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Up and down the Mekong, women are fulfilling numerous roles in the use and management of water 
and aquatic resources. They are key contributors to local economies, working in agriculture and 
fisheries throughout the river basin, managing household water supply, and collecting aquatic 
resources for food, processing and sale at markets. Women in the Mekong have extensive 
knowledge, experience and understanding on how water resources can be better shared, 
managed and developed. Their stories are ready to be heard. 

Through the Faculty  of  Water Resources Management, National University of Laos, students in Laos are 
gaining academic qualifications in water management and water governance. The inclusion of gender 
in their learning is crucial. As part of Oxfam Laos’s project Gender Equality and Women’s Leadership in 
Mekong Water Governance, Oxfam collaborated with the Gender Development Association (GDA) and 
National University of Laos. This partnership developed a storytelling platform to hear from and gather 
stories of women and water governance in the Mekong, Laos. University students from the Faculty  of  
Water Resources Management, National University of Laos were supported by Oxfam and GDA to gain 
skills in story gathering and production of stories. A crucial component of the student’s training was 
on gender and women’s leadership. 

This booklet is the result of this initiative. The stories shared bring us the experiences of women as 
they live and work along the Mekong in Laos. 

This important work was made possible through funding support from the Swiss Development 
Cooperation Program and the Australian Government Aid Program. The views expressed in this 
publication are the authors alone. 
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Changing Fortunes in  
Changing Landscapes
Authors: Ms Sengdeuan Madphimmavong and Mr Maipan Xaiyavong1

As recently as 2015, Mrs Noy Sengmanichanh and her family earned a decent living supplying local villagers 
and passing traders with an array of tasty fish products. 

Although access to good roads, electricity and other services was limited, the family, from Donxehong 
village in Champassak Province in southern Laos, was able to generate enough income from fishing and rice 
cultivation to cover daily expenses and pay for their children’s education. 

“In the past, my family’s main occupation was fishing. We used rods and nets as well as traditional lee, 
ou and takson traps. In the two fishing seasons – one in February/March and the other in June/July 
– we used to catch between 3 and 5 tonnes a year. My husband caught the fish, while my sister and I 
processed them. We made dried fish, fermented fish – both sour and salted – and also sold fresh fish. 
We sold the dried fish for 45,000 kip per kilo and fresh fish for 30,000 kip per kilo and we were able to 
generate about 30 million kip a year from fishing.”

Besides fishing, the family also grows rice. They have a one-hectare rice field which yields between 60 and 
70 sacks a year, depending on the weather. The family’s work is shared among members of the household. 
Mrs Noy’s husband is responsible for ploughing and tending to the rice crop while Mrs Noy and her sister do 
the housework. 

After the Don Sahong dam was built in 2016, the family’s fortunes changed –access to good fishing sources 
became much more limited and had a considerable impact on the family income. 

“My livelihood changed because the dam blocked the Hou Sahong channel, which was a good source 
of fish, and fishing was my family’s main occupation. Now we only have access to the Hou Xangpheuak 
channel, which is smaller and narrower and has a lot of rocks. The use of fish traps and equipment has 
been restricted – now only rods, hae and mong fishing nets and lorb traps are allowed. My family has 
lost a lot of income because we can’t catch as many fish as before.”

1 Sengdeuan and Maipan are third and second year students in the Department of Irrigation, Faculty of Water Resources 
Management, National University of Laos. 
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Mrs Noy’s family can now only catch enough fish for their own needs, and sometimes not even that. Even if 
there is fish to sell, with the decrease in fish prices – dried fish fell from 45,000 kip per kilo to 25,000-30,000 
kip per kilo – the family’s earnings are very low. 

Even though their land was not affected, Mrs Noy’s family was fortunate to receive 6 million kip in compensation 
from the developers of the dam. In addition, an irrigation system was installed for villagers to grow two rice 
crops a year – enabling the family to harvest 120 sacks of paddy rice a year.

However, the family is still deprived of their main source of income because they can no longer catch as many 
fish. 

