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The Editorial Board of Juth Pakai firmly believes that the objectives of alleviating 
poverty and stimulating development in the Lao PDR will be better pursued 
if information and innovative thinking are shared. The articles presented here 
challenge our current way of thinking and/or contain information that has not 
yet been published. We sincerely hope that Juth Pakai will stimulate an active 
development debate and will contribute to a better understanding of the 
development challenges in the Lao PDR. 
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Editorial

Finn Reske-Nielsen
UN Resident Co-ordinator

This special edition of Juth Pakai is a celebration of the development occurring 
in Laos and of this journal’s impact over the last two years. The first issue was 
published at the beginning of 2004, and interest in the journal has steadily 
increased both here in the Lao PDR and abroad. 

Juth Pakai serves as a forum for debating and sharing knowledge about 
development issues in Laos. To encourage broader participation of Lao 
nationals in research and analysis on development topics, the United Nations 
Development Research Award (UNDRA) was established in 2005. I am 
delighted to report that we received over 60 articles from across the country. 
Our voluntary panel of reviewers did a superb job of going through these 
contributions. Eventually the panel members agreed on a select group of 
winners, published here for the first time. I would like to thank them for their 
precious time and valuable opinions. 

Dr Maytry Senchanthixay describes the pioneering progress made by the 
Community-Based Health Insurance Scheme, presenting its purpose and 
basic operation in a very clear and succinct manner. This important initiative 
has been in the news lately, attracting attention through its successful pilot 
programmes. Another respected Lao expert, Houmphanh Rattanavong, gives 
us the benefit of his long experience and perceptions in a frank article on 
mountainous area development strategies. In the quest to assist rural people 
while allowing them to preserve their culture and traditions, it is vital that 
the knowledge of people such as Mr Houmphanh is tapped. However, it is the 
article on monthly school tests that was awarded first prize. Mr Phengxiong, 
a long-serving teacher in the provinces, has given original thoughts based 
on his own, very important, experience and research. This is what is needed 
to progress – contributions from working people who are implementing 
independent solutions on the ground. ‘New thinking in development’, as this 
journal is subtitled.

I would like to thank all authors for their excellent submissions and wish  
them every success in their future research endeavours.  Please stay involved 
in the Juth Pakai initiative. Together, with our frank and practical dialogue and 
partnerships, we can make a difference.  
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Open-Book Tests Improve Students

In Lao schools, students are required to take tests in every subject monthly. It is hypothesised here that 
in these monthly tests, the traditional ‘closed-book’ method, whereby students have no access to books 
or resources, limits the opportunities for students to think. This is perhaps because students are bored 
with the old-fashioned way of doing tests, which requires them to learn what is in their notebook by 
heart and rewrite it on test papers. Another possible reason is that students are able to cheat quite easily 
in these tests by copying from their friends. This makes studying and doing the test itself irrelevant for 
them, as a good score can be obtained without a great deal of difficulty through cheating. 

It is contested here that an open-book test would encourage students to be more aware of studying as 
a means of gaining knowledge. 

There is a great difference in the monthly tests given in different schools across the various provinces. In 
urban areas and in private schools, where teachers are qualified and students are fairly independent, the 
monthly test is usually effective and meets its aims. In contrast, in rural and mountainous areas where 
schools are virtually untouched by science and technology and where supervision and administration are 
poor, the monthly test is just a meaningless monthly activity that often involves a substantial amount 
of cheating. Yet the administrations of such schools consider the monthly test scores to be the quality 
measurement of their teaching system. A number of students in these schools are unlikely to learn much 
through tests, as they are dependent on others for the answers. This situation contradicts the concept of  
‘effective education’, which aims at encouraging students to learn by themselves. 

Through attending teaching and training sessions in Vientiane and at Mahasarakam University in 
Thailand, the author understands the concept of ‘effective education’ as being a system that teaches 
students to be able to think, to act and to solve problems. 

A common saying in education is “knowledge is gained from studying, scores are gained 
from tests or examinations”. Many students place great significance on earning good 
grades in monthly tests and consider hard work to be worthless if they receive a low score. 
As a result, an increasing number of students are cheating in their monthly tests. The 
resulting gap between high scores and the real knowledge and ability of students shows 
the ineffectiveness of tests. The author has pioneered a new ‘open-book’ system for monthly 
tests, in which students are allowed to discuss questions and consult their notebooks. This 
is a fairer way of assessing students’ knowledge and ability, encouraging them to think, 
to improve their education, and to give more importance to the process of studying rather 
than the product of it. 

by Phengxiong

Open-Book Testing 
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In 1997-1998, during a teacher shortage in Xaysomboun secondary school, the author was one of 
several staff sent to assist with the teaching. Assigned to teach Chemistry to students in their second year 
of upper secondary school (Mor 5), the author refused to use a closed-book monthly test, considering 
it unproductive, especially when aiming to achieve ‘effective education’. A decision was taken to use a 
new method of testing: an open-book test.   

The open-book test was employed for monthly tests. During the tests, students were allowed to consult 
their notebooks when needed. This new method of testing was used with the Mor 5/1 class, after reaching 
an agreement with the pupils in that class. To evaluate the new method, the traditional way of testing 
was continued with the Mor 5/2 class (there were two Mor 5 classes in the school) so that, given a few 
conditions, a comparison would be possible. The conditions were: 

The test for Mor 5/1 would be more difficult than the test for Mor 5/2. 
Students in Mor 5/1 were allowed, to a reasonable extent, to discuss and compare answers 
with classmates during the test. 
The grading system would be very strict. Marks would be given only for accurate answers; 
marks for effort would not be given.  

Information on the scores and study techniques of students from both classes was recorded and analysed 
for the first three months of this experimentation. 

After close observation, some information about the pupils’ studying process and their test scores can 
be listed as follows:

Their overall score was low compared to class Mor 5/2.
Only a few students got high scores (the highest score was 8 out of 10), and a few got zero. 
Most scored 4 or 5.
Students were able to orally provide the answers they had given in the test and could repeat 
the exercises on the blackboard.
They finished the test quite fast. Solutions and answers were detailed, and there were times 
that students used data not taught in class to answer the questions. 
Handwriting was neat. 
Students asked for teacher consultations an average of 19 times per month. These included 
pupils of all levels. 
Consultations were mainly about ‘how’ to answer the questions in the test. They were also 
concerned by how to study the exercises given in class, in order to apply them to the tests. 
Students were also interested in other matters that were not discussed in the classroom. 
The number of students obtaining a tutor increased from zero to 12. 
Students borrowed books from the teacher for self-study seven times. 
The level of attention paid to studying and note-taking in class increased, as did interaction 
between students and teacher. 

•
•

•

•
•

•

•

•
•

•

•
•
•

Methodology

Findings

Class Mor 5/1 (Open-Book Test)
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Their overall scores were high.
The number of students who received high, medium and low scores was equal; 
A high number of students could neither orally answer questions they had answered in the 
test, nor reproduce the exercises on the board.
They finished tests slowly compared to class Mor 5/1. The answers were mainly as described 
in the textbook. Only rough solutions of the test problems were given: some gave only the 
final answer without any workings. Their methods of solving test problems reflected their 
usage of only what was taught in class. 
Their handwriting was poor as they were rushing: there was a lot of crossing out and 
erasing. 
Only the brightest students asked for consultations with the teacher - an average of five 
times per month. 
They wanted to know and see the answers to problems in the test, and asked for further 
explanation of what they did not understand in class. No questions were raised beyond 
what was taught in class. 
The number of students obtaining a tutor rose from zero to five. 
Students borrowed books from the teacher for self-study three times. 
There was little interaction between students and the teacher, as students showed no interest 
in asking or answering questions. They were not interested in note-taking either. 

