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People, in general, are constantly searching for ways of providing for their own
and their families’ livelihoods and so engage in many highly diversified activities
thus the economic activities of a population are often very complex. For exam-
ple it is very common for many people to be primarily farmers, but to engage in
non-farming activities at the same time. Furthermore, people may be involved in
household duties, caring for children, sick or old people, or they may still be go-
ing to school. So it is no surprise that the assessment of the economic activity of a
population is a complex undertaking. The fact that in any population census the
number of questions is limited must also be taken into account. As must the fact
that in the 2005 National Population and Housing Census only three questions
were dedicated to economic activities.

We are able to present eight indicators, which reveal not only important gen-
eral information but also very interesting spatial patterns. The information in this
section always refers to those activities undertaken in the 12 months prior to the
census. This approach was chosen because it represents a reasonably stable meas-
ure of the economically active population and its structural distribution. It should
be noted that all persons older than 10 years of age were counted. Thus school
children are included since it is usual for many of these children to participate in
agriculture or other types of economic activity.
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The economically active population is that population, which is engaged in daily
work of many different kinds (see table below). The 2005 National Population and
Housing Census indicated that 66.6% of this population aged 10 years and older
were engaged in economic activities during the 12 months prior to the census.

Among those considered “employed” are many self-employed or workers work-
ing “on-their-own-account” as well as unpaid family workers, whereas the “un-
employed” are those considered as looking for work. It is important to note that
household duties are not regarded as economic activities. Normally, the class of
economically active people starts at the age 15 years and older however the popu-
lation census showed that 18% of children between 10 and 14 years are in formal
employment while 81% are said to be students. Nevertheless, working children

make up 5% of the Lao labour force.

The map presents the percentage distribution of the economically active popu-
lation aged 10 years and older according to five relative frequency classes. The
analysis starts with the lowest percentage class of less than 55% and ends with the
highest percentage class of more than 85%. The highest relative values are found
mostly in the provinces in the north, the north-west and the south-east of the
country.

It is difficult to discern clear spatial patterns on Map G.1. Isolated districts with
a very low rate of economic activity occur all over the country. However, a general
trend can be seen in that villages with rates of the economically active population
below the national average are found more frequently in urban and easily accessi-
ble areas. At the same time we can observe that in remote rural areas the percent-
age of the economically active population is generally very high.

Total Population
5,621,982 (100%)

Population
10 years and above
(74.2%)
Children Economically Economically -
o
under non active population active population cated
state
10 years 32.4% 66.6%
y ( o)_ ( _ 0) Not (0.01%)
(25%) House- = Retired, stated
: i Unem- Em-
Students hold  sick, (1%)
: . : ployed ployed
(69.8%) duties . too old (1.4%) (98.6%)
(136%)  (166%) | 7

Table 7: Distribution of the population according to main activities.
Note that the percentage always refers to the next upper entity (shown in lighter shading).
Source: Population and Housing Census, 2005

A possible explanation for this pattern may be found by a consideration of the
categories of the economically non-active people (see table above and the follow-
ing maps). It is obvious that the percentage of non-working students together with
those people performing only household duties without being paid is higher in
urban areas. Furthermore, the number of older people is generally higher in these
areas (compare with Map B.4) whereas in rural areas only a few people probably

retire from family work.

In conclusion, two thirds of the population aged 10 years and older is economi-
cally active indicating that the Lao PDR uses considerable reserves of human re-
sources. Basically the professional qualification of the people must be a priority in
the development of the nation. The fact that annually close to 100,000 people will
be entering the job market in the future poses an enormous challenge to economic
development and efforts for safeguarding the livelihoods of the people and main-

