandalwood”

Administrative divisions:
17 provinces (khoueng, singular and plural) 
and 1 prefecture* (kampheng nakhon); Attapu, 
Bokeo, Bolikhamxai, Champasak, Houaphan, 
Khammouan, Louangnamtha, Louangphabang, 
Oudomxai, Phongsali, Salavan, Savannakhet, 
Viangchan (Vientiane)*, Viangchan, Xaignabouli, 
Xaisomboun, Xekong, Xiangkhouang

Independence:
19 July 1949 (from France by the Franco-Lao 
General Convention); 
22 October 1953 (Franco-Lao Treaty recognizes 
full independence)

National holiday:
Republic Day (National Day), 2 December (1975)

Constitution:
History: previous 1947 (pre-independence); 
latest promulgated 13-15 August 1991
Amendments: proposed by the National 
Assembly; passage requires at least two-thirds 
majority vote of the Assembly membership and 
promulgation by the president of the republic; 
amended 2003, 2015

Legal system:
Civil law system similar in form to the French 
system

International law organization participation:
Has not submitted an ICJ jurisdiction 
declaration; non-party state to the ICCt

Obesity - adult prevalence rate:
5.3% (2016)
Country comparison to the world: 179

Children under the age of 5 years underweight:
21.1% (2017)
Country comparison to the world: 21

Education expenditures:
2.9% of GDP (2014)
Country comparison to the world: 141

Literacy:
Definition: age 15 and over can read and write
Total population: 84.7%
Male: 90%
Female: 79.4% (2015)
 
School life expectancy (primary to tertiary 
education):
Total: 11 years
Male: 11 years
Female: 10 years (2019)

Unemployment, youth ages 15-24:
Total: 18.2%
Male: 20.8%
Female: 15.5% (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 72

Government 

Country name:
Conventional long form: Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic
Conventional short form: Laos
Local long form: Sathalanalat Paxathipatai 
Paxaxon Lao
Local short form: Mueang Lao (unofficial)
Etymology: name means “Land of the Lao 
[people]”

Government type:
Communist state
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Elections: last held on 20 March 2016 (next to be 
held in 2021)
Election results: percent of vote by party - NA; 
seats by party - LPRP 144, independent 5; 
composition - men 108, women 41, percent of 
women 27.5%

Judicial branch:
Highest courts: People’s Supreme Court (consists 
of the court president and organized into 
criminal, civil, administrative, commercial, 
family, and juvenile chambers, each with a vice 
president and several judges)

Judge selection and term of office: president 
of People’s Supreme Court appointed by the 
National Assembly upon the recommendation 
of the president of the republic for a 5-year term; 
vice presidents of the People’s Supreme Court 
appointed by the president of the republic upon 
the recommendation of the National Assembly; 
appointment of chamber judges NA; tenure of 
court vice presidents and chamber judges NA

Subordinate courts: appellate courts; provincial, 
municipal, district, and military courts

Political parties and leaders:
Lao People’s Revolutionary Party or LPRP 
[BOUNNYANG Vorachit]
Note: other parties proscribed

International organization participation:
ADB, ARF, ASEAN, CP, EAS, FAO, G-77, IAEA, 
IBRD, ICAO, ICRM, IDA, IFAD, IFC, IFRCS, 
ILO, IMF, Interpol, IOC, IPU, ISO (subscriber), 
ITU, MIGA, NAM, OIF, OPCW, PCA, UN, 
UNCTAD, UNESCO, UNIDO, UNWTO, UPU, 
WCO, WFTU (NGOs), WHO, WIPO, WMO, 
WTO

Citizenship:
Citizenship by birth: no
Citizenship by descent only: at least one parent 
must be a citizen of Laos
Dual citizenship recognized: no
Residency requirement for naturalization: 10 
years

Suffrage:
18 years of age; universal

Executive branch:
Chief of state: President Bounnyang Vorachit 
(since 20 April 2016); Vice President Phankham 
Viphavan (since 20 April 2016)

