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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): TOURISM IN CAMBODIA, THE LAO PEOPLE’S 
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC, AND VIET NAM1 

 
 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Tourism is a dynamic economic activity that creates jobs, generates income, and drives 
regional cooperation and integration. Globally, international visitor arrivals reached 1.2 billion in 
2016, a 3.9% increase compared with 2015. Corresponding tourism expenditure in destination 
countries was $1.4 trillion, which supported almost 300 million jobs. Remarkably, about 45% of 
tourists worldwide are from emerging economies, and 80% of global travel is intraregional. The 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) is the world’s top outbound source market, with 135 million 
international Chinese travelers spending $289 billion in 2016.   
 
2. Asia and the Pacific received 304 million international visitors in 2016, up 8.4% compared 
with 2015. Forecasts suggest that Asia and the Pacific will be the world’s fastest-growing region 
through 2030, when international visitors will reach 535 million, equal to 30% of global market 
share. Within Asia and the Pacific, the 10 Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
countries welcomed 116 million international visitors in 2016, up 42% compared with 2011. 
ASEAN arrivals are expected to grow by 5.1% per year and reach 187 million in 2030.2  

 
3. Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), and Viet Nam (CLV) are 
endowed with diverse tourism assets and actively cooperate to promote tourism because of its 
substantial contributions to economic and social progress, as shown in the table below. In 2016, 
CLV’s international visitor arrivals totaled 19.2 million, generating $22.1 billion destination 

expenditure and about 3 million jobs. Tourism-characteristic investmente.g. accommodations, 

transport, and leisure servicesexceeded $6 billion, and international tourism receipts accounted 
for up to 78% of service exports. Tourism also helped boost merchandise exports by reducing 
variable trade costs and market failures related to information deficiencies.3    
 

Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Viet Nam  
Tourism Indicators, 2016   

  Cambodia Lao PDR Viet Nam 

International visitor arrivals (million) 5.01 4.24 10.01 
International visitor arrivals AAGR 2009–2016 (%)  12.5 15.4 10.1 
International visitor expenditure ($ billion) a 3.21 0.72 18.18 
Direct contribution to gross domestic product (%) 12.2 4.3 4.6 
Tourism workers (direct employment, thousand)  988.2 118.0 1,959.6 
Women’s share of direct employment (%) ~54 ~50 ~70 
Tourism investment ($ billion) 0.62 0.55 5.45 
International visitor expenditures, share of service exports (%) 69.8 78.1 71.7 
Average expenditure per international visitor 2016 ($) 641 171 1,816 
~ = approximate value, AAGR = average annual growth rate, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic.  
a Spending within a country by international visitors for both business and leisure trips, including spending on transport. 
Sources: Asian Development Bank; Cambodia, the Lao PDR, and Viet Nam national tourism organizations; and World 
Travel & Tourism Council Data Gateway https://www.wttc.org/datagateway/.  

                                                 
1 This summary is based on ADB. 2017. Tourism Sector Assessment, Strategy, and Road Map for Cambodia, Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, and Viet Nam (2016–2018). Manila. 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/227186/clmv-tourism-sector-assessment.pdf.  

2 United Nations World Tourism Organization. 2016. World Tourism Barometer. Madrid. 
3 M. Santana-Gallego, F.J. Ledesma-Rodriguez, and J.V. Perez-Rodriguez. 2015. International Trade and Tourism 

Flows: An Extension of the Gravity Model. Economic Modelling. 52(B). pp. 1026–1033.  

http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=49387-002-3
https://www.wttc.org/datagateway/
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/227186/clmv-tourism-sector-assessment.pdf
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4. Cambodia’s tourism profile. International visitor arrivals rose to 5.01 million in 2016, a 
5.0% increase on 2015 but only half the medium-term growth rate. Travel and tourism directly 

contributed 12.2% to gross domestic product (GDP) in 2016the highest in ASEAN. Viet Nam is 
the largest source market (19.1%), followed by the PRC (16.6%) and Thailand (7.9%). The 
average length of stay is 6.3 days, and average daily spending is $102 per day. Siem Reap and 
Phnom Penh receive more than half of international arrivals. Still, the coastal zone, including Kep 
and Preah Sihanouk, is growing by 5.4% per year. Average occupancy of Cambodia’s 2,900 
hotels and guesthouses (75,500 bedrooms) is about 70%. Three international airports received 
30,298 scheduled flights in 2016 (4.7 million seats), up 8.7% compared with 2014. Cambodia 
allows tourist visas on arrival for 179 countries and 15-day visa exemptions for ASEAN citizens.   
 