taining social security.
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The map depicts the sex ratio of the economically active population, which is
defined as that population who were older than 10 years of age and had been
engaged in an economic activity in the 12 months prior to the census. As described
in detail in Map G.1 this does not include students, people undertaking household
duties, or the retired, the sick or those too old to work. The 2005 National Popula-
tion and Housing Census indicated that the total work force in the Lao PDR is made
up of equal percentages of men and women. However, when looking at Map G.2
it is clear that large areas of the country are mostly coloured pink indicating higher
ratios, in terms of economic activity, of women to men. In fact, in two thirds of the
villages of the Lao PDR, women constitute the majority of the work force. It is also
very interesting to compare this map with the overall sex ratio of the Lao PDR (Map
B.6). This comparison reveals that in many villages where the sex ratio is balanced,
women dominate the economically active population and hence have a higher
work load than men. This imbalance is even more significant when it is taken into
account that household duties are not even counted as an economic activity and
that these are largely being assumed by women thereby increasing their work load
even more.

We therefore have to ask why the overall sex ratio of the economically active
population remains at 50% on average. As some of the dark green areas suggest,
the overall statistical balance is maintained since in about one third of the villages
men dominate the work force. These are either densely populated villages in urban
areas where the sex ratio is moderately higher or smaller villages in rural areas
which offer work opportunities predominantly for men. These can be job opportu-
nities offered by the government (e.g. Xaysomboune area) but also by mining or
hydropower construction sites (Nam Theun 2).

In summary we see that this map gives an interesting insight in that in many vil-
lages throughout the country the work force is dominated by women. This would
have remained hidden by merely observing tabular data on district averages.

Further relevant information on gender-related issues can be found in the sex
ratios of different economic activities of the census report (see table below). The
table clearly shows that men dominate in skilled activities whereas women are
heavily involved in unpaid family labour. This ratio is even higher for poorly edu-
cated women.

Finally, we would also like to express a word of caution with regard to the
limitations of this type of data: If a woman has a small kiosk, looks after her
children, takes care of some family member injured in an UXO accident, and does
seasonal work in the fields - when she is asked what was her main activity over the
past twelve months, what would she answer? If a man is asked the same question,
would his answer be any different? In order to obtain more accurate real data on
such simultaneous activities and hence gender differences in workload and income
generation, time use surveys are indispensable.

mmumg 8: ‘WUO‘UC&UOJITLSOT]UU]‘] €T SONIFOVNIW).
LEZHEOf]?JJlJ NWSINROVLNLLTDY (e melsﬂia 2005.

Categories Employed Female (%) | Male (%)

Jgwo t}?ﬁOJTlEgOﬂ"IlJiﬂ%] 89 (%) 299 (%) Government employee 168,388 31 69
cjsemtsggw?zﬁﬁo 168,388 31 69 Parastatal employee 11,446 33 67
@sasmcsgg%?v?‘fémjuéaucsmﬁw 11,446 33 67 Private employee 121,786 40 60
@883’1&£533‘11JY5’]L8318§1J 121,786 40 60 State Enterprise Employee 19,486 27 73
goonusygulnifodsaneiio 19,486 27 73 Employer 7,210 31 69
YILI99 7,210 31 69 Own account worker 1,149,906 32 68
L%oayﬂzﬁ@meg 1.149.906 32 68 Unpaid family worker 1,260,671 71 29
L%OOJnTzﬁaeuﬁofJ‘cé%Uéﬁﬂj 1,260,671 71 29 Total 2,738,833 >0 >0
20U 2,738,893 50 50 Table 8: Number of employed and sex ratios.

Source: National Population and Housing Census, 2005.
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The population classified as retired, sick or too old to work is that part of the
total population aged 10 years and older who are not engaged in economic work
to support themselves. However it does not include students or people who are
involved in household duties.

Census staff interviewed each family about the economically active family mem-
bers aged 10 years and older with regard to whether and how they had made their
money in the 12 months prior to the Census. Results indicate that 16.6% of the
economically non-active population or 4.3% of the population older than 10 years
are either retired, or sick, or too old to work.