Head of government: Prime Minister Thongloun 
Sisoulit (since 20 April 2016); Deputy Prime 
Ministers Bounthong Chitmani, Sonxai 
Siphandon, Somdi Douangdi (since 20 April 
2016)

Cabinet: Council of Ministers appointed by the 
president, approved by the National Assembly
Elections/appointments: president and vice 
president indirectly elected by the National 
Assembly for a 5-year term (no term limits); 
election last held on 20 April 2016 (next to be 
held in 2021); prime minister nominated by the 
president, elected by the National Assembly for 
5-year term

Election results: Bounnyang Vorachit (LPRP) 
elected president; Phankham Viphavan (LPRP) 
elected vice president; percent of National 
Assembly vote - NA; Thongloun Sisoulit (LPRP) 
elected prime minister; percent of National 
Assembly vote - NA

Legislative branch:
Description: unicameral National Assembly or 
Sapha Heng Xat (149 seats; members directly 
elected in multi-seat constituencies by simple 
majority vote from candidate lists provided by 
the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party; members 
serve 5-year terms)
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Economy 

Economy - overview:
The government of Laos, one of the few 
remaining one-party communist states, began 
decentralizing control and encouraging private 
enterprise in 1986. Economic growth averaged 
more than 6% per year in the period 1988-
2008, and Laos’ growth has more recently been 
amongst the fastest in Asia, averaging more than 
7% per year for most of the last decade.

Nevertheless, Laos remains a country with an 
underdeveloped infrastructure, particularly in 
rural areas. It has a basic, but improving, road 
system, and limited external and internal land-
line telecommunications. Electricity is available 
to 83% of the population. Agriculture, dominated 
by rice cultivation in lowland areas, accounts for 
about 20% of GDP and 73% of total employment. 
Recently, the country has faced a persistent 
current account deficit, falling foreign currency 
reserves, and growing public debt.

Laos’ economy is heavily dependent on capital-
intensive natural resource exports. The economy 
has benefited from high-profile foreign direct 
investment in hydropower dams along the 
Mekong River, copper and gold mining, logging, 
and construction, although some projects in 
these industries have drawn criticism for their 
environmental impacts.

Laos gained Normal Trade Relations status with 
the US in 2004 and applied for Generalized 
System of Preferences trade benefits in 2013 after 
being admitted to the World Trade Organization 
earlier in the year. Laos held the chairmanship 
of ASEAN in 2016. Laos is in the process of 
implementing a value-added tax system. The 
government appears committed to raising the 
country’s profile among foreign investors and 
has developed special economic zones replete 
with generous tax incentives, but a limited labor 
pool, a small domestic market, and corruption 

Diplomatic representation in the US:
Chief of mission: Ambassador Khamphan 
Anlavan (since January 2019)
Chancery: 2222 S Street NW, Washington, DC 
20008
Telephone: [1] (202) 332-6416
FAX: [1] (202) 332-4923
Consulate(s): New York

Diplomatic representation from the US:
Chief of mission: Ambassador Peter Haymond 
(since 7 February 2020)
Telephone: [856] 21-48-7000
Embassy: Thadeua Road, Kilometer 9, Ban 
Somvang Tai, Hatsayfong District, Vientiane
Mailing address: American Embassy Vientiane, 
Unit 46222, APO AP 96546-6222
FAX: [856] 21-48-7190

Flag description:
Three horizontal bands of red (top), blue (double 
width), and red with a large white disk centered 
in the blue band; the red bands recall the blood 
shed for liberation; the blue band represents the 
Mekong River and prosperity; the white disk 
symbolizes the full moon against the Mekong 
River, but also signifies the unity of the people 
under the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party, as 
well as the country’s bright future

National symbol(s):
Elephant 

National colors: 
Red, white, blue

National anthem:
Name: “Pheng Xat Lao” (Hymn of the Lao 
People)
Lyrics/music: Sisana Sisane/Thongdy 
Sounthonevichit
Note: music adopted 1945, lyrics adopted 1975; 
the anthem’s lyrics were changed following the 
1975 Communist revolution that overthrew the 
monarchy
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GDP - composition, by sector of origin:
Agriculture: 20.9% (2017 est.)
Industry: 33.2% (2017 est.)
Services: 45.9% (2017 est.)

