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Voice in Laos celebrated #IWD2021 by hosting 
the first ever ‘Women in Sports’ event in Laos at 
the Vientiane Infinity Club. 

The platform created a space for Lao women 
athletes to share their experiences and journeys 
as professional athletes—often challenging 
gender stereotypes and cultural norms that may 
perceive sports as too masculine for female 
participation, which has discouraged girls and 
women from sports and other healthy activities. 

The discussion, conducted by panelists from 
different backgrounds including professional 
kickboxing and swimming, and representatives 
from the Ministry of Education and Sports, 
focused on the challenges and opportunities for 
women in sports. Particularly, disabled women 
and youth, in becoming professional athletes. 
The event shined a spotlight on opportunities for 
women to advance their athletic ambitions and 
careers and on defeating entrenched gender 
stereotypes. 

“This is empowering the society to see the 
importance of women participation and see that 
athletic professions should be encouraged and 
officially certified, and all women empowered.” - 
Nakhornphet Pasomsouk, Oxfam in Laos Program 
Officer

Leveling the Playing 
Field for Women 
Athletes in Laos  

Panelists of the Women in Sports event answer questions possed by participants, in Vientiane, Lao PDR. Muksin/Oxfam

Event participants take a group photo. Muksin/Oxfam

Two Lao kickboxer engage in an exhibition match. Muksin/Oxfam
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In Laos, the Centre of Information and Education 
for Health had confirmed 41 cases as of 18th 
December 2020. Governments have imposed 
various measures to contain the spread of 
the virus, including lockdowns of borders, the 
economy and transportation, virus surveillance 
through mass testing and contact tracing, as 
well as social distancing and quarantine policies. 
Many Laotian migrant workers lost their jobs 
when shops, retail outlets and local markets in 
Thailand were closed to contain the COVID-19 
outbreak. The lockdown in Thailand led to peaks 
in unemployment, income loss among the most 
vulnerable and queues at overland crossings to 
return to Laos. 

The total number of returning migrant workers, 
the majority from Thailand, during March-June 
is estimated at around 120,000 (Lao Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare cited in ILO 2020a). 
Additionally, the research has specific interest 
in understanding the divergent impacts of 

the COVID-19 situation on different groups of 
workers. 
The study analyzes the socioeconomic impacts, 
coping mechanisms, and outlooks on the future 
of these key groups: female workers, male 
workers, non-migrant workers, internal migrant 
workers, cross-border migrant workers, workers 
in informal employment and workers in formal 
employment. This is among the first studies with 
this unique and contemporary data on vulnerable 
workers’ populations in Laos. 

Read the full report here.

Socio-Economic 
Impacts On Returnee 
Migrant Workers In 
Lao PDR

A Lao woman informal worker knits at a market in Vientiane, Lao PDR. Oxfam

A Lao woman informal worker holding a charcoal stove. Oxfam

https://laos.oxfam.org/latest-publications/socio-economic-impacts-returnee-migrant-workers-lao-pdr
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--particularly youth. In some provinces in Laos, 
the agricultural profession is seeing a decline 
in interest, particularly among youth.  Most 
farmers are elderly, and young people do not 
see the importance of inheriting this traditional 
profession.

The initiative empowers young people, “Young 
Smart Farmers”, to be leaders and active 
participants in the development of sustainable 
agricultural practices.

Anouthikone Sipaseuth (nickname “Top”), is an 
organic vegetable farmer from Luang Prabang 
Province, Laos. Influenced by a young Thai 
computer programmer  turned farmer, he left his 
job as an IT and Business professional at the 
National Treasury of Luang Prabang province to 
start an organic vegetable farm. 

In 2017, Top and his family were going through a 
difficult time. He was in debt, and his neighbors 
discriminated against him for focusing too 
much time on his organic farm. His father also 
disapproved of decision to leave his well-paid 
and prestigious job to follow his dream to become 
a farmer. Motivated by his ambitions, he decided 
to borrow $50 from his mother to buy sunflower 
seeds. He researched techniques for planting 
vegetables, especially salad, and taught himself 
through trial and error.