Mrs Noy is grateful for the improved road access as a result of the dam construction and the convenience that 
affords, especially for the children to go to school. However, the economic cost – and associated financial 
burdens – is high.

“Everything is now more convenient but our income has dropped significantly and our expenses are 
higher. We used to pay 50,000 kip a month for electricity but this has gone up to 70,000 kip a month. 
We now have to pump up water from the Mekong for daily use and have to buy bottled water for cooking 
and drinking. We now spend as much as 270,000 kip a month on electricity, including for farming, 
and on drinking water – so much more than in the past. My family is unable to make enough money. 
If anyone gets sick, we have to borrow money from the village fund. We now owe the village fund 18 
million kip and we still do not have enough money to pay off this debt.” 

Since March 2018, Oxfam has provided financial and technical support to Mrs Noy’s household and other 
families in the village. Oxfam has provided money, seeds and livestock as well as advice and know-how on 
crop cultivation and animal husbandry.

Villagers gained skills in growing organic vegetables and raising poultry and have formed groups to keep 
animals and grow vegetables. Each group comprises 17 families and each family is responsible for their own 
animals and crops. Vegetables and poultry are sold at a uniform price at Daoheuang Market in Pakse town, 
in nearby districts and even to neighbouring countries. Vegetables sell for 15,000 kip per kilo, chickens for 
40,000 kip per kilo and ducks for 35,000 kip per kilo. 

The family earned 10 million kip from the sale of their poultry and vegetables in 2019 and looked forward to 
increased income in the future. 

However, in 2020, Mrs Noy’s family suffered the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Not only did they struggle 
to find buyers for their vegetables and poultry but the pandemic has resulted in a drop in prices. Vegetables 
dropped by 5,000 kip per kilo, chickens by 10,000 kip per kilo and ducks by 15,000 kip per kilo. 

The family is suffering from a shortage of funds to invest in farming – now the family’s main occupation – and 
COVID-19 prevention measures have limited farming activities. Closed borders prevent the purchase of new 
seeds and livestock from neighbouring countries. 

Although unsure of what the future holds, Mrs Noy appreciates the new opportunities for herself and the 
whole family.

“I am pleased and excited to have taken on new jobs that I had never done before. All my family members 
help with the work.”
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Climate, Construction and 
Contamination:  

Protecting Livelihoods in Laos  
in Times of Change

Authors: Ms Visakha Anoulath and Ms Maninoud Phonsena2

Ms Vanthong Xayasith is known for her unique, tasty crispy riverweed (khai phaen) harvested from the 
nutrient-rich rivers of northern Laos. At the confluence of the Mekong and Ou rivers, where the two distinct 
colours of the rivers mingle, lies Pak Ou, Ms Vanthong’s home village. It is here that she has been following 
the traditional practices passed on since the days of her grandparents, wading out into the rivers to harvest 
the long strands of green algae growing on rocks. 

The most abundant harvesting season is usually March and April, when Ms Vanthong could gather up to 10kg 
of riverweed which was then washed, drained and dried before being pressed into sheets left out to dry on 
bamboo racks. The riverweed sheets were commonly seen on sale in the village and in nearby Luang Prabang 
town and a pack of 10–12 sheets would fetch 20,000 kip.

Harvesting riverweed is the main occupation of many people in Pak Ou, a village well known for processing 
the riverweed for commercial purposes. However, villagers whose jobs depend on harvesting the weed in 
the Mekong River have been adversely affected by development projects in the area – a dam built in the 
upper reaches of the Mekong River and the construction of railway bridges across the Mekong. The previously 
abundant riverweed has now almost disappeared and any remaining plants cannot be harvested to eat as 
they may be contaminated with sediment and chemicals from the construction projects along the river. 

“I am no longer able to earn enough from harvesting riverweed which was my main source of income. 
The changes in the river have also affected the fish population and my husband cannot earn money 
from fishing.” 