Agriculture - products:
Sweet potatoes, vegetables, corn, coffee, 
sugarcane, tobacco, cotton, tea, peanuts, rice; 
cassava (manioc, tapioca), water buffalo, pigs, 
cattle, poultry

Industries:
Mining (copper, tin, gold, gypsum); timber, 
electric power, agricultural processing, rubber, 
construction, garments, cement, tourism

Industrial production growth rate:
8% (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 23

Labor force:
3.582 million (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 99

Labor force - by occupation:
Agriculture: 73.1%
Industry: 6.1%
Services: 20.6% (2012 est.)

Unemployment rate:
0.7% (2017 est.)
0.7% (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 4

Population below poverty line:
22% (2013 est.)

Household income or consumption by 
percentage share:
Lowest 10%: 3.3%
Highest 10%: 30.3% (2008)

Budget:
Revenues: 3.099 billion (2017 est.)
Expenditures: 4.038 billion (2017 est.)

remain impediments to investment. Laos 
also has ongoing problems with the business 
environment, including onerous registration 
requirements, a gap between legislation and 
implementation, and unclear or conflicting 
regulations.

GDP (purchasing power parity):
$49.34 billion (2017 est.)
$46.16 billion (2016 est.)
$43.13 billion (2015 est.)
Note: Data are in 2017 dollars
Country comparison to the world: 111

GDP (official exchange rate):
$16.97 billion (2017 est.)

GDP - real growth rate:
6.9% (2017 est.)
7% (2016 est.)
7.3% (2015 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 20

GDP - per capita (PPP):
$7,400 (2017 est.)
$7,000 (2016 est.)
$6,600 (2015 est.)
Note: Data are in 2017 dollars
Country comparison to the world: 155

Gross national saving:
22.7% of GDP (2017 est.)
21.3% of GDP (2016 est.)
15.8% of GDP (2015 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 79

GDP - composition, by end use:
Household consumption: 63.7% (2017 est.)
Government consumption: 14.1% (2017 est.)
Investment in fixed capital: 30.9% (2017 est.)
Investment in inventories: 3.1% (2017 est.)
Exports of goods and services: 34.6% (2017 est.)
Imports of goods and services: -43.2% (2017 est.)
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Imports - partners:
Thailand 59.1%, China 21.5%, Vietnam 9.8% 
(2017)

Reserves of foreign exchange and gold:
$1.27 billion (31 December 2017 est.)
$940.1 million (31 December 2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 128

Debt - external:
$14.9 billion (31 December 2017 est.)
$12.9 billion (31 December 2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 104

Exchange rates:
Kips (LAK) per US dollar -
8,231.1 (2017 est.)
8,129.1 (2016 est.)
8,129.1 (2015 est.)
8,147.9 (2014 est.)
8,049 (2013 est.)

Energy 

Electricity access:
Electrification - total population: 95% (2019)
Electrification - urban areas: 98% (2019)
Electrification - rural areas: 93% (2019)

Electricity - production:
29.74 billion kWh (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 66

Electricity - consumption:
5.471 billion kWh (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 120

Electricity - exports:
8.469 billion kWh (2015 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 24

Electricity - imports:
2.5 billion kWh (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 53

Taxes and other revenues:
18.3% (of GDP) (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 161

Budget surplus (+) or deficit (-):
-5.5% (of GDP) (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 172

Public debt:
63.6% of GDP (2017 est.)
58.4% of GDP (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 64

Fiscal year:
1 October - 30 September

Inflation rate (consumer prices):
0.8% (2017 est.)
1.6% (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 42

Current account balance:
-$2.057 billion (2017 est.)
-$2.07 billion (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 167

Exports:
$3.654 billion (2017 est.)
$2.705 billion (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 120

Exports - partners:
Thailand 42.6%, China 28.7%, Vietnam 10.4%, 
India 4.4% (2017)

Exports - commodities:
Wood products, coffee, electricity, tin, copper, 
gold, cassava