There were obvious differences between the two classes. Analysis of the Mor 5/1 class using the new 
‘open-book’ testing method reveals that these pupils achieved low overall scores due to the harder 
monthly test given to them. Hard tests made it almost impossible for less able pupils to copy the work 
of the clever students, as they had done with the easy tests. Furthermore, the strict marking made scores 
lower and separated students according to their ability. 

There were a few very capable students in Mor 5/1, while most of the class were at medium and low 
levels, with a few pupils who knew almost nothing. The monthly test scores reflected the true knowledge 
of the participants, which it did not do in the class where there was still copying. This was proved by 
the relative ability of the two classes to answer test questions orally and reproduce test exercises on 
the blackboard.

Students in Mor 5/1 had a better understanding of the subject, which can be traced to their hard work 
and efforts to go beyond the lessons taught in class. They answered questions in great detail, displaying 
some knowledge of information found outside the teaching in class. Moreover, these pupils acknowledged 
that the objective of monthly tests is not to assess how well students can copy their friends’ work and 
receive good marks, but to gauge how well they understand the lessons and how well they can apply 
such understanding in answering test questions. Therefore, their detailed answers were designed to 
show their in-depth understanding of the lessons to the marker. 

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

Analysis 

Class Mor 5/2 (Closed-Book Test)
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Their handwriting on test sheets was neat and easy to read, a result of their confidence in their ability 
to solve the problems in the test correctly. These pupils realised that rushed copying would not do them 
any good and they therefore took their time to do the test as individuals.
 
Every student  in this class displayed a desire to study, regardless of the level they were assessed to be 
at. Moreover, the harder test - with its time limit, strict marking, and the impossibility of copying from 
peers - made them acknowledge that a true understanding of the lessons was required to be able to do 
the test. The wish to gain a good understanding of the lessons gave students of all levels the courage to 
raise any doubts they had about lessons with their teacher. Students realised that they needed to know 
‘how’ to answer the questions, and ‘how’ to apply the lessons to new and slightly different test questions, 
rather than simply asking the teacher to show them the answers. In addition, they also comprehended 
that extra knowledge outside the textbook would benefit them in tests.
 
As previously mentioned, students showed an interest in going beyond classroom lessons. To meet 
their increasing demand for extra knowledge, which could not be satisfied sufficiently at school, they 
obtained a tutor. The wish to possess extra knowledge also explained the borrowing of books by students 
in class Mor 5/1. Aware that their tests would be more difficult, they were motivated to study harder 
and to listen, ask, and answer the teacher more often. Moreover, they understood that one of the most 
important things in the open-book test is their note-books. Therefore, they began to take neat notes of 
all discussions and the lessons taught in class. 

From the author’s personal experience, it seems that monthly tests have three major aims:
To give teachers an idea of students’ knowledge and ability, which will in turn help them 
assess their own teaching after sections of courses have finished.
To provide students with an assessment of how they are performing, giving them an idea 
of what needs to be improved or maintained. 
To provide a precise and accurate selection criteria for teacher and student awards. 

It should be noted that the main objective of the tests is to advance the knowledge of both students and 
teachers. However, closed-book tests push pupils to prioritise test results, rather than the knowledge 
gained from studying. Allowing them to consult their books while doing the tests enables them to think 

•

•

•

Discussion

The objective of monthly tests is not to assess how 

well students can copy, but to gauge how well they 

understand lessons and can apply such understanding 

in answering questions

Aims of Monthly Tests
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critically. What they gain from thinking is knowledge – a commodity that they will truly appreciate as 
they have achieved it by themselves. 

Open-book tests are strongly connected to how students study and can play a significant role in improving 
the effectiveness of school studies. This idea can be explained using psychological and biological 
reasoning, physics theory, and life philosophy. 

Lao psychology theory states that one tends to study well when one wants to study (Faculty of Education, 
2001). When doing a test that allows consultation of books, learning what is in the books remains the 
primary motive of students. However, once they open their books to copy down the information that 
is easy to understand, they then have to use their minds to work out the difficult parts. Through this 
process, they have to think, possibly learn some new knowledge, and then work out how to apply that 
knowledge to answer the test questions, which are different from the exercises they have previously 
seen in the textbook. 

Stress can negatively affect a student’s learning ability: if students are overly stressed, their learning 
ability is likely to decline. Closed-book tests force students to study and can distress students, who tend 
to think that they are expected to get good scores. On the other hand, open-book tests encourage them 
to study and emphasise the knowledge gained from the tests rather than the scores. Forcing students to 
study - rather than encouraging them - is uncreative and unhealthy. Allowing students to consult their 
books during a test helps reduce the stress felt by students and stimulates them to think productively 
and use their brains in a healthy way. 

One of the theories of physics points out that the more heat energy is dissipated in a machine, the more 
the competency of the machine declines (Sin-Oi & team, 2003). This theory can also be applied to the 
functioning of the human brain. If a worker is prohibited from using a work manual, the worker’s 
brain has to work harder to produce more energy to complete a task. The energy produced is used for 
three different functions:

Brainstorming the knowledge and skills needed for the task and memorising it.
Calculating how to apply the knowledge and skills to the task.
Applying the knowledge to the task.

The first function can be replaced by using the manual. Not using the available manual entails giving 
more work to the brain, and thus using the brain’s energy unnecessarily. Consequent tiredness and 
negative effects might follow: for example slow work, confusion in work tasks, unsuccessful work 
outputs and mistakes. Forbidding students from consulting their books during a test forces the pupils 
to use extra brain energy unnecessarily. However, permitting them to consult their books does not mean 

•
•
•

Roles of Open-Book Tests in Enhancing the Effectiveness of Studying

Psychology of Teaching

Stress and Learning Ability

Physics Theory 
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students do not have to do any thinking. In fact, it encourages them to think creatively and practically, 
as they are required to apply the lessons towards answering the test questions rather than learning them 
by heart and duplicating them on an answer sheet. 

Rohn (2004), a businessman and thinker, once said, “you discover new knowledge when you have to 
solve a problem”. This means that when a person faces a difficulty or an obstacle in life, he or she will 
try to use all their knowledge to find a solution to that problem. When what they know is not sufficient, 
instead of giving up, they tend to search for new knowledge which can help them to overcome the 
problem. In students’ lives, the monthly test is regarded as an obstacle that they have to face and 
overcome every month. They have to utilise all the knowledge given to them in class, and in many 
cases extra knowledge gained outside classroom, to answer the test questions. Such a process enhances 
their thinking process and motivates them to explore new knowledge.   