Map G.3 shows the distribution of the percentages in five relative frequency
classes, ranging from less than 2.5% to over 10%. It can be seen that the villages
with the highest percentage of people unable to work are found in the mountain-
ous north of the country and in some parts of the central region of the Lao PDR.
Nevertheless, the first impression of the map is that light green and green are the
predominant colours indicating the relative frequencies of people unable to work
in the range of from under 2.5% to 5%.

Percentages of the population unable to work of 7.5% to 10% and even higher
are found scattered in many villages of the country — notably in the provinces of
Phongsaly, Oudomxay, Luangnamtha, and Xayaboury, and furthermore in the east
of the province of Huaphanh and Xiengkhuang and into Borikhamxay. A compara-
ble situation prevails in the east of Savannakhet and Saravane as well as in eastern
Champasack. It is very revealing to compare this map to the prevalence of disabili-
ties (Maps E.3 to E.5). We see that the two indicators are closely related. In villages
where this phenomenon is combined with a high number of young children (see
Map B.3), the corresponding dependency ratio rises significantly (see Map B.5).

Overall it can be seen that in some villages the percentage of the population
who are unable to earn their own income amounts to 7.5% and over. This is quite
high, a burden to their families and a serious impediment to improving their liv-
ing conditions. This important information sheds light on the basic information
needed for policy making and planning in order to formulate better plans for
development and in particular to satisfy the needs of those people who are unable
to work. Many of these people may need assistance from the appropriate services
with health care as the first priority and the improvement of social welfare as the

second.
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The unemployed population is defined as the people aged 10 years and older
who could be economically active but were not employed or were still looking
for employment during the 12 months prior to the Census. Table 7 clearly shows
to what part of the population the unemployment rate refers. In 2005 the people
who indicated that they were unemployed amounted to 1.4% of the economically
active population of the Lao PDR.

The relevant map shows two indicators of unemployment. First we can see a
distribution of dots, where every dot represents five unemployed people. The
second indicator is a different colour for each village, representing the percentage
of the unemployed village population. We can distinguish five frequency classes
with the lowest percentage in the lightest colour representing less than 0.5%
unemployment while a pronounced violet shows the highest percentage class with
unemployment exceeding 2%. Using these two different indicators we can see that
in some villages there is a large number of unemployed people (many dots), even
if the rate of unemployment is quite low (a light colour). This can be explained by
the fact that a low rate multiplied by a high total population still results in a con-
siderable number of unemployed people. Conversely, a small village — even if it has
a high unemployment rate — will not produce as many unemployed people.

In general terms, Map G.4 shows that unemployment is a phenomenon which
is still largely limited to urban and peri-urban areas around the provincial capitals.
Exceptions to this overall pattern can be found in Khammuane and Xayaboury
provinces, in Xaysomboune Special Zone, and in some southern provinces, where
unemployment rates climb to above 2%. Nevertheless, it should be remembered
that some of these villages are very small and the absolute numbers shown as dots
may be better indicators than village unemployment rates.

Even if economic centres offer a greater number and variety of jobs, these
may not match with the profile of job seekers. Many of the uneducated people in
urban areas are unable to find work. One of the reasons for people moving from
rural areas to towns is the hope of having better access to services and find bet-
ter work opportunities. Yet, people frequently lack the necessary training, so they
are unable to find work. The mountainous north of the country offers only limited
employment opportunities.

To conclude it should be recalled that the Lao PDR has a lower unemployment
rate than other countries in Southeast Asia. However, this rate is also very small
because many people are involved in the agricultural sector, many as subsistence
farmers (see Map G.6). In terms of employment outside agriculture, this rate would
clearly be higher. Therefore unemployment represents a challenge for the Govern-
ment of the Lao PDR, specifically for the development planners and policy makers
who must pay particular attention to the provision of enough employment and
developing a skilled labour force in each part of the country so as to be able to
respond to the labour demands from other countries.
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The assessment of employment concerns that part of the population aged 10
years and older who are in regular employment (see Table 7). In the 2005 National
Housing and Population Census, all the family working members aged 10 years
and older were interviewed about their employment in the 12 month prior to the
Census. The employment was recorded in the following categories: government
employee, parastatal employee, private sector employee, state enterprise employ-
ee, employer, own-account worker and unpaid family worker. Using this definition,
the Census found that 98.6% of the economically active population were em-
ployed. However, in Map G.5 we show only the formal employees as a percentage
of the total economically active population, i.e. the government, parastatal, private
and state enterprise employees. The national average of this rate of employees

amounts to 11.5% of the economically active population.