2 Ms Visakha Anoulath and Ms Maninoud Phonsena, fourth year students in the Department of Meteorology and Hydrology, 
Faculty of Water Resources Management, National University of Laos. 
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The lives of Pak Ou villagers are closely linked with nature and they rely on the Mekong River as a source of 
food and for transport. In the past, the villagers also depended on fishing and upland farming. Rice harvested 
from upland fields used to yield 20 to 30 unhusked bags per year and was sold at markets for 25,000 kip a 
gallon container. Upland farming is no longer possible – weather extremes in 2019 and 2020 brought about 
droughts and resulted in damaged crops and lower yields.

The drought also affected the gravity-fed water system which the family depends on for everyday needs. 
The water volume to feed this system has dwindled, forcing the family to rely on water from rivers. However, 
collecting water from the river for family consumption is very difficult because of the upstream dams and the 
unpredictable water levels.

“We rely on water from rivers and streams so we often have to move our water pump so that we can 
continue to pump up water for the family’s needs. We have to be careful not to lose the pump, which 
could happen in the strong river current.”

With so many environmental changes – both climate and construction related – Ms Vanthong and her husband 
have also had to adapt and find different ways to earn a living. Ms Vanthong is the main income earner in the 
family and she now relies on gardening to earn a living and the income generated from farming can be used to 
feed all her family members. However, the money earned does not come close to what she previously earned 
from harvesting and processing riverweed. 

Income-earning opportunities for the Pak Ou community have been further limited because of the COVID-19 
pandemic and associated restrictions. Many villagers have a secondary job offering tourism-related services 
to visitors. However, the worldwide lockdowns and travel restrictions to prevent the spread of the virus 
have affected the tourism industry in Laos and subsequently the livelihoods of Pak Ou villagers who rely on 
supplementary income from tourism services to international visitors. 

Of all the factors having an impact on livelihoods for villagers in Pak Ou, it is the hydropower plants and 
bridge construction that have created the greatest change. The projects have undoubtedly brought benefits 
– better roads to the village have improved connectivity and construction activities have resulted in more 
people requiring boat services. These benefits may only be short lived as the additional income-generating 
opportunities will cease once the development projects are complete. 

The longer-term more negative impacts of contaminated rivers and fluctuating river levels are affecting the 
rich natural environment and biodiversity – leaving traditional livelihoods at risk of disappearing forever.

While Laos is benefiting from increased investment and improved infrastructure, it is critical to find a balance 
between environmental protection and economic development, ensuring that livelihoods are also better 
protected and provisions put in place to improve the living standards of local communities. 
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New Settlement, New 
Opportunities: Women Leading The 

Way in Chicken Farming    
Authors: Ms Mimi Vilamoungkhoun and Mr Khamkhaek Saliphak3

In the midst of seven mountains, a winding path leads to a newly settled community located alongside the 
Nam Nguang reservoir in Bolikhamxay Province – Keosaengkham village – where Ms Teuy Thammayot raises 
chickens and commits herself to supporting fellow villagers build confidence in chicken farming to generate 
income for their families.

The new village of Keosaengkham is now home to communities relocated from four villages as part of the 
Theun Hinboun hydropower expansion project in Khamkeuth District. Many of the villagers work as fishermen 
and sell dried fish while others grow crops and raise livestock. 

Ms Teuy is 24 years old and is head of the chicken farming group. She lives with her  husband, mother-in-law 
and two children (four and five years old) and is getting used to her new leadership role in the community. 

“In the past, I was just an ordinary person. I was appointed head of the chicken farm because I am not 
afraid to express my views, I’m honest and can advise other members of the group. Another reason 
for my appointment is that in this community most of the villagers are illiterate or have only finished 
primary school, while others did not go to school at all. I myself finished four years of secondary school, 
so this may be a reason for my appointment as head of the chicken farming group.”

To broaden her knowledge and understanding, Ms Teuy has attended training courses on raising chickens, 
community veterinary services and weaving. She brings her knowledge and experiences back to the 
community and shares her skills with other villagers.   