Open-book tests act as a training process in which students acquire significant abilities during and 
after the process. These include:

As the general requirement needed to pass the slightly more difficult test is hard work, students are likely 
to push themselves to study harder. Through that process, students are trained to be diligent. Hard work 
for students includes paying more attention to listening to, asking and answering teachers, and to note-
taking. These skills encourage students to be active learners, not only to be spoon-fed by teachers.

Although students are allowed to consult with or copy from their friends to a certain extent, this facility 
does not do them a great favour due to the time limit. Therefore they learn that the primary and the 
unsurpassed reliance is on themselves.  

This new method of testing demands that students alter their attitudes towards studying and study 
techniques. The adjustment is difficult and requires a considerable level of patience to successfully 
complete. Therefore, while students are going through the process of adjustment, they learn to be 
patient at the same time.

Through test scores which cannot be gained from copying, the open-book test method reveals students’ 
true academic ability, the amount of patience they have, how hard they work, and how much preparation 
they have done. Pupils come to accept the tests as a true and accurate assessment of their knowledge and 
ability, which perhaps pushes them to make improvements. Furthermore, the formerly common attitude 

Life Philosophy

Enriching Student and Teacher Ability

Student Ability

Diligence and Active Learning

Independence

Patience 

Knowing One’s Self



Juth Pakai  UNDRA 2005 Issue 10

that ‘only smart students can cheat’ is likely to change because when cheating is allowed in moderation 
and monitored closely by the teacher, all students will have an equal chance to ask their friends.  

Students are likely to learn to respect the fairness of the test because it is designed to be at a reasonable 
level of difficulty: the test is slightly different or more difficult than exercises given in class. They will 
also respect the test as a means of obtaining knowledge rather than scores. Moreover, as students learn 
to appreciate their true ability through the test, those with unsatisfactory scores are likely to pay respect 
to those who achieve outstanding results through ability and diligence.

Teachers also benefit from this system of testing. They will become more energetic and attentive to 
improving their teaching ability and to creating effective test questions. When using a new test method 
that requires students to study harder, teachers are challenged to create appealing and motivating 
teaching methods to make students interested in studying. Similarly, teachers are challenged to create 
test questions that are suitable and reasonable for students of all levels. Overly difficult tests make it 
impossible for students to answer and do not reflect what is taught in class, while overly easy questions 
basically ask pupils to copy from the book to the test sheet. Therefore, teachers using this new test 
system will be pushed towards improving teaching methods and test questions. These two challenges 
encourage teachers to move continuously forward to develop themselves. 

Only the willing participation of all parties can make the open-book test become acceptable - this is an 
issue that needs everyone’s involvement. It is the responsibility of every concerned party to work together 
to make themselves ready for the implementation of a new test system. When readiness is achieved by 
all parties, implementation of an open-book test is foreseeable.  

If the open-book test is to be introduced and utilised in the teaching curriculum, some points concerning 
students and teachers should be taken into consideration in order to maximise its benefit: 

Students should be classified according to their skills in specific subjects or across all subjects. A best-
case scenario would be a class of pupils with the same skill level in all subjects. Those with the same 

Respect

With a test method that requires students to 

study harder, teachers are challenged to create 

appealing and motivating methods to make 

students interested

Teacher Ability

Recommendations

Students
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level of skill should be positioned in the same class. Such a classification has already been attempted 
in Vientiane Secondary School, where outstanding students are situated in the same class in order to 
expand their learning abilities without being held back by other students. If students of all levels are 
placed in the same class, tests will be ineffective as it is not possible to create a test that is suitable to 
all students.

Teachers should be classified according to their teaching skill. Otherwise, teachers themselves and 
students will be faced with a number of troubles. If teachers’ abilities do not match the skills of students, 
teaching will be ineffective, with the result that students are unable to gain as much knowledge as 
they should. 

How our educational system will progress - quickly, slowly or not at all - is partly influenced and 
determined by how we test our students. Some will be concerned that an open-book test does not give 
students an incentive to study. In fact, allowing students to consult their books or classmates within a 
reasonable limit, on a test level that is in accord with what is taught in class, will motivate students to 
study harder. Although they are allowed to use their books during the test, pupils will not be able to do 
well if they have not done any preparation, as the test is different to and slightly more difficult than the 
lessons taught in class. Besides, when students study before a test or during the test, this process enables 
them to use their brains analytically, which is better than learning lessons by heart and copying them 
down on a test sheet, and far better than trying to copy the rote-learning of fellow students. 

Constant enhancement of the curriculum, of teaching techniques, and of the test system will be 
instrumental in developing students’ knowledge and will allow for ‘effective education’. As a teacher who 
has participated in educational development for a number of years, this author has high hopes that when 
the educational system has been improved to a certain extent, the open-book test will become commonly 
used. When that day comes, students will get close to achieving a truly effective education. 

About the Author 
Mr Phengxiong received a Bachelor of Education (Mathematics and Physics) from 
the National University of Laos in 1990. He is currently working as head of the 
teacher training division in Xaysomboun.

Conclusion

Teachers
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Unequal access to hospitals, patients being asked to pay before being treated, and the high cost of 
medical services outside hospitals: these are some of the criticisms negatively affecting the image of 
the Lao public health sector. Although it is acknowledged that the criticisms are caused by hospitals 
directly asking for user fees from patients, it has been not been possible to end a practice that forms the 
main source of revenue. If hospitals did not ask for patient fees, they would have insufficient income to 
operate throughout the year and insufficient capacity to treat people when they fall sick. 

Persistent problems in the Lao public health sector include people self-treating themselves improperly 
by buying medicine from pharmacies, treatment offered by unqualified doctors and traditional doctors, 
belief in magical healing, and people obtaining unreasonably expensive treatment from private clinics 
or neighbouring countries. These problems are now aggravated by hospitals demanding fees directly 
from patients. 

The cumulative effect of these various problems has been to prevent the sector from being on course to 
accomplish its goal of making “all Lao people healthy, and increasing their average life span from 59 
years in 2000 to 65 years in 2005, 69 years in 2010, and 78 years in 2020” (Daraloy, 2000). Although the 
parties concerned have put a lot of effort into initiatives such as free medical services, health campaigns 
and so on, the problems remain unsolved. 

The Community-Based Health Insurance Scheme (CBHIS) is designed to confront these problems. It is 
owned by communities and for the benefit of communities. Under the scheme, all members figuratively 
help each other by making gradual pre-paid contributions. The scheme then uses that money to cover 
the cost of treating sick members. In other words, the cost of treating the sick members will be averaged 
out among all members. 

The Community-Based Health Insurance Scheme: 
the New Hope in Lao Healthcare
by Dr Matry Senchanthixay 

Proper public utilisation of medical services is still limited in the Lao PDR. A number 
of people still habitually seek improper treatment or pay for unreasonably expensive 
treatment in private clinics and neighbouring countries. Moreover, some services in 
public hospitals are unaffordable for people with low incomes. The Community-Based 
Health Insurance Scheme (CBHIS) is a public health policy designed to effectively 
resolve these problems. This paper evaluates the role of the CBHIS in improving people’s 
utilisation of and the fairness of public health care. The benefits of setting up and 
operating the scheme far outweigh the high financial costs. It needs maintaining and 
expanding, while there is also a need to improve hospitals in order to meet the demands 
of CBHIS members, the number of whom will rise as the scheme develops. 
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Aim and Methodology
This paper reports on research to evaluate the role of CBHIS in resolving high-cost treatment cases, 
improper treatment and unreasonably expensive treatment, in order to improve access to and fairness 
of health care services. The study gathered data from a CBHIS pilot-project hospital to compare it with 
data from before implementation of the pilot, and with data from a hospital where the scheme was 
not piloted. Thus the team:

Compared 2004 data on finance and service provision from Sisattanak district hospital with 
2002 data (before the pilot scheme commenced);
Compared the above data with Hadsaifong district hospital’s 2002 and 2004 data;
Collected missing data from the director and administrator of the scheme;
Ran computer analysis of the data.