Currently, Top is a Youth model in the Organic 
Agriculture Business and an influencer of 
young farmers. Oxfam in Laos supports Top as a 
facilitator, to coach and influence farmer groups 

Youth Model Organic 
Farmer: Empowering 
Youth in Agriculture 

Top holding a tray of organic vegetables grow on his farm in 
Luang Prabang, Lao PDR. Top
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One Year Later
Lao Informal Workers 

& the Covid-19 Pandemic
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Bing Phonkao, 39, informal worker and mother 
of four, lives in Vientiane Capital, Laos, with 
her husband and two youngest children. She 
moved to the capital five years ago in search of 
work, and after getting married she decided to 
relocate. 

Before giving birth to her third child, she often 
jumped back and forth between Laos and 
Thailand, working mainly at construction sites.  
For the last five years or so, she has made a living 
collecting Non-timber forest products (NTFPs) in 
wetland areas around the city and selling them 
at the local markets. She does not own any land 
for farming, so she relies primarily on wildly 
growing vegetables and plants. Ponds and other 
small bodies of water are present throughout 
the city. In the morning and during the evenings, 
people often visit these areas to look for fish, 
snails, frogs, river weed, and vegetables that 
grow around the water. In challenging times, the 
wetlands are a critical source of nutrition for 
those in need. 

“It has been a difficult time for us. I used to earn 
between 70,000 to 80,000 LAK (USD 7.47 - 8.53) 
a day from selling fruits and vegetables at the 
markets, but my earnings have reduced by half 
since the lockdown.”

The lockdown measures imposed by the Lao 
government to manage the spread of Covid-19 

encouraged the closure of most markets, 
leaving Bing with very few customers. Since the 
lockdown, she has only been able to earn half of 
what she made before. Her customers, many of 
whom continue to face financial difficulties due 
to the pandemic, would bargain for lower prices, 
as they were also not making much income. She 
often relied on her regular customers and the 
support of close friends to make ends meet. 
“We would share what we collected or give 5,000 
LAK (USD 0.53) here and there.”

“Since the pandemic, raising a family has been 
harder,” shares Bing. Since schools remained 
closed until the end of 2020, her five-year-old 
daughter had to stay at home with little to keep 
her occupied. Bing also added that she would 
send money to her two children living with her in-
laws in Xayaburi province. However, she had to 
stop about two years ago as she was not making 
enough to support the whole family. “Although 
the schools are open now, I still can’t send my 
daughter because I can’t pay her fees.” 
Like many mothers, Bing has found herself 
balancing caring for her children, her youngest 
being only a few months old, and maintaining a 
livelihood source.  With few opportunities ahead 
she is worried about the future.

Bing sits infront of her house with her two youngest children, in Vientiane, Lao PDR. Muksin/Oxfam
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Pouluang Duanglatilath Keoduangdee, 28, is an 
informal worker living in Vientiane Capital, Laos, 
with his wife and two children. In 2006, he moved 
from his hometown in Sonlathburi, Savannakhet 
Province, to find work, leaving his parents and 
seven siblings to manage the family farm.

As a bachelor, he worked as a laborer at 
construction sites, earning a daily wage. There, 
he learned how to work with cement and other 
building materials, a skill he makes full use of 
as a self-employed craftsman of traditional 
Lao charcoal stoves. His workstation, a three-
by-four-meter space at his house in Nongtatai 
Village, is just enough for him to mix, mold, and 
carve cement into stoves—often producing 10 to 
12 units on a productive day. With a single stove 
selling for around 25,000-30,000 LAK (USD 2.67 - 
3.20) at the local market. 

“It was a challenge. I would usually make around 
2 million LAK (USD 212) a month, but for about a 
month, I received no orders.”

The lockdown resulted in the closure of most 
non-essential businesses throughout the 
country. Market vendors who would often 
purchase Pouluang’s stoves were no longer 
open, and for several weeks, he did not sell 
anything. For supplementary income, he worked 
as a freelance electrician in the evenings--a job 
he continues to do after 3 pm once work on the 
stoves is complete. 

“We did not have much money during the month 

of lockdown, so we grew vegetables at the back 
of the house.” 

Pouluang and his family survived on the little 
income they had saved and a small batch of 
organic vegetables they grew in buckets and 
suspended shelves outside their house. 
Fortunately for Pouluang and his family, after 
restrictions on stores and other businesses 
were lifted, orders for his stoves started coming 
in again--more than what he could produce on 
his own.

Pouluang dreams of building a small store with 
a larger working space to have others support 
him. However, recent payments to repair his 
truck, which he uses to transport the stoves, 
and tuition fees for his daughter, mean that it 
will take a little longer for him to make his dream 
a reality.

