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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): URBAN TRANSPORT 
 

Sector Road Map 
 
 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1.  Road transport dominates the transport sector in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
(Lao PDR), with the road transport representing 98% of total passenger-kilometers traveled and 
86% of freight-kilometers moved in the country. Air travel plays an important but statistically 
minor role in the sector, primarily enabling access to remote parts of this landlocked country of 
approximately 6.7 million people. Water transport on the country’s navigable waterways, 
primarily along the Mekong River and its major tributaries, is also limited. Rail transport is at a 
very early stage of planning and development and presently has no significant role in national 
transport. 
 
2.  Vientiane, the capital city of the Lao PDR, is the center of its political, economic, and 
cultural life. With a population of about 750,000, Vientiane is the country’s largest and most 
urbanized city, comprising nine districts encompassing almost 4,000 square kilometers. The 
urbanized areas are primarily concentrated in four districts along the Mekong River 
(Chanthabouly, Xaysettha, Sisattanak, and Sikhottabong), which have an estimated population 
of about 500,000 and an urbanized area of about 210 square kilometers. Traffic congestion in 
these districts is increasing rapidly, as it is in the three other major Lao PDR cities: Luang 
Prabang, Pakse, and Savannakhet. Congestion and associated exhaust emissions and energy 
use will be exacerbated by the country’s continuing economic growth, increasing urbanization, 
and higher levels of private vehicle ownership. The Ministry of Public Works and Transport has 
identified addressing urban transport challenges as a priority.1 
 
3. The road network within Vientiane is less than 2,000 kilometers (km) in length. Only 
about 25% of the network is paved, with the remaining 75% classified as either gravel or earth 
roadways. There is no functional classification of roads within the city. A large percentage of the 
roads in the urban areas have been constructed within restricted right-of-way widths, often 
resulting in narrow roadway cross sections. In general, roads are poorly maintained and 
operated. Many of the primary intersections are poorly designed and operate in an inefficient 
manner. Motorcycles are the primary mode of transport, accounting for 67% of daily trips, as 
compared to public transport, which only accounts for about 0.6% of daily trips.2 
 
4.   As a result of the increasing population and number of vehicles on the city road network, 
the traffic conditions in Vientiane are rapidly deteriorating. Vientiane has started on an 
unsustainable urban transport development path, with significant traffic congestion, increased 
incidence of road accidents, deteriorating local air quality, and increased greenhouse gas 
emissions due to the rapid growth of private motorized vehicle use. In Vientiane alone, from 2005 
to 2009, there were approximately 3,500 accidents, which accounted for more than 100 fatalities 
and 2,000 injuries.3 The total number of vehicles registered in Vientiane increased at an average 

1  Government of the Lao PDR, Ministry of Public Works and Transport, Department of Public Works and Transport 
Institute. 2009. The National Strategy and Action Plan on Environmental Sustainable Transport in the Lao PDR. 
Vientiane; United Nations Environment Programme. 2008. Vientiane Sustainable Transport Initiative. Submitted to 
Global Environment Facility. Nairobi. 

2 ADB. 2011. Technical Assistance to the Lao People’s Democratic Republic for Vientiane Sustainable Urban 
Transport Project. Manila (TA 7964-LAO). 

3  Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2012. Lao People's Democratic Republic: Transport Sector Assessment, Strategy 
and Road Map. Manila. 
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annual growth rate of 17% during 2000–2009, and has increased at a growth rate of more than 
10% since then. 
 
5. Public transport in the country is limited and is mainly composed of paratransit and buses, 
and urban mass transit is very limited even in Vientiane. The major types of paratransit are 
tuk-tuks (motorized tricycles) and larger jumbo tuk-tuks, as well as songtheos (converted small 
trucks), which mainly operate in rural areas. There are some bus services that serve both 
intra-city and intercity travel, but these are limited and offer a low quality of service. Public 
transport in Vientiane is poor and unreliable, and it is largely provided by privately operated 
vehicles (primarily owner-operated vans and a very limited number of taxis), tuk-tuks and/or 
jumbo tuk-tuks, and public buses operated by Vientiane Capital State Bus Company (VCSBC). 
VCSBC is a wholly state-owned enterprise that also provides some intercity bus services 
between Vientiane and some provinces. VCSBC is an independent enterprise but is closely 
supervised by the Vientiane Department of Public Works and Transport. VCSBC currently 
operates about 90 buses for urban transport and operates at a significant annual financial loss. 
The scheduling, dependability, and route coverage of VCSBC bus services do not meet the 
needs of Vientiane’s residents. The Vientiane Department of Public Works and Transport is 
responsible for all public transport in Vientiane, controlling all public transport operators, state 
and private bus companies, and paratransit operators through the various paratransit 
associations. 
  