Table 1 shows that from 2002 to 2004, the number of outpatient visits (OP) at Sisattanak district hospital 
increased by 52% whereas inpatient admissions (IP) decreased by 3.5%, and the average number of 
visits per patient rose by 40%. In contrast, within the same period of time, OP visits at Hadsaifong 
district hospital dropped by 8.6%, while IP admissions increased by 26% and the average number of 
visits per patient declined by 7%. 

•

•
•
•

Findings
Table 1: Hospital service provision

Sources: Keobounthanh, 2002; Thepphavong, 2004; Thavixay, 2002; and Thavixay, 2004.

Figures 1 & 2. Patient visit rates at Sisattanak hospital since CBHIS implementation (11/2002-07/2004)
1. Outpatients
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Although slight fluctuations are apparent, overall patient visiting rates rose from 0.6 visits per person 
per year in November 2003, to 2.4 visits per person per year in July 2004. 

According to table 2, from 2002 to 2004 Sisattanak district hospital’s income increased by 31% though 
the average sum paid per unit of service dropped by 12.5%. In contrast, the income of Hadsaifong 
district hospital over the same period increased by just 10%, with the average fee per unit of service 
increasing by a significant 24%.

 

2. In-patients and transfers 
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Table 2: Hospital sources of income  
State Treatment 

fee 
International 

funding Total Unit of 
service Hospital 

Million 
Kip % Million 

Kip % Million 
Kip % Million 

Kip % Kip 

2002 159 29 364 66 28.7 5 551.7 100 18,000 Sisattanak 
district 2004 255 35 403 56 64 9 722 100 16,000 

2002 102 20 245 49 155 31 502 100 21,600 Hadsaifong 
district  2004 104 19 283 51 168 30 555 100 26,000 

Source: Keobounthanh et al, 2002

Figure 3. Income and expenditure of CBHIS at Sisattanak district hospital 2003-2004
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From figure 3 it can be seen that there was an imbalance between hospital income and expenditure in 
most months, resulting in financial loss. 

As seen in table 3, members of the fund were able to receive costly treatment.

According to data on hospital service provision (table 1), after the CBHIS was implemented, the number 
of OP in Sisattanak district hospital increased by 52% while the average number of visits per patient 
rose by 40%. This was due to the fact that scheme members, if they had money or not, came straight 
to the hospital when they fell sick. They were aware that because they had already paid member fees 
in advance, they would not have to pay for the treatment - regardless of how much it would cost - and 
they would not be asked to pay in advance by doctors. 

Before the scheme, patients would seek health care services outside hospital and would pay for treatment 
which could be medically sub-standard. Therefore CBHIS, by encouraging early hospital visits, can be 
seen to be helping reduce the number of patients seeking medically unstandardised and financially 
insensible treatment. Moreover, early hospital visits are likely to reduce the chances of conditions 
becoming aggravated or complicated, thus leading to efficiency gains in the consumption of health 
care services. Patients will be more likely to recover quickly and less likely to stay the night in hospital. 
This explains why IP decreased by 3.5%.

The increase in patient visit rates from the beginning of the scheme to July 2004, as illustrated in figures 
1 and 2, provides more significant evidence to support the analysis above. The number of OP increased 
as CBHIS membership grew but the amount of IP did not. 

In contrast, at Hadsaifong district hospital during the same period, the average number of visits per 
patient dropped by 7% and the number of OP declined by 8.6%. The amount of IP, however, rose by 26%. 
The IP increase could be explained by patients seeking medically unqualified health care assistance in 
other places before they came to the hospital, and their hesitancy to go to the hospital in the first place. 
These two factors could worsen illness and increase the need for patients to be admitted to hospital. 

Analysis

Patient Visit Rates

Table 3. Cases of CBHIS members obtaining expensive medical assistance (Nov–Dec 2004)

 

Member ID Address (Village) Number of visits Treatment cost (Kip) 
10349 SN Ammon 1 5,235,430 
10685 SN Donpamai 1 2,137,950 
10815 SN Phonesavang 1 1,999,900 
10644 SN Nonghai 1 1,149,010 
10601 SN Suanmon 1 1,073,500 
10595 SN Suanmon 1 1,022,950 

Sources: Thepphavong, 2004; Thavixay, 2004
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The revenue situation at Sisattanak district hospital experienced various changes after CBHIS was 
established (see table 2). Total income increased by 31%. Included in the total income was a 60% increase 
in the government contribution, to improve the hospital in order to meet the increasing demands of 
the members, and an increase of 12% in user fees paid by the scheme. On the other hand, the average 
sum paid per unit of service dropped by 12.5% because services were mainly for OP, which are less 
costly than those for IP. This is another consequence of patients going to the hospital in the first place, 
enabling the treatment to be immediate and effective, and decreasing the need to stay overnight at the 
hospital. The system helps patients, as well as society as a whole, to save money. The growth of CBHIS 
is also likely to help hospitals to increase savings, which can then be used for hospital improvement. 
It could also be instrumental in strengthening the national economy. 

The fact that the average sum paid per unit of service decreased did not mean that the hospital reduced 
the usage of its available budget, nor that there were fewer members going to the hospital for services. 
As this was a pilot scheme, all medical services at the hospital were regularly and closely inspected 
and monitored by the Ministry of Public Health. Moreover, the government contribution received by 
the hospital was spent in accordance with actual treatment costs without concern for the possibility 
of the hospital incurring financial loss. As can be seen in figure 3, during several months hospital 
expenditure was higher than the income, resulting in financial loss. This deficit was partly caused 
by the late monthly payment of the scheme insurance fees, and partly by the low insurance fees. Fees 
have subsequently been increased. 

Hadsaifong district hospital’s income increased by only 10%, which came primarily from treatment fees, 
while payment per unit of service escalated by 24% due to a decrease in OP and a rise in IP. The decline 
in OP and the rise in IP could be the consequences of common problems in Laos, i.e. patients not going 
to hospital immediately when sick or receiving improper treatment before going to hospital. 

In addition to what they spend at the hospital, some patients also pay for improper treatment before going 
to hospital. Moreover, many patients do not go to hospital, but incur expenses for improper treatment 
and for unreasonably expensive treatment at private clinics or in neighbouring countries. If the CBHIS 
can attract such patients to join the scheme, they will be able to save a substantial amount of money, 
which will benefit their household economy. At the same time, more people participating in the scheme 
will also financially help hospital improvements and strengthen the national economy.