When asked about his outlook for the future, 
in the case of another lockdown, Pouluang 
responded, “I have no plans if another lockdown 
occurs. I will do what I can do.”

Pouluang works with water and cement to build a traditional Lao charcoal stove in Vientiane, Lao PDR. Muksin/Oxfam

Pouluang’s home grown vegetables. Muksin/Oxfam
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At university, both face discrimination from 
their peers and teachers. Phin because of 
her pregnancy, and Nao because of being 
transgender. To make matters worse, the 
enduring Covid-19 pandemic which has led to 
international border closures for over a year, 
a depressed economy and many shops and 
companies going out of business, results in 
them both becoming unemployed. Funding their 
studies becomes a challenge, and discrimination 
from their peers continues. They decide to leave 
university.

Through social media, they find volunteer jobs, 
Phin at a public secondary school teaching art, 
and Nao at a local CSO that promotes the right of 
LGBTQI+ people. Having faced economic and social 
challenges when trying to access education and 
work opportunities, they aim to advocate with 
CSOs, policymakers, and schools to build Youth 
Empowerment programs and support networks. 
Particularly programs that provide financial and 
social support networks for youths coming from 
underprivileged backgrounds. Through the CSO, 
Nao also aims to advocate for more inclusive 
rights for the LGBTQ+ community in Laos.

Currently, they have plans to create a start-up 
business where they produce and sell artwork. “ 

Under the Empower Youth for Work (EYW) 
strategy development, Oxfam in Laos is working 
with a diverse group of youth from local CSOs 
and colleges to collate a collection of scenarios 
that will provide insights on the ambitions, 
challenges, and opportunities for youth-led 
development in Laos. 

The youth worked together to develop one 
scenario consisting of the real-life experiences 
of two workshop participants. 

“Phin, a 19-year-old girl, and Nao, a 20-year-old 
transgender girl, come from a rural village in Laos. 
Their parents are farmers, but due to irregular 
climate, their harvests have been low, resulting 
in a decrease in their income. They both decide 
to move to Vientiane Capital to study Art at the 
national university after high school. However, 
as their parents’ earnings are low, they work 
part-time as waitresses to cover tuition fees 
and living expenses. A few months after moving 
to the city, Phin meets a young man, and they 
start dating. She finds out that she is pregnant, 
and after telling her boyfriend, he leaves her. Not 
having the means to support her and her unborn 
child, she decides to terminate the pregnancy.

Youth from local CSOs and colleges work to develop scenarios of Laos in 2030,  in Vientiane, Lao PDR. Muksin/Oxfam

Empowering Youth 
for Work: rainstorming 
Scenarios
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“Over the years, the festival has evolved into a 
platform that empowers professional and aspiring 
artists through skill-building, networking, and 
other growth opportunities”. - Sean Chadwell, 
Executive Director, Luang Prabang Film Festival
 
The Luang Prabang Film Festival (LPFF) is a 
non-profit cultural organization committed 
to celebrating the diversity and richness of 
South-East Asian (SEA) stories through film. At 
the same time, the organization promotes the 
growth of local and regional film communities 
and industries and the cultivation of regional 
audiences. “The Luang Prabang Film Festival is 
the only international festival exclusive to ASEAN,      
linking ten countries and featuring around 40 to 
45 films each year”, explains Sean.

 With a mission to create opportunities for SEA 
artists, the festival provides a backdrop for 
artists to share creations with and about local 
communities to diverse audiences while honing 
their craft in the process. Each year, LPFF has 
three primary programs: the Lao Filmmaker’s 
Fund, the Talent Lab, and the Festival. 
 
Operated by LPFF, the Lao Filmmaker’s Fund is 
the country’s first annual grant program for film 
projects. The Fund is publicly generated through 
small grants and the winners are selected by 
LPFF’s Board of Directors based on merit. “From 
all the inspiring aspects of the Festival, the 
Filmmaker’s Fund is the one that we are      most 
proud of. It is still the only direct grant available 
toLao filmmakers”, explains Sean. From the 
combined support of Oxfam and the Swiss 
Development Cooperation (SDC), LPFF allocated 
funds totaling USD 52,000 to support Lao artists 
in 2020.