5. The Lao PDR’s tourism profile. International visitor arrivals totaled 4.24 million in 2016, 
9.5% fewer than in 2015. More than 40% combine travel to the Lao PDR with a visit to Cambodia, 
the PRC, Thailand, or Viet Nam. Travel and tourism directly contributed 4.3% to GDP in 2016 and 
was the third-largest foreign exchange earner ($724 million) after mining and electricity exports. 
Thailand is the top source market, with 47.4% of international arrivals, followed by Viet Nam 
(23.6%) and the PRC (12.9%). Long- and medium-haul visitors stay 7.6 days on average and 
spend $77 per day. Intraregional visitors from neighboring countries typically stay for 2–3 days 
and spend $43 per day. About 37% of international visitors congregate in Vientiane, which has 
27% of the country’s 48,000 hotel and guesthouse bedrooms. The Lao PDR’s average hotel 
occupancy rate (51%) and spending per visitor ($171) are low. Four international airports received 
11,091 scheduled flights in 2016 (1.3 million seats), up 12.2% on 2014. The Lao PDR permits 
tourist visas on arrival for about 180 countries and 15-day visa exemptions for ASEAN citizens.   
 
6. Viet Nam’s tourism profile. International visitor arrivals reached 10.01 million in 2016, 
26% more than in 2015. Travel and tourism contributed 4.6% to GDP in 2016, and the government 
targets a 10% GDP contribution in 2020. The main source markets are the PRC (26.9%), the 
Republic of Korea (15.4%), and Japan (7.4%). The average length of stay for international long- 
and medium-haul visitors is about 9.7 days, and average daily spending is $115. About 20% of 
Viet Nam’s 12,000 hotels and guesthouses (235,000 bedrooms) are in Ha Noi or Ho Chi Minh 
City. Viet Nam’s five main international airports received 73,212 scheduled flights in 2016 (14.6 
million seats), 27.6% more than in 2014. Viet Nam offers prearranged tourist visas on arrival for 
182 countries and 15-day tourist visa exemptions for ASEAN citizens. Electronic tourist visas are 
available for 40 countries.    
 
7. Given their open visa policies, improved connectivity with regional and long-haul markets, 
and strong outbound tourism demand in Asia, CLV’s international visitor arrivals could reach 28 
million in 2020 and generate $38 billion in destination expenditure. Achieving these targets would 

provide jobs for more than 5 million workersthe majority of them women employed by small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Arrival and expenditure growth is also driven by the 
proliferation of affordable digital resources available to market hospitality and transport services. 
 
8. Despite these strengths and opportunities, CLV rank low in the World Travel & Tourism 
Competitiveness Index.4 Their combined share of ASEAN’s international arrivals was 19% in 
2016, with Cambodia and the Lao PDR’s receiving only 8.0%. Average expenditure per visitor in 
Cambodia and the Lao PDR is far below Asia and the Pacific’s benchmark of $1,500. There are 
also imbalances within the countries. More than half of international arrivals and corresponding 
destination expenditure accrue to 9 gateway cities. 

 

                                                 
4 In 2016, Cambodia ranked 101st, the Lao PDR 94th, and Viet Nam 67th out of 136 economies evaluated.  
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9. Key causes of low competitiveness and asymmetric growth are the lack of modern and 
well-maintained airports, ports, roads, sanitation and solid waste management, flood control 
measures, and clean water supply in secondary destinations. Vulnerability to climate change 
exacerbates these problems. Annual economic losses from lower visitor numbers and reduced 
spending because of poor sanitation and hygiene is about $90 million per year in Cambodia and 
the Lao PDR, and $70 million per year in Viet Nam.5 Other underlying problems are weak tourism 
planning, low service standards, shortages of skilled hospitality workers, and ineffective marketing.   
 