Hospital Finance

The growth of CBHIS is likely to help hospitals 

to increase savings, which can then be used for 

hospital improvement
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Reluctance to go to hospital, and the tendency to search for cheap medical treatment and places where 
they are allowed credit, are partially caused by patients being asked for treatment fees upfront, partly by 
the lack of credit facilities at hospitals, and also by the inability of some patients to pay costly service fees. 
As a result, some have to sell their valuables or means of production, or obtain a loan at a high interest 
rate to pay for treatment. If people must save their lives, they are not concerned by how much they have 
to pay. This position makes the poor poorer and can even put the rich in trouble. Costly treatment fees 
might be a cause of inequitable access to health care services, leading to statements such as ‘the poor 
have no access to public health facilities’ and ‘there is no justice in the health care sector’. 

In the pilot hospital these problems were solved after implementation of the CBHIS. When patients 
visited the hospital, they were not asked for money but for their member identity card and their family 
record book. They were treated even when treatment was expensive: in the most expensive case the fee 
was 5,235,430 Kip (table 3). Additionally, patients were treated reasonably according to their sickness. 
This helps prove that the CBHIS protects the income of members against financial risks associated 
with illness and provides justice in the health care sector. Nonetheless, due to insufficient health care 
resources, the service is currently unable to simultaneously cover all patients, resulting in complaints 
about slow service. This is a limitation of the newly-established fund, but as it grows, such problems 
will be resolved.

In terms of exemption from fees, before the creation of the fund both Sisattanak and Hadsaifong district 
hospitals gave preference to government staff (table 4), who accounted for 92–98% of the available 
exemption funds while financially disadvantaged people were usually not exempt. Since the scheme 
was set up, government staff in Sisattanak district have become members, thus enabling the hospital 
to use all the funds available for exemption to provide free medical services to the poor. Thus the CBHIS 
has helped non-member underprivileged people. 

In 2004, the exemption fund at Sisattanak district hospital decreased but the number of patients who 
were exempted increased.

Exemption Policy

Improving Social Justice in the Health Sector 

 

Government staff Poor people Others Total 
Hospital Million 

Kip % Million 
Kip % Million 

Kip % Million 
Kip % 

2002 5.7 92 0.5 8 0 0 6.2 100 Sisattanak  
2004 0 0 1.3 100 0 0 1.3 100 
2002 6.5 92 0.6 8 0 0 7.1 100 Hadsaifong  
2004 8.7 95 0.4 5 0 0 9.1 100 

Source: Keobounthanh et al, 2002 

Table 4. Fee exemption policies 
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The CBHIS principle is “Average out the sickness rate and treatment fees among the members. Use 
a pre-payment system to give other people access to the hospital’ (Vu Xuan Fu, 2001). It seems from 
lessons learned in other countries and from this study that CBHIS, if sensibly and widely implemented, 
has the ability to solve the problem of patients receiving improper and expensive treatment, and to 
create fairness for patients of all financial status.

To make this idea more comprehensible, a hypothetical example elaborates how the concept works: 

In a village of 1,000 households, people from two households fall sick five times in a year 
and the treatment each time costs 200,000 Kip. If the sickness rate and the treatment fee 
is not averaged among all villagers, the treatment for those two families will be 1,000,000 
Kip each. However, such an amount is almost impossible for poor villagers to pay. In 
addition, as some members of the family lie sick, the household will lose their means of 
production and the family income might decrease, placing them in more financial trouble. 
This could make the poor poorer and even challenge the rich and those with medium 
levels of income. Such a situation will also make it hard for the government to successfully 
implement its policy of local poverty eradication. If, on the other hand, all households 
in the village join the CBHIS, the sickness rate will be averaged among all households: 
each household will potentially fall sick 0.1 times per year. The treatment fees will also 
be averaged out. Each household will pay only 20,000 Kip per year, an amount that the 
poor can usually afford. 

Through this concept then, the criticism ‘the poor have no access to hospital’ can be solved by averaging 
out fees among the members and making hospitals accessible to all. Furthermore, such a scheme also 
helps application of the government’s poverty reduction policy. As patients are cured in a timely and 
effective manner, without being held exclusively responsible for the cost, they can get back to work more 
quickly and more money can be saved for production, which is their means of poverty reduction. 

For these who cannot afford to join the scheme, CBHIS helps hospitals to exempt more poor people from 
paying treatment fees. As exemption policies currently mainly cover government staff (table 4), if staff in 
all government sectors join the scheme, hospitals will then be able to divert funds to cover the poor.  

The problems concerning patients being asked for money before they are treated, and patients receiving 
sub-standard treatment from elsewhere will be slowly resolved once CBHIS is introduced. As CBHIS 
follows a pre-payment system, patients are not required to pay when they go to the hospital. This change 
encourages patients to visit hospitals rather than other inappropriate places in the first place. In many 
countries where a CBHIS is practiced, as well as at the start of the pilot scheme in Lao PDR, the high 
number of members suddenly visiting the hospital for medical services can endanger the survival of 
the scheme. If members come for services that cost more than the scheme can cover, then expenditure 
on treatment will exceed revenue. 

“Average out the Sickness Rate and Treatment Fee among Members”

Discussion

Pre-Pay to Encourage Patients to Go to Hospital
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In order to prevent too many members coming in for services, and to prevent an imbalance between 
revenue and expenditure, some schemes in other countries require members to pay an extra fee when 
they visit the hospital. Under a CBHIS in Japan for instance, although they are members of the scheme 
general patients pay 30% of the total treatment fee, patients under three years old pay 20%, patients 
over 70 years pay 10% and low-income families pay 20%,(MHLW, JICA, JICWELS, 2004). The system 
works that way because of the unique socio-economic situation there. Specifically, Japanese income, 
educational levels, and numbers of people seeking health care assistance are high and medical services 
outside hospitals are of high standard. In Laos however, income, education levels, and the number of 
people seeking medical support are still low, while expensive and sub-standard medical services are 
still common: thus asking for extra payment is not an option. 

As a consequence, after the CBHIS was initiated, the visit rate among members at Sisattanak district 
hospital increased from 0.6 times/person/year to 2.4 times/person/year. Instead of being a problem for 
the scheme, such an increase signifies priceless success as it reflects a need for greater hospital access 
and resolves the chronic problem of reliance on improper treatment. Such success is the major reason 
why the Lao CBHIS does not demand extra fees for patient’s visits (as suggested by some experts), even 
though the scheme is sometimes faced with financial loss. 

To successfully implement a health care development strategy, the creation and expansion of 
Community-Based Health Insurance Schemes are urgently required. Although this will demand a 
substantial budget, the future benefits that it will bring make it a worthwhile investment. 

Even though success has been achieved, there are still problems that need confronting immediately if 
they are not to have undesirable effects on the development and the expansion of the scheme and the 
implementation of general health care strategies. With the CBHIS attracting more patients as it grows, 
and with the scheme currently unable to collect all contributions from its members due to economic 
reasons and a limited understanding of and familiarity with the funding procedure, there is a lack of 
hospital space, human resources and cash flow. These three shortages make it difficult for the hospital 
to properly cope with the rising number of patients. 