3 Ms Mimi Vilamoungkhoun and Mr Khamkhaek Saliphak, fourth year students in the Department of Water Resources 
Development and Management, Faculty of Water Resources Management, National University of Laos
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Two pilot projects on chicken farming were originally set up with support from the Click Project in 2019. 
Project participants were able to build a chicken house and were offered access to a fund of 84,520,000 kip, 
supported by the Theun Hinboun hydropower project, which helped villagers to obtain low-interest loans. 

Of the original 12 families participating in the first pilot, only eight are actively involved. Those who dropped 
out of the scheme struggled to adapt to this line of work for different reasons. For some, the chicks died 
in cold weather and profits were minimal. Others expressed concerns about the lack of market access and 
therefore there was little value in raising so many chickens. 

Ms Teuy had two very different experiences during the pilot – one was successful and the other generated a 
loss.

“The first time, I borrowed 5 million kip from the project and was able to sell my chickens and earn 6 
million kip. I sold the birds in the hot season and during the Hmong New Year festival. When I raised 
the second lot of chickens, I borrowed 7 million kip. However, it was wet and cold at the time and the 
chickens died – I couldn’t sell many, so I only earned 1 million kip.” 

She and other members failed to generate enough income to keep the business afloat. As a result, many 
project participants returned to fishing – which requires no investment – and they were able to sell fish to 
traders. 

Despite the difficulties, Ms Teuy was determined to persevere.

“As head of the chicken raising group, I was committed to continuing the project and finding ways to 
address the difficulties to restore people’s confidence in raising chickens and show them that the 
business could generate income.”

Ms Teuy has been an active community member in other areas too – leading a greenhouse vegetable farming 
group and serving as a village youth volunteer and project coordinator. She is also valued for her contributions 
in providing village data and information to project officials.

Livelihood opportunities are much better compared to the days before the dam was built. 

“When I was a child, my parents worked as rice farmers; they grew chilies but no one came to buy them. 
If we wanted to sell or buy goods, we had to take a boat because our village had no road access. Travel 
in the past was difficult. There was only one primary school, no electricity or water in the village and 
people in the community relied on Guang River water to drink. In the rainy season, the water in the river 
was full of dirt but we had no access to clean water so we had to take water from the river. It was so 
difficult because we had to collect the water in buckets and carry them up a hill.

Today we live in a new resettled area provided by the operators of the hydropower plant. We received 
various forms of aid from the project developers including newly built houses, toilets, tanks to store 
rainwater, and rice when we first settled here. The project also provided training in job skills and helped 
us to earn a living. Project developers built roads and villagers can now travel and trade more easily. 
The project also gave us access to clean water, electricity, a market, a health centre, temples and 
schools – from kindergarten to secondary school.”    
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The main problem facing Keosaengkham village at present is a shortage of water for rice cultivation, especially 
in the dry season. The village has developed a seasonal water usage plan to help address this situation – in 
the rainy season, people use rain water and access water from gravity fed water supply systems, and in the 
dry season, water is obtained from drilled wells. 

For villagers to prosper further, there is a need now for greater livelihood security and to provide more drilled 
wells, water pumps and irrigation systems for dry season crops.
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Women Taking The Lead in 
Agriculture: Greater Access 
to Clean Water Essential for 

Livelihoods to Flourish 
Authors Ms Phonethip Malaichit and Mr Soonthone Chanthavizai4 

At a meeting of representatives of agricultural production groups, Ms Nod stands up and shares her views. 
She is representing her family and serves as head of the agriculture production group in Phonthong village, 
Khamkeuth district, Bolikhamxay province.

Ms Nod’s family relocated to the resettlement village in 2010 when five villages came together into the new 
development zone of Phonthong. The resettlement was part of the Theun Hinboun hydropower expansion 
project, which required the use of the villagers’ land. 

The new village is home to people from many different ethnicities - Tainoy, Taimaen, Muey, Pao, Yor and 
Phong. Most are farmers who grow crops (cassava and vegetables) and raise animals (cattle, goats, chickens 
and ducks). Villagers also gather non timber forest products to sell, make handicrafts and engage in trade.