6. Forecasts indicate that by 2025 the population of Vientiane will grow to about 1,240,000, 
the average gross domestic product per capita in Vientiane will increase to $3,870 from $960 in 
2007, the number of vehicle registrations will increase to 490,000 from 215,000 in 2007, and the 
number of daily person-trips will increase to about 2 million from about 1 million in 2007.4 It is 
projected that this increase in person-trips will occur mainly in suburban areas to the northeast of 
the city’s core area, so the development of an integrated public transport system for Vientiane is 
essential. In such systems, services can be provided by one or more government or private 
entities with common contractual terms that include fares, service levels, and quality standards. 
Provision for walkability and other nonmotorized transport improvements will also be required, as 
well as improvements to parking, which affects walkability because cars and motorcycles often 
park on sidewalks. 
 
7. Vientiane, unlike many of the capital cities in neighboring Southeast Asian countries, has 
yet to reach a point of critical mass with regard to traffic congestion and environmental 
degradation in its urbanized center. It is not too late to implement the four strategies enumerated 
in the Vientiane urban transport master plan: (i) the development of a transport network, (ii) the 
improvement and upgrading of the public transport system, (iii) the improvement of traffic 
management, and (iv) the improvement of the urban and traffic environment (footnote 4). 
 
 2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
8. The Lao PDR is in the midst of the Seventh Five-Year National Socio-Economic 
Development Plan, 2011–2015. The four targets of the plan are (i) ensured national economic 
growth, at a minimum of 8% of gross domestic product per year; (ii) achievement of Millennium 
Development Goals by 2015, acquisition of modern technologies and infrastructure, and 
establishment of a diverse economic foundation; (iii) achievement of sustainable economic 

4 Japan International Cooperation Agency. 2008. The Study of Master Plan on Comprehensive Urban Transport in 
Vientiane in Lao PDR. Consultant’s report. Vientiane. 
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development by preserving national resources and protecting the environment; and (iv) ensured 
political stability, peace, and an orderly society.   
 
9. As part of the target to acquire modern technologies and infrastructure, the plan includes 
the objective of upgrading the quality of transport services and the safety of passengers and 
goods in order to increase the annual passenger transport volume at a rate of 9% per year from 
2011 to 2015. 
 
10. The Lao PDR prepared its Strategic Framework for National Sustainable Development 
Strategy in 2008, and it issued its National Rio+20 Report in 2012.5 This report is based on 
actual performance, progress, and parameters (defined in the earlier strategic framework) to be 
used as a yardstick for measurement and progress. The report also contains an outline of the 
government’s long-term sustainable transport strategy and action plan. The sustainable transport 
strategy sets 10 long- and short-term goals: (i) reduce fatalities from road accidents to not more 
than four people per 10,000 vehicles by 2015 and two people per 10,000 vehicles by 2020; (ii) 
reduce health risks (e.g., respiratory diseases, high blood pressure) from transport 
developments; (iii) promote travel without the use of motorized vehicles (e.g., walking, cycling), 
so it reaches 25% of total transport by 2015 and 30% by 2020; (iv) promote public transport in 
urban areas (e.g., bus, taxi, tuk-tuk), so it reaches 15% of total transport by 2015 and 30% by 
2020; (v) stabilize transport by private vehicle, so it remains at 10% of total transport in both 2015 
and 2020; (vi) reduce motorbike transport to 50% of total transport by 2015 and 10% by 2020; 
(vii) promote bus rapid transit (BRT) in Vientiane; (viii) encourage vehicle inspections of 75% of 
trucks, pickups, cars, and tuk-tuks by 2015, and of 100% of these vehicles by 2020, and 
encourage vehicle inspections for 50% of motorbikes by 2015 and 80% by 2020; (ix) encourage 
inspections of public transport vehicles (e.g., buses, tuk-tuks, taxis, heavy trucks) twice a year 
and of private cars at least once a year from now until 2020; and (x) promote environmentally 
friendly vehicles from now until 2020, including promoting the application of the Euro 3 emission 
standard by 2020. 
 