The percentages of employment are shown in five classes with the lowest rate
of employment amounting to less than 5% and the highest rate to more than
20%. High employment rates of more than 20% are found in the big towns of each
province, with the highest employment rate encountered in the central region,
especially in Vientiane Capital, the surrounding areas and in Xaysomboune Special
Zone.

The main reason could be that many government offices, factories, private
companies, and most businesses are located in towns and in Vientiane Capital in
particular and therefore can provide enough jobs for people in these areas. The
provinces of Attapeu and Phongsaly have the lowest rates of employment of less
than 10% as can be seen in the map. The location of these two provinces in the
extreme north and south, respectively, together with the insufficient infrastruc-
ture in respect of education and transportation as well as the distance to markets
may explain the lack of employment opportunities. Principally, this map is closely
related to non-agricultural activities as shown in the following Map G.6.

Overall the rate of formal employment in the Lao PDR is quite low, which is
obviously related to the still very high rate of subsistence agriculture. Other factors
affect people seeking employment such as lack of opportunity, the limited number
of positions available, insufficient labour skills as perceived by the employers, mar-
ginal salaries and unregulated working hours. These problems require increased
promotion of vocational training together with job creation by simplifying invest-
ment procedures and obligatory in-country processing, so that each person, accord-
ing to his/her capabilities, can find a job and earn enough money to cover their
daily needs.
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Information about non-agricultural activities came from asking the popula-
tion aged 10 years and over about their occupation in the 12 months prior to the
Population and Housing Census of 2005. The type of work was classified as either
agricultural work (farming, fishing, creating pastures for livestock rearing, growing
animal feed crops) or non-agricultural work.

The results of the 2005 Census showed that the majority, about 78.5% of the
population, worked mainly in agriculture and 21.5% did not. Even though the eco-
nomic importance of agriculture at the national level is nowadays slowly shifting to
the secondary and tertiary sectors, it remains the main sector of employment of the
Lao population throughout the country in all the provinces - except for Vientiane
Capital. Here, 65% of the economic activities of people are not in agriculture. The
map reveals that the remaining 35% involved in farming mostly live in the peri-
urban areas and in rural areas in the north, west and east of Vientiane Capital.

The map shows that rates of non-agricultural activities generally follow an
urban-rural pattern with the highest rates in province capitals and district towns
such as: Vientiane Capital, Xayaboury, Phonehong, Paksan, Thakek, Kanthabuly,
Pakse and Saravane. It is remarkable that for non-agricultural activities the proxim-
ity to borders and especially to that with neighbouring Thailand does not seem to
be important. For example the southern tip of Xayaboury, which almost through-
out this atlas manifests exceptional characteristics, does not seem to benefit from
the higher employment opportunities. We do observe however isolated villages
in some remote areas of the country, where the majority of the people pursue
non-agricultural activities. These may be employment opportunities offered by the
government but increasingly are activities in the mining sector and with hydro-
power development projects. Finally, we also observe some very small-scale pat-
terns of elevated non-agricultural activities following road infrastructure and river
or border crossings.
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'Households operating agricultural land’ are defined as those households which
own or use land for agriculture as if they were the owners. Taking into account
the very high percentage of the population whose main activity is agriculture (see
Map G.6) the importance of operating one’s own land becomes obvious: house-
holds which do not have access to their own land may be much more vulnerable to
debt as a result of adverse weather or market conditions.

In the Lao PDR 67% of all households operate agricultural land, which they
consider their own. In urban areas this rate is as high as 40.6% demonstrating the
large amount of agriculture that is still taking place near or within cities and is

probably as a result of the urban food demands.