Ms Nod, who is Pao ethnicity, grew up in a poor family of seven. Nod’s family members worked as farmers, 
growing chilies and raising animals. 

“On average, our family earned 4 million kip a year with approximately 1.5 million kip from the sale of 
our chilli crop (5,000 kip per kilo). The only source of water we had for cleaning, bathing, cooking and 
drinking was from the Nam Nguang river. We had to scoop it in buckets to carry home. Rainy seasons 
were particularly difficult for us because the water became extremely dirty and smelled very bad.” 

4 Ms Phonethip Malaichit and Mr Soonthone Chanthavizai, fourth year students in the Department of Water Resources 
Development and Management, Faculty of Water Resources Management, National University of Laos.
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As part of the resettlement to Phontong village, Nod’s family received a compensation package from the 
Theun Hinboun Project – funds to build a house, a rice store, a 1.5-hectare residence area, a 1-hectare rice 
field and 0.5 hectares of land to grow crops.

As well as being the head of the agriculture production group in the village, Nod’s works to grow crops and 
raise animals. She grows vegetables on land that belongs to an agriculture centre and her business receives 
low-interest seed funding of 600,000 kip from the Click Project. 

“My family earns 9 million kip in two months of the cultivation season. We sell vegetables for 8,000 kip 
per kilo and we can repay the project 100,000 kip when vegetable sales are strong. Our annual income 
from a cassava plantation is 10 million kip. Raw cassava is 600 kip per kilo while dried cassava sells for 
1,300 kip per kilo. Our total average income is 40,000,000 kip per year.”  

Although the family now has a more accessible water supply from a drilled well and water supply facilities, 
water shortages persist, especially in the dry season, and the supply is not sufficient for their crops. Other 
challenges facing the family are a lack of irrigation and markets to sell produce. 

Phonthong village also has access to the Nam Phao and Nam Phian rivers. However, the Nam Phian contains 
degraded water and chemicals discharged from a nearby cassava processing plant and gold mine. The 
Phonthong community has is recommended that a team responsible for inspecting the quality of water in the 
Nam Phao and Nam Phian rivers be set up. 

Ms Nod and her family have been thriving since their relocation to Phonthong. Being a successful 
businesswoman and community representative brings many benefits, and the family would prosper even 
further with access to more stable water supplies as well as to agriculture markets. 
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Optimism in the face of change 
for a Donxehong Villager

Authors: Ms Aajiphone Somsacksy and Mr Somphoud Eayar5

In the small river community of Donxehong village in Champasak Province, southern Laos, Mrs Kaisone Vilavong 
tends her crops and livestock. It is a family affair, with her husband fencing the farm, building livestock pens, 
growing vegetables and buying animal feed while Mrs Kaisone waters and grows vegetables, feeds ducks 
and looks after the crops and livestock. 

Life was not always this way. Prior to the construction of the Don Sahong hydropower dam which began in 
2016, the family of five used to make their living from rice cultivation and two fishing seasons a year – one 
in January and February and the other in June and July. All had a role to play in fishing, including the children 
who helped their father with making the equipment and catching the fish. Kaisone took charge of processing 
the fish and contacting customers. Most of the fish – dried fish, sour fermented fish, fresh fish and salty 
fermented fish – was sold to traders in neighbouring provinces and local markets. The money earned covered 
the family’s daily expenses and paid for the children’s education up until graduation. 

The hydropower dam has brought many changes to the community – villagers now have access to good 
roads, electricity, irrigation and education as well as a development fund providing the possibility for each 
family to borrow up to 10 million kip for a period of one year.

At the same time however, fishing has been badly affected and the family is only able to catch enough fish 
for their own consumption. The main fishing area, the Hou Sahong channel, has been blocked by the Don 
Sahong hydropower project and villagers now have access only to the Hou Changpheuak channel, which is 
smaller, narrower and very rocky. The prohibition of many fish traps and equipment has also contributed to 
the reduced catches. 