11. The associated action plan included in the National Rio+20 report includes (i) improved 
urban air quality management and control to ensure permissible air quality standards are met; (ii) 
promotion of research and development on alternative transport that optimizes and maximizes 
socioeconomic and environmental benefits, including public transport, alternative fuels, noise 
control equipment, and environmentally friendly vehicles; (iii) incorporation of transport facilities 
for vulnerable people such as women, children, and people with disabilities; (iv) development 
and improvement of appropriate regulations, standards, and guidelines for sustainable transport 
developments; (v) development and improvement of institutions and technical capacities for 
standards, inspections, coordination, and implementation of strategies and plans for sustainable 
transport; (vi) promotion of enforcement of regulations on inspection and monitoring of 
environmental standards; (vii) improved financial mechanisms and encouragement of 
contributions from sectors other than transport on the development of a sustainable transport 
development fund; and (viii) promotion of international cooperation and seeking of technical and 
financial support from development partners and other international organizations for sustainable 
transport development. 
 

5 Government of the Lao PDR, Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment. 2012. National Rio+20 Report for Lao 
PDR. Vientiane; Government of the Lao PDR, Ministry of Planning and Investment, and Water Resources and 
Environment Administration. 2008. Strategic Framework for National Sustainable Development Strategy. Lao PDR. 
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 3. Asian Development Bank Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
12.   The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has been involved in the transport sector in the Lao 
PDR since 1989. During this period the Ministry of Public Works and Transport has implemented 
14 ADB road transport projects totaling approximately $417 million in loans and grants, including 
one road project that is ongoing as well as an airport and a tourism infrastructure project 
(footnote 3). None of the projects have been related to urban transport. However, the Vientiane 
Urban Infrastructure and Services Project, which was implemented during 2001–2008, included 
an urban road component. 6 
 
13. Sustainable urban transport, an integral part of the ADB’s Sustainable Transport Initiative, 
is a new concept for the Lao PDR. 7  The Sustainable Transport Initiative promotes the 
development of urban transport systems that are sustainable in terms of accessibility, safety, 
environmental friendliness, and affordability, and that also lead to lowering greenhouse gas 
emissions and reducing the effects of climate change. Under the Sustainable Transport Initiative, 
urban transport solutions such as BRT that improve the modal shift from private vehicles to 
public transport, and promote walking and nonmotorized transport, will be given priority over 
infrastructure and road projects. The ADB strategy for urban transport in the Lao PDR calls for 
sustained support to address increasing urban transport challenges, as well as the delegation of 
relevant urban management functions to municipalities when appropriate.  
 
14. The proposed Vientiane Sustainable Urban Transport Project was originally identified 
and studied under an ADB regional project preparatory technical assistance project financed by 
the Climate Change Fund.8 The objectives of the Climate Change Fund were to promote urban 
economic development, and reduce local pollution and greenhouse gas emissions by developing 
sustainable urban transport systems that promote nonmotorized and public transport while 
managing the use of private vehicle traffic. The initial Vientiane component of the project was 
completed in 2011. Subsequently, the project was further studied and refined under (i) an ADB 
project preparatory technical assistance; and (ii) a regional technical assistance.9 
 
 
 

6  ADB. 2001. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors on a Proposed Loan to the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic for the Vientiane Urban Infrastructure and Services Project. Manila 

7  ADB. 2010. Sustainable Transport Initiative. Manila. 
8  ADB. 2009. Preparing the Implementation of Asian City Transport–Promoting Sustainable Urban Transport in Asia 

Project. Manila.  
9 ADB. 2011. Lao: Vientiane Sustainable Urban Transport Project. Manila (TA 7964-LAO); ADB. 2012. Technical 

Assistance for the Implementation of Sustainable Transport in Asia and the Pacific - Promoting Socially Sustainable 
Transport through Improving Nonmotorized Transport for Regional Cooperation. Manila (TA 8168-REG). 