Imports:
$4.976 billion (2017 est.)
$4.739 billion (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 131

Imports - commodities:
Machinery and equipment, vehicles, fuel, 
consumer goods
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Refined petroleum products - imports:
17,460 bbl/day (2015 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 132

Natural gas - production:
0 cu m (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 154

Natural gas - consumption:
0 cu m (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 165

Natural gas - exports:
0 cu m (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 135

Natural gas - imports:
0 cu m (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 146

Natural gas - proved reserves:
0 cu m (1 January 2014 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 155

Carbon dioxide emissions from consumption 
of energy:
10.42 million Mt (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 105

Communications 

Telephones - fixed lines:
Total subscriptions: 1,526,232
Subscriptions per 100 inhabitants: 20.79 (2019 
est.)
Country comparison to the world: 63

Telephones - mobile cellular:
Total subscriptions: 4,466,375
Subscriptions per 100 inhabitants: 60.84 (2019 
est.)
Country comparison to the world: 125

Telecommunication systems:
General assessment: the government relies on a 
radiotelephone network to communicate with 
remote areas; the regulatory reform is below 

Electricity - installed generating capacity:
6.94 million kW (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 75

Electricity - from fossil fuels:
28% of total installed capacity (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 186

Electricity - from nuclear fuels:
0% of total installed capacity (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 124

Electricity - from hydroelectric plants:
72% of total installed capacity (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 15

Electricity - from other renewable sources:
1% of total installed capacity (2017 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 157

Crude oil - production:
0 bbl/day (2018 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 159

Crude oil - exports:
0 bbl/day (2015 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 151

Crude oil - imports:
0 bbl/day (2015 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 149

Crude oil - proved reserves:
0 bbl (1 January 2018 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 154

Refined petroleum products - production:
0 bbl/day (2015 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 162

Refined petroleum products - consumption:
18,000 bbl/day (2016 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 146

Refined petroleum products - exports:
0 bbl/day (2015 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 169
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Thai radio broadcasts available in border areas 
and transmissions of multiple international 
broadcasters are also accessible

Internet country code:
.la

Internet users:
Total: 1,845,437
Percent of population: 25.51% (July 2018 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 124

Broadband - fixed subscriptions:
Total: 45,379
Subscriptions per 100 inhabitants: 1 less than 1 
(2018 est.)
Country comparison to the world: 136

Transportation 

National air transport system:
Number of registered air carriers: 1 (2020)

Inventory of registered aircraft operated by air 
carriers: 12

Annual passenger traffic on registered air 
carriers: 1,251,961 (2018)

Annual freight traffic on registered air carriers: 
1.53 million mt-km (2018)

Civil aircraft registration country code prefix:
RDPL (2016)

Airports:
41 (2013)
Country comparison to the world: 104

Airports - with paved runways:
Total: 8 (2017)
2,438 to 3,047 m: 3 (2017)
1,524 to 2,437 m: 4 (2017)
914 to 1,523 m: 1 (2017)

industry standards but is trying to strengthen 
its telecommunication infrastructure and 
subsequently attract foreign investment; low 
fixed-broadband penetration due to dominance 
of mobile platforms; strong boost in mobile 
broadband penetration but still low compared to 
other Asian markets; mobile sector growth held 
back by regulators trying to keep hold on pricing 
and open competition; development of mobile 
broadband Internet services given the expansion 
of 4G services (2020)

Domestic: fixed-line 21 per 100 and 61 per 100 
for mobile-cellular subscriptions (2019)

International: country code - 856; satellite earth 
station - 1 Intersputnik (Indian Ocean region) 
and a second to be developed by China

Note: the COVID-19 outbreak is negatively 
impacting telecommunications production 
and supply chains globally; consumer 
spending on telecom devices and services has 
also slowed due to the pandemic’s effect on 
economies worldwide; overall progress towards 
improvements in all facets of the telecom 
industry - mobile, fixed-line, broadband, 
submarine cable and satellite - has moderated