5 Ms Aajiphone Somsacksy and Mr Somphoud Eayar, third year students in the Department of Irrigation, Faculty of Water 
Resources Management, National University of Laos. 
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“Fishing was the main occupation of economic and social importance to our family. We used to harvest 
about five tonnes of paddy rice a year and earned somewhere between 60 and 70 million kip from fishing 
every year. We used traditional traps such as lee trap, torn trap, sone trap, lorb trap and jeeb trap to 
catch fish. After the construction of the hydropower plant, the way we make a living has changed. Only 
hae and mong fishing nets are currently permitted, along with lorb traps and fishing rods, which means 
we catch fewer fish than before.”

Unable to sustain the family, Mrs Kaisone agreed that her children should go to work in a neighbouring country 
to earn enough money to supplement the family’s income. Although Mrs Kaisone herself completed primary 
school and is head of the village Women’s Union, other income-generation opportunities in the area were 
limited.

In 2015 Oxfam began providing villagers with financial support for livelihood development and Mrs Kaisone’s 
family was able to benefit. Access to the 30 million kip fund enable villagers to cultivate vegetables and raise 
ducks and families have subsequently joined collective farmer groups. Each group comprises 17 families that 
grow vegetables and raise ducks, with individuals taking care of their own livestock and crops. 

Mrs Kaisone’s family raises 300 ducks at a time and rears three batches a year. They grow vegetables all year 
round and farming has now become the family’s main occupation. While their income is not as high as it used 
to be, the family earned 11.5 million kip from selling vegetables and 12 million kip from raising ducks in 2019. 
The ducks and crops were sold locally and also to traders in neighbouring Cambodia. 

The family has been praised by district authorities and has been certified as a model family in duck raising 
and vegetable growing.

The family’s income was affected further in 2020 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The family was unable 
to export their farm products due to border closures and a decline in tourism. Despite having to borrow 10 
million kip from the bank at 3 per cent interest during the difficult economic times, Mrs Kaisone is optimistic 
about the future.

“Once the COVID-19 outbreak is under control, my family will grow more vegetables and raise more 
livestock. Farming is a good career and I am proud of our vegetables cultivation and duck rearing.”       
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Hydropower Dams:  
Generating the Need for New 
Skills for Pak Ou villagers  

Authors: Mr Keonikone Mahachaleun and Mr Vilakone Sesouvong6

Boasting stunning natural beauty, with rocks lying along the stream and surrounded by green forest-covered 
mountains on both sides, the Ou River in northern Laos is a bloodline upon which people of the area have 
relied since ancient times. 

The 450km-long river flows from the border with China through the northern Lao province of Phongsaly to join 
the Mekong River near the world heritage town of Luang Prabang. 

Rich in natural resources – minerals, fish, shrimp, snails and riverweed – and an important navigation route 
for transport and trade, the river has a number settlements along its banks. Pak Ou is one of many villages 
located along the Ou River and in the absence of a good road connecting Phongsaly and Luang Prabang 
provinces, used to be a meeting point for merchants and locals to exchange goods.  

Most villagers make their living from the Ou and Mekong rivers by fishing, harvesting waterweed and growing 
vegetables and other crops. 

With its spectacular natural scenery, Pak Ou also became a popular tourist destination, particularly with 
foreign tourists who would take boat trips along the river to experience the lifestyles and customs of the 
diverse ethnic cultures they saw on their journey. Boat trips to the nearby Ting Cave is also a favourite with 
visitors, and these boat services provided a good source of income for local people.

However, in recent years, things have changed dramatically for the people of Pak Ou. 

6 Mr Keonikone Mahachaleun and Mr Vilakone Sesouvong, fourth year students in the Department of Meteorology and 
Hydrology, Faculty of Water Resources Management, National University of Laos.