 

                                                 



Appendix 1 5 
 

Problem Tree for Urban Transport 
 

 
 

Core area traffic is 
becoming more 
congested and 
unpredictable 

Core area is not served 
by high-quality public 
transport services  
 

Vientiane core area 
urban transport system 
deteriorating 
 

Core area parking 
practices exacerbating 
traffic and public 
transport problems  
 

Core area attracts and 
is the source of a high 
volume of motorized 
traffic 

Functioning traffic 
management 
equipment inadequate      
 

Practice of illegal 
on-street parking is 
widespread 
 

Lack of quality public 
transport or other 
alternatives to private 
motor vehicles   
 

Failure to follow traffic 
rules is pervasive 
 

No integrated plans 
and management of 
traffic, public transport, 
and parking in the core 
area 
 

Increased urban 
private vehicle 
ownership weakens 
demand for bus service 

                                                                                     

Private sector initiative 
to provide public 
transport in the core 
area is lacking 
 

Free parking for 
government staff 
dampens demand for 
public transport 

With congestion, bus 
schedules and/or travel 
times become 
unpredictable                 
 

Weak Vientiane Capital 
State Bus Company 
capacity to deliver 
high-quality bus service                     
 

No integrated plans 
and management of 
traffic, public transport, 
and parking in the core 
area 
 

The increase in trips 
made in a private motor 
vehicles puts pressure 
on parking resources                  
 

Free parking for 
government staff 
encourages private 
motor vehicle usage 

Lack of quality public 
transport or other 
alternatives to private 
motor vehicles   
 

On-street conflict 
between vehicles and 
pedestrians 
 

Unsustainable urban transport practices will inhibit Vientiane’s 
ability to achieve Seventh Five-Year National Socio-Economic 
Development Plan, 2011–2015 sustainable economic 
development goal  
 

Drivers ignore on-street 
parking rules                    
 

No integrated plans 
and management of 
traffic, public transport, 
and parking in the core 
area 
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ppendix 2 

Sector Results Framework (Urban Transport, 2014–2022)  
 

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 
Outcomes with  
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with Targets 
and Baselines 

Outputs with ADB 
Contribution 

Indicators with 
Incremental Targets 

Planned and Ongoing 
ADB Interventions 

Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Interventions 

Increased share of 
public transport and 
nonmotorized transport 
in major urban areas 
 
 
 
 
 
Improved urban 
transport capacity and 
organizational 
efficiency 
 
 
 
 

Passenger share of 
public transport in 
Vientiane increases to 
5% by 2022 
(2008 baseline: 0.6%) 
 
 
 
 
New Vientiane integrated 
public transport 
management entity 
approved and 
operational by 2020     
(2014 baseline = no such 
entity exists) 

 

Urban transport 
systems improved and 
more sustainable 
 
Public transport 
services improved in 
quality, reliability, and 
safety 
 

Parking management 
and enforcement 
systems operable in 
Vientiane core area 
 

1 BRT system (11.5 
km) operational by 
2020 

120 public buses 
operating in Vientiane 
bus network by 2020 
 

Parking management 
and enforcement level 
of efficiency audited at 
95% by 2021           
(2014 baseline = 0) 

Planned key activity 
areas 
Mass transit systems 
and buses (62% of 
funds) 

Parking management 
and enforcement       
(19% of funds) 

Equipment (19% of 
funds) 

 

 

 
 
Pipeline projects with 
estimated amounts 
None 
 

Ongoing projects with 
approved amounts 
None 

Planned key activity 
areas 
BRT system operational 

Equipment provided for 
traffic and parking 
management 

Nonmotorized facilities 
implemented and 
operational in Vientiane 
core area 

Provision of capacity 
development in 
sustainable urban 
transport management  

 
Pipeline projects  
None 
 
 
Ongoing projects  
None 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, BRT = Bus Rapid Transit, km = kilometer, PPTA = project preparatory technical assistance. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
 

 