Such success is the major reason why the 

Lao CBHIS does not demand extra fees 

for patient’s visits 

Things to Consider and Recommendations
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If these problems are not solved and there is no increase in health care resources, another problem, 
namely unqualified services, is likely to occur. If services are ineffective, the hospital and the scheme 
will no longer be reliable. People will revert to avoiding hospitals and relying on improper treatment 
or seeking insensibly expensive treatment. 

It is therefore vital that the scheme does not expand to districts where hospitals are not able to cope. Such 
districts should wait for future development, but in any district where hospitals are capable of adopting 
the scheme, the faster the expansion is embraced, the more beneficial the outcome will be. 

CBHIS is a key contributor to health care strategy implementation and to achieving the goal of the 
Five-Year Plan of the Ministry of Public Health - ‘all citizens are to be healthy’ - because:

The public have improved choice in seeking medical services.
People receive prompt and qualified treatment when they fall sick, reducing the reliance 
on improper treatment. 
People are given opportunities to access costly treatment. 
Justice is created and increased in the health care sector.

The CBHIS is able to assist with poverty eradication and strengthening of the Lao national economy 
because:

Patients can reduce the cost of treatment. It encourages patients to go to the hospital in 
the first place, thus reducing the chance of paying for unreasonably expensive treatment 
outside the hospital. 
Some money can be saved for investment in income generating activities. 
Less time and energy, which are crucial for production, will be lost to sickness.

There is a need to create an efficient and a widespread CBHIS. 
Although a substantial budget is required, it is a worthwhile investment. 
The investment should be devoted to improving hospitals and to expanding the fund at 
the same time. 
The bigger the scheme grows, the more effective it will be. 

About the Author
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In Conclusion
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by Houmphanh Rattanavong

Poverty Reduction in Mountainous Areas: Points to 
Consider

This paper discusses points to consider when initiating poverty reduction policies and 
projects in mountainous areas. Policies need to be practical and actions must be 
carefully planned, otherwise projects will be meaningless and villagers will never receive 
benefits. Planning requires taking the current livelihoods and environments of villagers 
into consideration and basing strategy on local knowledge and ability. Without this, 
plans will be ineffective, implementation will be a failure, and mountain people will be 
undesirably affected and possibly be put into more severe poverty.  

Poverty reduction is the first and foremost priority of the Lao government and of all Lao people: the 
aim is to eradicate poverty by the year 2020. Recently however, this priority has been expressed only as 
a policy, while few actions have been taken. 

Poverty reduction is also a major concern of the United Nations (UN) and many other international 
organisations. In recent years many poverty reduction projects have been implemented in mountainous 
areas, but some have not been as successful as they should have been. One of the reasons for this is a 
lack of careful planning: planning that did not consider the actual environment of mountain people. 
When this is the case, project failures can result in wasted time and budget, and people’s livelihoods 
may be negatively affected rather than improved. 

To create a policy that will constructively reduce poverty for the poor, various factors, especially the 
livelihoods of poor people, must be considered throughout the planning process. This paper begins 
by citing examples of development policy problems in mountainous areas and then suggests some 
important points for involved stakeholders to consider before planning and implementing any 
programmes. It also describes the northern village of Sop-E, where poverty has been successfully reduced 
through the initiative of the German Agency for Technical Cooperation (GTZ), which can serve as a 
model of careful and thorough planning. 
 

To accomplish the directives and tasks of the socio-economic development plan set by the Fourth 
Congress of the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party in November 1986, the government initiated a forest 
conservation project in 1988, with the objective of increasing forest area. Figures for the planned 
increase are given in table 1.

Ineffective Planning, Negative Outcomes

Forest Conservation Policy
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The above table shows that the government aimed to increase forested area from 45% of national 
territory in 1988 to 47% in 2002. However, according to the report ‘Forests for Sustainable Poverty 
Reduction: International Experience for Lao PDR’ (Saksena, 2005), forest area has decreased yearly 
by approximately 0.6–0.8%. Therefore if in 1988 the forested area in Laos was 45%, it would have 
dropped to 32%-35% by 2005.               

In the late 1980s the UN ran a pilot project to assist Kmhmou villagers with creating terraced paddy 
fields at Lak 10 and Lak 11 in Xieng Nguen district, within the northern province of Luang Prabang. 
The assistance included construction of terraced rice paddies, providing sufficient fertiliser for three 
years, and technical training in rice plantation. According to interviews with the provincial director of 
agricultural promotion and with the former Luang Prabang district governor, Mr Khamsing Phomalat, 
the project initially progressed satisfactorily and the villagers were capable of producing paddy rice by 
themselves. However, after the UN development team left the villagers to proceed independently without 
being monitored, all the rice fields were turned into pineapple and banana plots. Furthermore, the 
villagers slashed and burned trees for rice plantation, resulting in an enormous area of forest being 
destroyed. 

While unthorough and improper implementation and management, combined with lack of research, 
preparation and planning, can hinder the expected success of policies and projects, moving villagers 
from the places where they have chosen to live and farm for generations can also cause many hazards. 
The author has studied various villages that have relocated from former sites, and describes some of 
the problems they have faced below. 

Due to poverty caused by destructive war, Khandon, an ethnic Katou village, chose to relocate from 
Dakapik in the highlands of Kalum district to the plateau of Thataeng district, Sekong province. The 
resettled village consists of 154 familes living in 79 households, with a total of 759 people (401 female). 
39 of these familes are able to produce sufficient rice (with no other production) for consumption 
throughout the year. 58 families have a rice shortage for one to two months, 57 families from four to five 
months, and 16 families have no rice to eat for nine to ten months of the year (Alton & Rattanavong, 
2005). 

Resettlement of Villagers

Kmhmou Assistance Project

Table 1: Forestry cover – planned government increases 1988-2000 

 

Year % of national 
surface area 

Area (million 
hectares) Types of Forest (million hectares) 

Natural  Protected  Production  
1988 (actual) 

45% 10 2.5 5.5 2.0 
2000 (planned) 47% 17 2.5 9.5 5.0 

Khandon 
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Causes of the rice shortage include :
Inadequate production land. In 1997, one example family had 14 members and 0.8 
hectares of land per family member. Now the family consists of 25 people but they have 
not been granted any additional production land. Moreover, it is unknown if the land given 
previously is still fertile. 
Lack of of production labour (families with no children, or sick members).
Inability to rear large livestock (insufficient space).
Inability to rear pigs and poultry (high mortality).
Absence of forest resources.

The villagers do have access to a clean water supply, a school and emergency medical supplies, while 
there is a road connecting them to the outside world. However, due to a lack of alternative income 
sources, the villagers are trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty which seems to become more severe each 
day. When they do not have enough rice for consumption, they have to ask for a rice loan. The rice 
produced the next year is then used to pay back the loan, resulting in another shortage. The cycle of 
rice shortage becomes unstoppable and aggravates the poverty (Alton & Rattanavong, 2005). 

In 2004, as part of government policies to eliminate opium cultivation and slash-and-burn agriculture 
through providing secure jobs, a number of villagers in the Sing and Long districts of Luang Namtha 
province abandoned their village and relocated to other areas. They had to take the risk of resettling 
in a completely new environment on the plain, where most of the land had already been claimed by 
others, and they had to adjust to livelihoods which they had never encountered before (Rattanavong, 
Thongkhamhand & Lyttleton, 2003). 

