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Oc tober 10, 1993 

Lett"er from Lao s - Mar c h-Sept 1993 

I am now 8 months plus into my stay here in Laos and my enthusiasm 
is waning. I was hoping co go back in time and I have simply 
p r ov ed o nce again t o myse l f tha~ it can ' t be done! When I am up­
rou n t ry worki ng in the ru ral 3.reas, the go'i-ng bac,k in time bit is 
:'>K becau sE> rur a .1. La os i 3 many year s behind the · times and not 
atching up f fas t . But in Vientiane , the changes are happe.n:i,_ng . 

r apidly , a l b•~:- _ somewhat out of control , and I ( among others)' feel 
~hat Vien t iane and other c ities in Laos will meet the same fat~ as 
..,the.:: developing ( and developed!) countries around the world -
mean trol led growth, in t ernal economic imbalances and income·,·gaps , 
di s regard for the environment in the name of national rev·enue 
requ irement s , a nd on and o n. I thought Vientiane wou-ld continue to 
be a pleasant place to live for a couple of years, but the . roads 
are gett i ng mo r e crowded, nice o ld buildings being torn d,own, 
vehic l e poll~tion is already a problem, crime is on the incr~•se, 
foreig n business investment is on the rise (the issue being whether 
it is good i nvestmen t f o r Laos o r simp l e rape of the resources and 
mJvement of profit s out of the country!). One of the problems is 
:hat the government wants it's c ake and eat it too. The government 
wants t0 n1a i nta i n t he . · party ' and the philosphy of Marx/Lenfn ·while 
.1 +- "r,e .came time loose ning up the ' economy. And of cou>rse , as 
0ff ici a 1s ge t a whiff o f the economi c benefits (cars and cellular 
pi.ones , e tc .), hanging onto the pol i tical strings gets a bit 
:ii ff icul,t . Nobody thinks the economy is going to slow down and it 
is difficult for both to exist~ogether, so it's not hard to.fig~re 
i."lut t he l ong term consequences . And they have probably f fgµ:red it 
.)ut. a ls o and therefore it is now time for everyone who can to grab 
n9w and also hang on to the position that comes with the p9litic.s 
as long as possi~le . 

Vientiane is c ity that is growing faster than the gov~J:nm¢nt 
.supported infrastructure. The.re are some in the govermilent who 
mai ntain that there is a general plan for ·controling~· 't_~e _:;,9;-owth 
and preparing the nece.s.sary infrastructure, but it i.s - ha_rd_,- to .. ..see . 
t ~e rea l ity of .such a plan. Like most . governments, they: sJ,.mp1y 
:an' t keep up with private sector growth once it· h~~s- been 
~nle ashed . The revenue collection system.s ~are inadequate, there ls 
favo ritism in the permits needed for growth, what few controls 
,:;,:-:is t a re i nadequate and they can ~11 be circumvented. Lao.s may 
n-.. t h'av e learned enough lessons in development and. growth f rcim . any 
of i t s neighbors nor from any other coiner of the globe .. , . The 
logical c onsequence is likely to be the emergence of a citY:;ihat is 
u np leasan t t o l ive in, one with inadequate .services and a/~rowing 
iisparity between the haves and have no~s. -None of t~is is ~nusual 
nor surpri~ i ng witness the rest of the world but_ th~ 
d isappo'inting part is that Vientiane . had a good chance to ' be 
di fferent and simply has gotten on the ·wrong boat' . 
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The bi-lateral and multi-lateral donors are s pending quit ~ a bit ·; 
money in Laos on various development projects . My obse1vati on a;.J 
that of others who have worked in other countries , is that thE way 
in which most of them work, a~ least here, makes USAID programs and 
ope£~tions around the world look pretty good by comparison. 

The UN, EEC, World Bank, Asia Development Bank, European don:n 
count.ries all seem like · babes in the woods' in areas sucn ;;1_ ~' 

proj~ct designs, the caliber of many, but not necessarily a} 1 , 

tech~ical assistance consultants, follow-up and monitoring. Many 
of t})e proj _ects should not even be approved, given La os ' 1 a, k f 
human and f inane ial resources to support such proj erts . I ,.e 
de·veloprnent banks hold up grant funds , in some c ases, in :1 1 • ;;,ff :~ 
to force the government t o spend loan funds, wh ich th1c; J'-' ·F:,.r•1:i ... ,. t 
is usually reluctan t to do. There are cases when it seems ~ha t ~h~ 
only .objective of the ban k project managers is to increase th~ si=~ 
of their portfolio's, with little regard fo r wha t i t mean ::; :_o r:.:1e 
country nor what the consequences might be over the medium-l •J ng 
term.-

The Lao government is so strapped f o r c ash to ru n +-he govPrnmer,t 
and :pay for imports, that they are entering into agreements witt 
piivate sector enterprises, that in the long run tend to r a nce1 
each other out. On the one hand, they are agreeing tc t-he 
construction of several new hydro-e lectric riams so that E:: 1 e,;t1 i c- i r y 
can be sold to Thailand (and in the future, probably Vi~tnan1 ) fr 
foreign exchange. These dams mean the destruction of wate~sheas 
and forested areas, and cons iderable amounts of ~ultivahle :anct . 
on, the other hand, they are g ivint;J ,:o ncessions ':.o : ·1iwa!lf:0-" , 
Janpanese and Thai c ompanie~ for the cutti ng o f log s f ~r exo ,rt . 