Broadcast media:
6 TV stations operating out of Vientiane 
- 3 government-operated and the others 
commercial; 17 provincial stations operating with 
nearly all programming relayed via satellite from 
the government-operated stations in Vientiane; 
Chinese and Vietnamese programming relayed 
via satellite from Lao National TV; broadcasts 
available from stations in Thailand and Vietnam 
in border areas; multi-channel satellite and cable 
TV systems provide access to a wide range of 
foreign stations; state-controlled radio with state-
operated Lao National Radio (LNR) broadcasting 
on 5 frequencies - 1 AM, 1 SW, and 3 FM; LNR’s 
AM and FM programs are relayed via satellite 
constituting a large part of the programming 
schedules of the provincial radio stations; 
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Military and security service personnel 
strengths:
Information is limited and estimates for the size 
of the Lao People’s Armed Forces (LPAF) vary; 
approximately 29,000 active-duty troops (26,000 
Army; 3500 Air Force); approximately 100,000 
Self-Defense Militia Forces (2019)

Military equipment inventories and 
acquisitions:
The LPAF is armed largely with weapons from 
the former Soviet Union with a smaller mix of 
more modern weapons from China, Russia, and 
Ukraine; since 2010, China and Russia are the 
top suppliers of military hardware to Laos (2019 
est.)

Military service age and obligation:
18 years of age for compulsory or voluntary 
military service; conscript service obligation - 
minimum 18 months (2019)

Transnational Issues 

Disputes - international:
Southeast Asian states have enhanced border 
surveillance to check the spread of avian flu; 
talks continue on completion of demarcation 
with Thailand but disputes remain over islands 
in the Mekong River; Cambodia and Laos have 
a longstanding border demarcation dispute; 
concern among Mekong River Commission 
members that China’s construction of eight dams 
on the Upper Mekong River and construction 
of more dams on its tributaries will affect water 
levels, sediment flows, and fisheries; Cambodia 
and Vietnam are concerned about Laos’ extensive 
plans for upstream dam construction for the 
same reasons

Airports - with unpaved runways:
Total: 33 (2013)
1,524 to 2,437 m: 2 (2013)
914 to 1,523 m: 9 (2013)
Under 914 m: 22 (2013)

Pipelines:
540 km refined products (2013)

Roadways:
Total: 39,586 km (2009)
Paved: 5,415 km (2009)
Unpaved: 34,171 km (2009)
Country comparison to the world: 90

Waterways:
4,600 km (primarily on the Mekong River 
and its tributaries; 2,900 additional km are 
intermittently navigable by craft drawing less 
than 0.5 m) (2012)
Country comparison to the world: 23

Merchant marine:
Total: 1
By type: general cargo 1 (2019)
Country comparison to the world: 176

Military and Security 

Military and security forces:
Lao People’s Armed Forces (LPAF): Lao People’s 
Army (LPA, includes Riverine Force), Air Force, 
Self-Defense Militia Forces (2019)

Military expenditures:
0.2% of GDP (2013)
0.2% of GDP (2012)
0.2% of GDP (2011)
Note: no public figures available for 2014-2019
Country comparison to the world: 157
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Illicit drugs:
Estimated opium poppy cultivation in 2015 
was estimated to be 5,700 hectares, compared 
with 6,200 hectares in 2014; estimated potential 
production of between 84 and 176 mt of raw 
opium; unsubstantiated reports of domestic 
methamphetamine production; growing 
domestic methamphetamine problem

Trafficking in persons:
Current situation: Laos is a source and, to a lesser 
extent, transit and destination country for men, 
women, and children subjected to forced labor 
and sex trafficking; Lao economic migrants 
may encounter conditions of forced labor or 
sexual exploitation in destination countries, 
most often Thailand; Lao women and girls are 
exploited in Thailand’s commercial sex trade, 
domestic service, factories, and agriculture; a 
small, possibly growing, number of Lao women 
and girls are sold as brides in China and South 
Korea and subsequently sex trafficked; Lao men 
and boys are victims of forced labor in the Thai 
fishing, construction, and agriculture industries; 
some Lao children, as well as Vietnamese and 
Chinese women and girls, are subjected to 
sex trafficking in Laos; other Vietnamese and 
Chinese, and possibly Burmese, adults and girls 
transit Laos for sexual and labor exploitation in 
neighboring countries, particularly Thailand