The people of Phu Nhae and Chanthakily villages, in Sing district, were among those who abandoned 
their homes to move to the Muang Sing plain. The reseetlement did not work out though, and faced 
with inadequate means of living, they eventually migrated to other places (Rattanavong et al, 2003). 
Similarly, Lahou people and Kheu people who were relocated by the government to live in a provided 
area at Doyhuea in Sing district eventually abandoned their villages and all migrated to different places 
(Rattanavong et al, 2003).    
    

The National Committee for Poverty Eradication identified 47 districts where poverty should be alleviated 
between 2003 and 2006. In these districts there are 3,597 villages, with a total population of more than 
1,233,000 people (NAFRI, 2004). These villagers are sparsely scattered in mountainous areas, their 
houses dotted along streams and on more than a thousand hills. 

•

•
•
•
•

Points to Consider

Luang Namtha

Definition of ‘Poverty’ 
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Poverty reduction is an international issue, but is especially pertinent for the Lao PDR, which has been 
identified as one of the seven least developed countries in Asia, and among the twenty least developed 
nations in the world (CIDA, 1991). To confront the problem, however, there is a need to define the 
criteria of ‘poverty’ as it fits Lao society, the current situation, and the unique features of different Lao 
ethnic minorities. This is necessary to achieve a united understanding of  what ‘poverty’ is, and to 
prevent the use of other definitions of ‘poverty’ which could be inappropriate for Laos. Countries tend 
to define ‘poverty’ in accordance with the characteristics of their own societies. However, even criteria 
set by the international community as a basic measurement of poverty, such as having an income of 
less than US$ 1 per person per day, may not be a suitable measure of poverty in Laos due to a huge 
difference in the need for and the use of money, and in consumption and economy. In some societies, 
a dollar is not enough to buy a meal, while in other societies, a dollar will buy a meal for the whole 
family, or a meal can be found even without money. 

In addition to establishing appropriate criteria for ‘poverty’, there is a need for sociological and 
anthropological research and analysis on villages, their inhabitants and their livelihoods. For instance, 
it is necessary to know how exactly many families in those 3,597 villages are suffering from poverty. It 
is also important to know the causes of their poverty, the similarity and the differences in those causes, 
the factors common to each village, which dimensions of poverty could be addressed by alternative 
government policies, and which could be solved immediately. Furthermore, there is a need to study 
the potential of production land, of natural resources, as well as the development capacity of each 
village. Such a deep and wide analysis would provide detailed and accurate data and statistics on rich, 
self-sufficient and poor families, and a realistic picture of the development capacity of each village. In 
addition, it is vital that information is gathered and acknowledged regarding indigenous knowledge 
and problem-solving methods: how do these people deal with production difficulties, and how do the 
rich and self-sufficient families live their lives? 

When considering poverty reduction policies, in addition to obtaining data and statistics it must be kept 
in mind that the government has been trying to eliminate opium cultivation by 2005 and slash-and-burn 
cultivation by 2010. If these two agricultural practices - which have traditionally been the instrumental 

Village Characteristics

Finding a Substitute for Opium and Slash-and-Burn Cultivation

It is vital that information is gathered and 

acknowledged regarding indigenous knowledge and 

problem-solving methods: how do these people deal 

with production difficulties?
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means of production for many villagers -  are stopped, then policy must be designed to provide villagers 
with new livelihoods, and plans should be implemented through such new livelihoods. 

It may seem easier to just relocate a community to nearer the city or a main road, but experience shows 
that this often just creates worse problems. Alternative means of production and income must be provided 
so that villagers can buy daily necessities, including medicine. The emphasis should be on poor families: 
is their new livelihood an improvement, and can the new poverty reduction strategies raise their living 
standard? If they can, it is not necessary to relocate villages. However, if they cannot, any new strategy 
should be carefully considered before being implemented. A rushed, under-researched and ill-planned 
strategy and implementation does nothing but risk subsequent negative impacts and loss. 

The following example helps prove that people living in mountainous areas are basically capable of 
living independently. While, as we have seen, resettlement of villages can be hazardous to livelihoods, 
most long-established villages have secure livelihood systems. Rural people’s settlements are usually 
based upon sound scientific, cultural and local economic reasons. Their way of living has been passed 
down for many generations and they have not caused trouble to anyone in any society. Therefore, policy 
created to assist them should be based on assisting them in their own local place, which is already 
secured and permanent. Resettlement poses too much of a risk, as they will have to face a completely 
unfamiliar environment which could be unbearable for them. 

Sop-E villagers belong to the Ahka ethnic group and have been at their present site for five generations. 
There are currently 42 families living in 33 households with a total population of 197. In the past, there 
were 90 households but over half of them moved out to set up a new village. Sop-E is is considered a 
village with concrete natural resources and a secure background in terms of culture, living traditions 
and customs. Among the 42 families two are not self-sufficient. One of these families consists only of 
elderly members who have no children to help, while there is only a widow in the other family. 

Sop-E’s houses are mostly traditional, having been passed down over a number of generations - 
construction is strong and sturdy. Houses are perched on the slope of a mountain, above the Nam-E 
stream and 1,059 metres above sea level, surrounded by nature that is rich in resouces and biodiversity. 
Before the village settled permanently at this site, they were twice forced to relocate due to natural 
disasters - once due to floods and the second time because of lightning strikes. The villagers constructed 
their short houses high up on the steep mountain slope to avoid mosquito-borne diseases, and dirt 
and mud in the rainy season. Short houses are also less prone to wind damage and are easier to heat 
in the cold winter months.

The low number of houses and the location of the village near abundant natural resources, some distance 
from other villages, are intentional. The villagers require adequate production land for growing rice, 

Implementing Solutions in Original Village Locations

Sop-E Village
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taro, sweet potato, tapioca, tea and other crops, and for rearing domestic animals without the risk of 
them dying of disease or being stolen. Moreover, they also need timber to build houses, wood for daily 
cooking fires, and plentiful natural resources like fruit, vegetables, forest medicines, tubers, wild animals 
and aquatic animals. These natural resources support their livelihoods when crops fail or are threatened 
by natural disasters. Nature also provides them with clear fresh air throughout the year. 

Sop-E, like many other Ahka villages in Sing and Long districts, administers and manages the village 
based on traditions and culture, in combination with government authorities. The villagers are 
experienced in dealing with difficulties in their livelihoods. They have historic traditions and rituals 
that have long been practised religiously. They have spiritual and sacred places which centre their 
beliefs and where they practice their traditional ceremonies. Traditional crafts which have been passed 
down over many generations include sewing, metalwork and silversmithing, and folk dancing and 
singing. Unlike people in the plains, they have not yet been subjected to outside influences that have 
greatly affected their way of living. 

The people of Sop-E have long been able to trade regularly with lowlanders and with the Ho people 
from China. Trade has existed between mountain people and lowlanders since early times, with horses 
and oxen used to transport goods. The Ho have always used horses to trade with villages that they pass 
by on their travels. In the past, apart from opium, mountain villagers would sell tea, non-timber forest 
products, agricultural crops, bones, leather and horns from wild animals, and domestic animals. After 
selling they would buy necessities and other things that they did not have. 