The darns destroy areas where there a r e potential for es ts "'nd cr1~ 
cutting of the trees destroys the water shed for t-.he rJams . ·" t 
course, Thailand hasn't learned this lesson ei t l . ; They bot.. 
destroy agricultural land for a country that is c1al1y alr€adl 
overpopulated · and rural-based. And the way i n whi c h the out s id<:-'· 
forest cocessionaire·s generally cut the f o re ::i t, there probably 
wofi -' t be much regrowth. Nor is _Laos investing in its 0wn futur e 
because the forests are being exported as logs rather than as 
finished products. Laos does not have the talent pool yet to mak~ 
things like furniture, but when the talent is eventually availabl e , 
there won ' t be any logs left to work with. ~ 

Most people outside and even . some ins ide 0t Laos "'on sider th"" 
country underpopulated. On a per capiL:1 per s quare Kilome~ P t 
basis, Laos is underpopulated. But i f the mou atai n s , rivers , urban 
areas are taken out of the total land mas s equation, the rernai r:1 Y,,: 

cultivable land· is very limited . Th e 9ove rnrnent prog'1ant t . · .P 
the shifting c ultivation on the steep hillsides remov.:>s ,:1n'1t.h •: 

significant percentage of land. One of th e problem.:: with t-r,•7 •• 
refugee repatriation pr ogram is Uiat provi nces are finding it 
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dil.f.ltult to locate sufficient blocks of c ultivable l and wh ich ~re 
•. uh_otGrupied for the repatriates to settle on . 

, '!' ·.,._rI. 

The· .. governmen"t figures for population growth are •in the 
ne}::9noorhood of 2 .8 percehit, which means a doubling o f the 
p¢ti~:I:at ion in 25 years. Some NGO organizations working in numerous 

·-'~t:l'.~~9es have ·been keeping records over the past ~ years, and their 
--~~i~!M_tes in some sections of the rural countr y side are 3. 4- 3 ,.5 % • 
Ttliit #tean·s ai doubling _of the population in 20 years. 

N4fp t one large dc;:mor program includes population control o r f amily 
pla'.n'"P.Jng in their projects I None of the major p l ayers in Lao 
devef6pment seem to focus on this a spect of development . Women in ' 
ru:tal areas, who do an estimated 6 5-70 % of the work on the farm , 
would like ·to have the opportunity for f amily plann ing , in stead of 
t h~ µncontrolled 6 - 8 kids on average. Bu t they have little say 

. an.d _1·tn~ government does no"t ·provide the information nor the means 
zior :~h~ encouragement. There a r e some signs that the government is 
becoming more aware of the problem, but i t may be a c a s e of too 
:1tttli, ' to6 late . . ~ :.·~· ~:.._:~~, . 

Tfr¢;~>are some who say that the Lao populat i on prob l em is already 
at?~~:'d isaster stage, but even i f i t is no t that fa r a long , it is 
c4frl:~r~ly getting c lose. The disaster i s t~e economi c and 
~gr-i;~~ltural overcrowding that. bree~s more poverty and causes the 
r~ch_~pbor gap to continue getting wider. 

L.~_o.~;~: since opening up the ecomony beginning i n 198 9 , has come a 
_1dri.·g<\w~y ·toward improving the quality o f l ife f o r many living in 
t}te dTties/towns, pa_rticularly those cities/t.owns si t uate d along 
t}1-e M.~khong river. Muc h of the impet us f or this growth has been 
from the influx of Thai busines s es a nd partnersh ips with Lao 
eri~repreneurs and government offi c ial s . There are also signific an t 
i nvestments from China , some fr om Taiwa n and inc reasing amount .3 

from -Japan and a few from other countries in s outh and sou t heast 
aiii~ Given the scarci ty of natu ral an d huma n r • • rces in Laos , 
however, much of this investment i s overflow from Luese c oun t.r ies .­
Aq e,iample is· the textile industry, where t here a re many garment· 
fa"of.i·q.rles (sweatshops) being established because of the US quota ' s . 
Tha'i'.~a_nd or China may be at their limits , so they produce in Laos, 
wh~t-@, .there are still quota 's to fill. Some of the investment i s 
OK. ·a.rid- certainly benefits economi c growth in Laos. But wha t i , 
happ~n}ng , somewh_a t subtly, but i n some c a ses not so subt l y , L 
tha .. t:: 1!.~os is losing its cultural d i fferen ces and uniquene :=:'§es to 
Tlia1:Cland. Most new business dea ls a r e i n pa r tnership wi th Thai 
bU:sf'l'1;e·~sment. The only TV ·programs t hat Lao watch are from 
Tfl:-al,J _qpd. (There are only 2- 3 hours of Lao TV per day, a nd it is 
no-t ·.v~ty entert aining) . Newspapers, magazine s , books , f ilms , et,~. 
are iajpstly (90-t-%?) Thai. Almost all the news peop l e ·get is Thai 
new~. 
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r~ =£h~ late 70's - early 80's, because of an intensive li t eracy 
pr,ogram throughout the country, the government declared that almost 
every\Lao was literate. That ~as probably true for about th~ first 
man::t;,h _ after completing the l~eracy course. Bu t because the.re is 
not~ing to read in the villages, 'people ·soon reverted back to 
il;literacy. That is still the case today. There is nothing t o 
r~~4~ ~~ Of course, it~~af be questionable that people would ,ead 
ev_"en\ if there were materials available because this is basical ly a 
v~·rp~'l: society anyway ~•· But without the materials, potential change 
wf.l,fJi~ver be g tven a·. chance. 