Map G.7 illustrates that throughout the country the majority of households
have access to agricultural land. However in some areas which are a lighter green
colour on the map the percentage is lower therefore these areas are interesting.
Apart from the urban areas already described, there are exceptionally low per-
centages of households operating agricultural land in the province of Huaphanh.
Here very few farmers use land as if it were their own. The land is still used on a
collective basis, as there has been no formal change in the land use policy. To date
ownership has not yet been handed over to the farmers themselves. Furthermore
some groups are still landless but rent land instead; paying in cash, crops, labour
or by other means. The clear-cut differences in certain areas could at first sight be
taken for a data error but on further consideration could be an impressive example
of how policies may exert a strong influence on livelihoods and land use even in
remote areas of the country.

In addition to the province of Huaphanh, in Luangnamtha and Bokeo provinces,
in villages along the Vietnamese border of Borikhamxay and Savannakhet provinc-
es, and in the south of Attapeu there are also areas with lower rates of households
operating farm land. Even though the exact reasons for this are difficult to ascer-
tain the assumption is that in these forested and remote areas, shifting cultivation
is still the main agricultural practice and few permanent fields exist. Since this type
of cultivation uses land in rotation the land left fallow is often regarded as commu-
nity land. This is therefore used as dictated by custom, so it is easy to understand
why these households do not consider the land to be their own.
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The average size of agricultural land per household is the size of the total
parcels of land used by the total number of owners for agriculture. In other words,
the size of land that the households use as described in the previous Map G.7. In
this Map G.8 the legend shows the categorisation of the various land sizes used by
households as less than 1 hectare, between 1 and 2 hectares, 2 and 3 hectares, 3
and 4 hectares and more than 4 hectares. In a country where agricultural subsist-
ence still plays a key economic role, the average size of agricultural land is a crucial
indicator for the measurement of the sustainability of livelihoods of rural house-
holds. If a household has access to a large piece of land then the risk of an insuf-
ficient supply of food and a loss of income is small. However if the average size of
agricultural land per household is less than 1 hectare this indicates food insecurity
at both the provincial and national levels. It should also be borne in mind that oth-
er factors such as the type and the intensity of agriculture, the inputs used, labour
availability, etc. are also important and that a considerable proportion of farmers
in the Lao PDR still do not practise permanent agriculture. Although many of these
farmers may have small plots they still rely on the customary access to fallow land,
which is not measured by this indicator. Furthermore, many people engage in other
activities which are important in terms of their subsistence, such as animal hus-
bandry, collecting of wild and forest products, hunting, etc.

According to the results of the Population and Housing Census of 2005 the aver-
age size of agricultural land throughout the country is 2.11 hectares. The spatial
patterns depicted in Map G.8 show two general trends. On the one hand we see a
general increase in the size of farm-land from the mountainous areas with land siz-
es below the national average to the lowlands along the Mekong plains with land
sizes significantly above the national average. While on the other hand we can see
distinctive differences between provinces which are assumed to have comparable
agro-ecological potential. For example in Luangprabang the average agricultural
land size is 2.26 hectares whereas in neighbouring Huaphanh this is 0.77 hectares.

The second observable pattern is most probably due to the different provincial
policies regarding land ownership and marketing. As described in Map G.7, land in
Huaphanh has not yet been de-collectivised and thus the agricultural land avail-
able to individual households is limited. In Luangprabang province, access to larger

plots of land seems easier.

The pattern showing increasing land sizes going from the high to the lowlands
can be attributed to the definition of the indicator itself, which focuses on perma-
nent agriculture. Furthermore, two important factors could explain the increase.
The first is the availability of the total land suitable for agriculture including its
quality in terms of topography and soils. The second is the availability of labour
and machinery for agricultural cultivation. Many upland households may be seri-
ously constrained by the work force available (cf. dependency ratios on Map B.5)
but also by the lack of machinery and capital.
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