Many villages in mountainous areas live with shortcomings in public facilities such as schools, hospitals, 
transport, communications, water supply, power, markets, arts, and common culture, because they are 
located in remote rural areas. As a consequence, it is hard for the government to provide them with 
timely assistance. The government should then consider creating and improving facilities, a move 
which in itself would help alleviate poverty. 

Ban Thamdeng, a Katou village in Sekong province, is surrounded by diverse natural resources. The 
villagers also rear many domestic animals such as pigs and chickens, which can be traded. However, 
what the village lacks is a road for transport. In the past, the Ho Chi Minh trail went through Kalum 
district, but as this road has never been improved, no vehicles can now pass it except for the trucks of 
logging companies. Villagers with products to sell face the obstacle of transporting their products to 
nearby Kalum town, where the marketplace is located. Their only option is to walk to Kalum and carry 
their products by themselves. However, once there another problem arises: there is no one to buy their 
products. Thamdeng villagers might carry a 3-kilogram cock to Kalum to sell at the very cheap price 
of 10,000 Kip, only to find there are no customers. This is because the road from Lamam, capital of 
Sekong province, to Kalum was severely damaged by logging trucks in 2003-2004. Since then, as no 
merchants could travel between Lamam and Kalum, trade between Lamam and Kalum districts has 
been frozen. This badly affects the Thamdeng villagers, who relied heavily on the Kalum market. 

Shortcomings of Living in Mountainous Areas
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Altering Ecosystems Can Bring about Destruction 
The provision of job training, income generating activities, and government assistance in public utilities, 
is fundamental for general development in mountainous areas. However, more essential for mountain 
people is the protection and maintenance of ecosystems and livelihood systems. These are interrelated: 
natural forests and rivers are significant sources of food and income for villagers, acting as a survival 
mechanism by providing food and other important resources during shortages. Therefore, deforestation 
and the illegal logging of big trees should both be halted immediately. Otherwise, the ecosystem will 
be altered, with water and other natural resources gradually disappearing. 

Another constructive policy would be conserving aquatic resources. A particular problem is currently 
caused by the river excavation of gold flakes by mining companies. Villagers have traditionally panned 
for gold flakes when the harvests have not been good. However, commercial excavation by mining ships 
now piles stones up along the river, making it impossible for villagers to access the river. They cannot 
even travel by boat or go fishing. During field work along the Nam Ou river in July 2005, a mining 
ship was sucking up gold flakes from the riverbed near Nong Khiew in Ngoy district, Luang Prabang 
province. Local villagers reported an abundance of gold flakes in that area, which the villages had 
previously relied on as source of income with which to buy food when crops failed. Mining also disturbs 
the river’s ecosystem. as can be seen along both the Sekong and Nam Ou rivers.

Unnecessary alteration in the livelihood systems of mountain people, and relocation, can, as discussed 
above, be dangerous and even disastrous. Environmental changes may cause villagers to lose substantial 
sources of income, thereby aggravating poverty. In the case of resettlement, if villagers cannot adapt to 
living in a new environment, they will be at the mercy of unexpected hazards. 

GTZ is one of many organisations that have attempted to help people in mountainous areas eradicate 
poverty by addressing the root of the problem. Alongside the state policy of eliminating slash-and-
burn agriculture and opium cultivation, GTZ renovated the road, allowing jeeps and tractors to travel 
from Muang Sing, the central market town, to Sop-E village. The road has enabled Sop-E villagers to 
communicate more widely with the outside world. Significantly, GTZ provided support to local commercial 
production of imperial tea by sending village youth to training sessions in Paksong, Champassak 
province. GTZ also gave assistance with design, packaging and marketing. Apart from expanding the 
source of income, the project also assisted the villagers by providing clean water supplies. 

A Model Development Project: GTZ and Sop-E village

Unnecessary alteration in the 

livelihood systems of mountain people 

can be dangerous and even disastrous
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This project employed good preparation, applying an understanding of the village and its people’s 
background, and because of this it was able to implement practical activities. The project anticipated 
the changes that might occur after the elimination of opium cultivation, and provided the villagers 
with an alternative source of income as a substitute. It improved the road, acknowledging that it is the 
most important element in successful trade. Additionally, it supported and enhanced the existing local 
production through tea cultivation, thereby creating permanent jobs, and warding off the possibility 
of relocation to a new and dangerous environment. 

Although two major elements in the livelihoods of mountain people, i.e. slash-and-burn agriculture 
and opium cultivation, are being eliminated, poverty reduction can be achieved in each rural 
village. However, before any action is taken, development must be thoroughly, anthropologically 
and sociologically analysed. Moreover, the economy of each mountainous area, its features and 
interrelations between humans and the ecosystem, its strengths and weaknesses, its marketing and 
commercialisation potential, must all be studied. Public facility enhancement is also required. All of 
this must be practised alongside conservation of forests and elimination of the logging of big trees. 
What will ultimately determine success is the management and supervision system, which must be 
effective, forward looking, well informed, and transparent. 

Since each village has its own background and identity, poverty reduction policies should be implemented 
on site, instead of using budgets to resettle people to new locations where they have to start from scratch. 
Resettlement schemes can sometimes place too much of a burden on government and on the villagers 
themselves. Moreover, villagers, who are mostly from ethnic minorities, feel proud to live where they 
were born and will be grateful to attract the attention of the government to their home. They can act 
as protectors of natural resources and peacekeepers in their villages. In this way, unity, equity and 
solidarity will grow and eventually flourish in the spirits of mountain people. 

About the Author
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The UN Country Team in the Lao PDR supports the production of a 
development journal called Juth Pakai, Perspectives on Lao Development. 
Juth Pakai (‘new thinking’ in Lao) aims to stimulate dialogue on all issues 
related to devel-opment in Laos. The journal disseminates knowledge and 
serves as a forum where debate and analytical thinking can be shared, while 
also promoting the goals and commitments embodied in the Millennium 
Declaration. 
 
The journal, published around three times a year, seeks voluntary written 
contributions from the development community, including national and inter-	
national development practitioners, government officials, staff from bilateral 
and multilateral agencies and NGOs, journalists, academics, researchers or 
anyone with a keen interest in Laos. The journal is printed in English and Lao 
and is also available on the web at: www.undplao.org and www.unlao.org. 
 
The UN in Laos sees this as an exciting opportunity for development 
practitioners and organisations to disseminate reports, studies and opinions on 
any aspect of the state of the development agenda in this country.  All material 
submitted for the consideration of the Editorial Board should be in English 
or in Lao.  Articles should be no longer than ten pages of A4. Brief opinion 
pieces and letters to the editor are also welcomed. Manuscripts should include 
a short summary (100-120 words) of the issues addressed and the most 
important findings, and a list of references where appropriate.  

For full guidelines on writing for Juth Pakai,  see www.undplao.org or 	
e-mail laodevelopment.journal@undp.org, or write to: 

The Secretariat, Juth Pakai, c/o UNDP, PO BOX 345, Vientiane, Lao 
PDR. 
 
The Editorial Board accepts manuscripts on the understanding that they are 
subject to revision. Contributors should indicate if the material provided has 
previously been published or submitted for publication elsewhere.

Contributions Welcomed 

Juth Pakai
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