'):'fi~;; _:~ao educ~tion .system :is still stuck in the era of French 
co1¢ri1al time~, where ., the system was geared to-an elite that we.re 
expi~:ted to · gb o:n · JJtr. };ligher degrees in science and c ul tura l 

.a·~ .gemics ~ Trigo~c;,nietry is still in the 5th grade curriculum, no 
ma,t'4te~ :where .. theschool is located! Not much is being done to make 
~Jt,if t~ifrriculwn . moi::e r _ealistt c and in tune with the ·realities of 
·to,«t~Y,,j:;'.·· The illogic of the system is not lost on rural parents, who 
geJt~11ll~Y ta~e · their kids out of , school after a few years because 
t,.t .. ~¥:i J.!f..~.·-not l~arning much that 1s useful on the. farm. The drop-.·, 

-g~~j..r~t~s between 1st and 5th grade are in the neighborhood of 80% 
. o.Jj~.,11\cii'e •. ·~· . -: - . . 

L~~:.t~as about twice the number of teachers than are necessary for 
-~h"E!' Ji'1mber of schools, classrooms and students. The reason i s that 
in~:~ i~~~~.achers only teach half a day, so that a second group ~s 
n.~~ct~;~f.or the afternoon sessions. The reason for the half day 1s 
-~h&J1:fliey ·get . pafd so. little and so infrequently that they have to 
~c.f;rk~\}lalf' a day to earn money for daily living expenses. In rura i 
a~_a'.;/ that usually means farming. In the towns, it may also mean 
fa;;m,lng· - usually vegetables - and selling them at the market in 
ttte· ~~::>rning before class begins. 

I )a~.e a sense of despondency with regard to my stay he.re in Laos . 
My.:.,sense is that. the government is not go i ng to be ab le to c ont ro: 
a~d d~tect the economic development of the country . Outside for ces 
ar~ ·going to dominate. Internal greed and a sort of benign neglec t 
wi1l _result in increasing rich/poor gaps. The competing politic a ! 
ph_-t_los6phies and economic realit ies wil 1 preclude permeati ng - type 
de.y~lopment ·and any hope of a semblance of equitable d istribution 
oz~: c:J.e\t.elopment benefits. The tel 1 tale widening gap between the 
c.~xf~~t_and main . ci tie~ and the rur.al areas is already apparent to 
ext~itnijl observers ·as : well as being apparent to many of those 
alre<ady , living in rural areas or· smaller towns. and cities. Wha t is 
al;l ·:m~ans is .:that L feel .like I am witnessing th <? • -v elopment and 
gi.owth .··of a small country that may have had c 11ance . for an 
equ~table _and · sustainable growth pattern, but rather it is moving.-·. 
ha~hizatdly, . out' of real c6ntrol, characterized by a sense or an 
attitude of "get what 'you can now because there isn 't much · to get 
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out ~.df· Laos over the long term anyway". It ' s depressing to say the 
leasf~ . . 

'My: hope is th1at ,my'· observations are wrong or tainted and that this 
wo . .r~fr,~-ca.se sc.ei'fierio won't happen. After all, the Lao 9n c:: Lao 
c~'.l~il;e · _haye survived ' the Tltiii' . French, Ame . .r ican.s, Vietnamese and 

•--O~UU·ism/ sociali.srn without losing all the1.r Laoness. Bu t those \f~r._ .. ·· ;}11~.ly cuJtural, political and philosophica l forces from 
. o, ·· · · \, . The. cu.rrent:;force is money and goods, and that may be the " ee tha_t . can :u~do the · culture -and .social fabri c . ... .. ,, 

- . . . 

_tter_.ha.s·._· been a -long tim~ in the making and there is much 
th . at/ c6uld:.:.' be said. But I ·think I need to ·cool off a bit and 
ej, ___ .. ·~other ··topk at/ J,abs in a few months time. Meanwhile, take , 
<t~'t~: ~nd .keep .in touch. The mail does work here! For your 
·t~(t~ation, my address is as follows: · 
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c/o UNHCR 

Tel#: 856-21-3371 (work - no home phone ) 
FAX#: 856-21-4175 
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