13Promoting Gender Equality and Women’s Leadership in Water Governance in Lao PDR and the Mekong Region

In line with the Government of Lao PDR strategy to become the ‘Battery of Asia’, seven hydroelectric dams 
have been built on the Ou River. Although the dams have generated enormous revenue for the country, people 
living along the river have had their way of life and local environment have changed forever. 

Since construction of the Ou River dams began, thousands of villagers from Phongsaly and Luang Prabang 
provinces have been relocated.  Their new homes are far their old rice fields, vegetable gardens and other 
income-generating opportunities. Some have found it difficult to adapt to the changing environment and are 
struggling to make a living. 

Currently, upstream villagers are unable to grow vegetable on the banks of the Ou River because the banks in 
front of the dams are usually submerged, while river levels downstream are unpredictable due to the release 
of water by the dams without notification. 

Mr Onkeo Xaiyavong, 56, earns his living from fishing and offering boat rides to tourists. He sees the potentially 
positive impacts of the dams for those living in Pak Ou –better roads, greater movement of people and more 
customers to purchase fish and use the boat services – and the chance to earn a good income to feed his 
family. 

In reality, however, the dams have had a significant negative impact on his livelihood.

He thinks back to previous times when the Ou River was clear and emerald green, when fish were plentiful and 
could easily be seen swimming in the water. He would fish four or five days a week and caught enough both 
for family consumption and to sell at local markets in town or to tourists. 

“I could catch as many as eight or nine kilos a day. Some days I even caught more than 10 kilos and the 
smallest daily catch was four to five kilos. At that time, there were plenty of fish, big and small, and my 
fishing net was almost always full. I could sell six to seven kilos on a good day and two to three kilos on 
other days when the catch wasn’t so big.”

Mr Onkeo’s wife sold the fish at local markets. With different species fetching different prices – catfish and 
similar sell for 60,000 kip per kilo and scaled fish for 30,000 kip per kilo – the family could earn up to 5 million 
kip a month, sufficient for their living needs.

However, after construction of the hydropower dams upstream, the river has become opaque and dirty and 
has suffered from water shortages over the past two or three years. Mr Onkeo’s family income from fishing 
has been significantly affected. 

“I am currently struggling to make a living. I used to catch a lot of fish in one day. Now a daily catch is 
just three or four kilos. After keeping some for family consumption, I am only earning 1.5 million kip a 
month, which is a big decrease.”

Unpredictable river levels, abnormal rainfall and the effects of extreme drought and flooding have not only 
had an impact on fishing but also on access to water for household use. 

“I have had to hire people to pump water at 50,000 kip a time for our family’s daily use. Boring an artisan 
well would cost as much as 7 or 8 million kip. Where can I source that much money to pay for that?” 
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The COVID-19 outbreak has further compounded the family’s financial difficulties and causes much concern 
to the fisherman and his family.

Mr Onkeo used to earn a considerable amount from taking tourists on boat trips to Ting Cave and along the 
Mekong. After paying a fee to the boat service association, Mr Onkeo could earn as much as 800,000 to 
1,000,000 kip (per month).  A fully booked boat would earn him between 200,000 and 300,000 kip per trip. 
Both Lao nationals and foreigners could take trips to Ting Cave or to the other side of the river for a 5,000 or 
10,000 kip fee. Transporting a motorbike on the boat was also possible for 7,000 kip. However, the COVID-19 
pandemic has resulted in a dramatically reduced income.

“In addition to fishing, I offer boat rides. I do this two days a week, mostly taking visitors to admire the 
natural beauty of the mountains and forests along the Mekong and Ou rivers, and taking them to see 
first-hand the way of life of people who make their home along the Ou River. When COVID-19 movement 
restrictions were in place, I earned just 100,000 or 200,000 kip a month. It is getting better now and I can 
earn 300,000– 400,000 kip but it’s still less than before. Added to that, the cost of living is increasing.”

Villagers must now adapt to the changing environment brought on by the construction of dams and the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Having seen how livelihoods have been affected, Mr Onkeo expressed the need for 
assistance from the state to help draw up plans and train villagers in professional skills to improve their 
quality of life.
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