A notable project realized through this program 
is Sonepasith Phanphila’s Absence of Sound, a 

Luang Prabang Film 
Festival: Bringing 
Stories of South-East 
Asia to the World

MEKONG 2030 poster. LPFF
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story of Fai, a young woman who develops a close 
mentorship relationship with her young neighbor 
Noy who is deaf-mute. Inspired by her interactions 
with Noy, Fai aspires to help people with hearing 
disabilities.
                     
In recent years, the Festival has encouraged 
artists to be more inclusive in their production 
processes; by collaborating with members of 
the disabled community, and other marginalized 
groups. “Working with partners such as Voice, 
SDC, and Oxfam, who have different priorities and 
focuses, has helped to further embed values 
such as inclusiveness into our ways of working”, 
recounts Sean.
          
Co-hosted by the Tribeca Film Institute® (TFI) from 
2016 through 2019, the Talent Lab is a platform 
where filmmakers collaborate with peers and 
industry professionals to refine film projects 
already in development. The support that artists 
receive from participating in the Lab varies from 
building skills in pitching ideas to financial 
support. In 2019, Jaime Habac Jr.’s Golden and 
Feisal Azizuddin’s Angkat took home top awards 
last night at the Talent Lab. Golden tells the story 
of a group of gay seniors evicted from their home 
after the death of their benefactor. Rather than 
accept defeat, the friends decide to return to their 
roots and perform as drag queens to raise money 
for a new home. Golden is a musical comedy-drama 
inspired by the true story of Manila’s Golden Gays.

The Festival is the main event, drawing in crowds 
non-discriminatingly. “There is no event like it in 
the world,” Sean states fondly. “Grandmothers, 
babies, tourists, locals, all sitting together 
watching these films.” The Festival, usually held at 
the start of December, takes place in Laos’ Royal 
heritage site of Luang Prabang, however, with 

travel restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
LPFF shifted the venue to virtual spaces. The lack 
of face-to-face interactions not only challenged 
the process of connecting with audiences but 
also engaging with donors and other stakeholders. 
Despite the setbacks, the team observed that the 
change in environment came with unexpected 
lessons and benefits. 

“The benefit of the virtual platform was that we 
learned a new way of reaching audiences. We 
reached audiences that we had not reached 
before, people across Southeast Asia who would 
not otherwise normally be able to attend the live 
event in Luang Prabang.    
Within Laos, however, there was room for flexibility. 
Just before the COVID-19 shutdown  in March,      , 
Lao audiences enjoyed the Films from Our Home 
Roadshow, a celebration of Lao films that drew 
thousands of viewers in Vientiane, Xayabouli, and 
Xieng Khoung. At the screenings, which featured 
two Lao films each night for two nights, audiences 

were also invited to learn about visual storytelling 
using smartphones in a Pop-Up Studio staffed by 
professional filmmakers.

Finally, LPFF also found success in 2020 with a film 
it produced, MEKONG 2030. An anthology of five 
short films made by directors in each of the lower-
Mekong countries (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Vietnam), it gives audiences five 
different visions of the future of the river.

Made with the intention of raising international 
awareness about threats to the Mekong, the film 
has exhibited around the world, in the USA, Poland, 
Spain, Singapore, Tokyo, and many other countries, 
and even won the Best Narrative Feature award at 
the Dili international Film Festival.          
 

A crowd gathers by the Mekong River to watch the Films from 
Our Home features in Vientiane, Lao PDR. LPFF

A group of artists take part in the Talent Lab in Luang 
Prabang, Lao PDR. LPFF
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Moving forward, LPFF aims to continue giving South-East Asian artists access to film markets. 
Currently, exposure to North American audiences is increasing. From an industry perspective, LPFF 
also aims to connect and share learning experiences with like-minded organizations within the region, 
such as the Asian Film Archive and SEAFIC. “We see ourselves continuing to create a constellation of 
opportunities for people. Engaging more artists through the Talent Lab and cultivating Lao audiences 
for Lao Film,” said Sean. “We also want Laos to tell its stories to audiences around the world. Even if 
we are taking tiny steps in that direction, it helps.”

Members of the public learn about the fundamentals of filming at the Pop-Up Studio,  in Vientiane, Lao PDR. LPFF

Members of the public learn how to shoot videos with their mobile phones at the Pop-Up Studio in Vientiane, Lao PDR. LPFF