Tier rating: Tier 2 Watch List – Laos does not 
fully comply with the minimum standards for the 
elimination of trafficking; however, it is making 
significant efforts to do so; authorities sustained 
moderate efforts to investigate, prosecute, and 
convict trafficking offenders; the government 
failed to make progress in proactively identifying 
victims exploited within the country or among 
those deported from abroad; the government 
continues to rely almost entirely on local and 
international organizations to provide and fund 
services to trafficking victims; although Lao men 
and boys are trafficked, most protective services 
are only available to women and girls, and long-
term support is lacking; modest prevention 
efforts include the promotion of anti-trafficking 
awareness on state-controlled media (2015)
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ADB Asian Development Bank

ADPC Asian Disaster Preparedness Center

AHA Centre ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance

AIDS Acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (late stage of HIV infection)

AMDD ASEAN Medical Device Directive

APACS Aircraft and Personnel Automated Clearance System (U.S. DoD)

APAN All Partners Access Network

ARF ASEAN Regional Forum

ART Antiretroviral therapy (HIV treatment)

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations

ASEAN-ERAT ASEAN-Emergency Response and Assessment Team

ASSI ASEAN Safe Schools Initiative

Bbl/day Barrels per day

BDD Bilateral Defense Dialogue

BHA Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (part of USAID)

CBDRM Community-Based Disaster Risk Management

CBH Community-Based Health Insurance

CDC Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (U.S.)

CDMC Central Disaster Management Committee

CE Common Era

CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women

CFE-DM Center for Excellence in Disaster Management and Humanitarian Assistance

COCOM Combatant Command (of U.S. DoD)

COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease 2019

CPR cardiopulmonary resuscitation

CRS Catholic Relief Services

DDMC District Disaster Management Committee

DDMCC Department of Disaster Management and Climate change

DFAT Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (Australian government)

DIPECHO Disaster Preparedness Programme (of the European Commission Humanitarian Aid 
Department)

DKI-APCSS Daniel K. Inouye Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies

DMH Department of Meteorology and Hydrology (of the Lao Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment)

DMHA Disaster Management and Humanitarian Assistance

DMRS Disaster Monitoring and Response System

DoD Department of Defense (U.S.)

DPAA Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency (former Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command, or JPAC)

DPPC Disaster Prevention and Control Committee

Acronyms and Abbreviations
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DREE Disaster Response Exercise & Exchange

DRM Disaster Risk Management

DRR Disaster risk reduction

DTRA Defense Threat Reduction Agency

EAS East Asia Summit

ECE Early Childhood Education

EdL Électricité du Laos

EMOPS Emergency Operations

EOC Emergency Operations Centre

ESDP Education Sector Development Plan

ETL Enterprise Telecom Lao

EU European Union

EXECSEC Executive Secretary (USG)

FAO Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

FCG Foreign Clearance Guide (U.S.)

FDR Foreign disaster response

FY Fiscal year

G-77 Group of 77

GDACS Global Disaster Alert and Coordination System

GDP Gross domestic product

GFDRR Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery

GHI Global Hunger Index

GW Gigawatt

GWh Gigawatt hour

HADR Humanitarian Assistance/Disaster Response

HANSA Health and Nutrition Services Access Project

HCT Humanitarian Country Team

HDX Humanitarian Data Exchange

HEF Health Equity Fund

HFA Hyogo Framework for Action (predecessor instrument of the Sendai Framework)

HIV Human immunodeficiency virus

HPA Humanitarian Partnership Agreement

IAEA International Atomic Energy Agency

IASC Inter-Agency Standing Committee

IATA International Air Transport Association

ICAO International Civil Aviation Organization

ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross

ICT information and communications technology

IDA International Development Association

IDP Internally displaced person
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IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development

IFC International Finance Corporation

IFR instrument flight rules

IFRC International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

IGO International Government Organization

ILO International Labour Organization

IMF International Monetary Fund

INFORM-GRI Index for Risk Management – Global Risk Index

INGO International Non-Governmental Organization

INTERPOL International Criminal Police Organisation

IOC International Olympic Committee

IOM International Organization on Migration

IPU Inter-Parliamentary Union

IS Information sharing

ISO International Organization for Standardization

ITU International Telecommunications Union

JICA Japan International Cooperation Agency

km kilometer

kWh Kilowatt hour

LAK Lao Kip (currency)

LDCF Least Developed Countries Fund

LDPA Lao Disabled Persons Association

LMI Lower Mekong Initiative

LPA Lao People’s Army

LPAF Lao People’s Armed Forces

LPRP Lao People’s Revolutionary Party

LTC Lao Telecom Co.

LWU Lao Women’s Union

MCIP Multinational Communications Interoperability Program

MLSW Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (Lao government)

mm millimeter

MMR Measles-Mumps-Rubella

MND Ministry of National Defense

MoES Ministry of Education and Sports

MOH Ministry of Health

MoNRE Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment

MOU Memorandum of understanding

MRC Mekong River Commission

NAP National Action Plan

NCAW National Commission for the Advancement of Women
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NCD Noncommunicable disease

NCDP National Committee for Disabled People (Lao government)

NDMC National Disaster Management Committee (Lao government)

NDMO National Disaster Management Office (Lao government)

NDPCC National Disaster Prevention and Control Committee

NEWC National Early Warning Centre (of the Lao Department of Meteorology and Hydrology)

NGO Non-governmental organization

NIN National Institute of Nutrition

OFDA Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance (reorganized as USAID/BHA in 2020)

OIF International Organization of La Francophonie

OPCW Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons

OPEC Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries

OSPDM Operationalization of the Strategic Plan for Disaster Management

PCA Permanent Court of Arbitration

PDC Pacific Disaster Center

PDMC Provincial Disaster Management Committee

PDNA Post-Disaster Needs Assessment

PDPCC Provincial Disaster Prevention and Control Committee

PDR People’s Democratic Republic

PIVI Partnership for Influenza Vaccine

PMI President’s Malaria Initiative (U.S.)

POW/MIA Prisoner of War / Missing in Action

PVF Photovoltaic floating

RHCC Changi Regional HADR Coordination Centre

ROAP Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific (of UNOCHA)

RSF Reporters San Frontières (Reporters Without Borders)

SASS State Authority for Social Security

SDG Sustainable Development Goals

SIDA Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency

SOP Standard Operating Procedures

SSO Social Security Organization

SWD Social Welfare Department (of the Lao Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare)

TB Tuberculosis

UISS Unclassified Information Sharing Service

UN United Nations

UNCDF United Nations Capital Development Fund

UNCT UN Country Team

UNCTAD United Nations Conference on Trade and Development

UNDP UN Development Programme

UNDRR UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction
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UNDSS UN Department for Safety and Security

UNESCO UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization

UNFPA United Nations Population Fund

UNICEF UN Children’s Fund

UNIDO UN Industrial Development Organization

UNOCHA United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

UNSCR UN Security Council Resolution

UNWTO World Tourism Organization (United Nations agency)

UPU Universal Postal Union

U.S. United States 

USACE U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

USAID United States Agency for International Development

USARPAC U.S. Army Pacific

USD U.S. Dollar

USINDOPACOM United States Indo-Pacific Command

UXO Unexploded ordnance

VDMC Village Disaster Management Committee

VISUS Visual Inspection for Safety Upgrading Strategy

VTM Viral transport medium

WASH water, sanitation, and hygiene

WCO World Customs Organization

WFP World Food Programme (UN)

WHO World Health Organization (UN)

WIPO World Intellectual Property Organization

WMO World Meteorological Organization

WPS Women, Peace, and Security

WTO World Trade Organization

VSAT Very-Small-Aperture Terminal 

WASH Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 

WCO World Customs Organization 

WFP World Food Programme 

WFTU World Federation of Trade Unions 

WHO World Health Organization 

WIPO World Intellectual Property Organization 

WMO World Meteorological Organization 

WTO World Tourism Organization 
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