10. CLV need to invest more in climate-resilient transport infrastructure and urban services, 
particularly in strategically located secondary towns with good tourism potential. Capacity building 
to support the implementation of regional tourism standards is also needed to help SMEs become 
more credible and competitive. Such investments help boost visitor arrivals and spending and 
catalyze additional private investment to expand employment-intensive, tourism-characteristic 
SMEs. In parallel, residents and visitors benefit from higher-quality sanitation and hygiene 
services, and less risk of losing assets to natural disasters. Moreover, research demonstrates that 
each 1% increase in visitor arrivals is associated with 0.12% fewer poor people in a destination.6 
 
 2. Government Sector Strategy 
 

11. Government tourism strategies closely align with regional commitments to promote more 
sustainable, inclusive, balanced, and competitive tourism, as articulated in the ASEAN Tourism 
Strategic Plan 2015–2025 and Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Tourism Sector Strategy 2016–
2025.7 Regional strategies advocate infrastructure and human resource development, marketing, 
and the implementation of regional standards. The GMS strategy estimates that $58 billion is 
needed to develop and upgrade tourism-related public infrastructure.  
 
12. Cambodia’s Tourism Development Strategic Plan 2012–2020. Strategic directions are 
to (i) enhance tourism product development and quality; (ii) step up marketing and promotion; (iii) 
improve travel facilitation, transport, and international connectivity; (iv) boost tourism safety and 
negative impact management; (v) strengthen legal and management systems; and (vi) develop 
human resources. The Ministry of Tourism’s 2020 targets are 7 million international visitor arrivals, 
$5 billion in international visitor expenditure, and 800,000 new jobs.8  

 
13. The Lao PDR’s National Tourism Strategy 2012–2020. Strategic directions are to 
(i) increase national income and generate employment for local people; (ii) increase public and 
private investment to enhance the quality of tourist destinations and products; (iii) effectively 
implement regulations, standards, and zoning; (iv) improve tourism research, information, 
marketing, and promotion; (v) develop human resources; (vi) improve tourism infrastructure; and 
(vi) develop subnational and regional tour circuits. The Ministry of Information, Culture and 
Tourism’s revised 2020 targets are 5.8 million international visitor arrivals, $1.04 billion in 
international visitor expenditure, and 100,000 new jobs.9  
 
14. Viet Nam’s Strategy for Tourism Development to 2020, Vision to 2030. Strategic 
directions call for (i) developing tourism into a leading economic sector; (ii) improving tourism 

                                                 
5  World Bank. 2008. Economic Impacts of Sanitation in Southeast Asia. Jakarta; World Bank. 2009. Economic Impacts 

of Sanitation in Lao PDR. Water and Sanitation Program.  
6  Asia-Pacific Economic Conference. 2016. Tourist Arrivals and Inclusive Growth. Singapore.  
7  ASEAN Secretariat. ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan 2016–2025. Jakarta; Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office. 

2017. Greater Mekong Subregion Tourism Sector Strategy 2016–2025. Bangkok. 
8  Ministry of Tourism. 2012. Cambodia Tourism Development Strategic Plan 2012–2020. Phnom Penh. 
9  Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism. 2012. Lao PDR Tourism Strategy 2012–2020. Vientiane.  
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quality, efficiency, brand recognition, and competitiveness; (iii) promoting international and 
domestic tourism, focusing on attracting more high-spending international visitors; (iv) protecting 
cultural, historic, and natural resources; and (v) increasing tourism investment. The Ministry of 
Culture, Sports and Tourism’s revised 2020 targets are 16.5 million international visitor arrivals, 
$32.5 billion in international visitor expenditure, and 1.05 million new jobs.10  

 
3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 

15. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) helped establish the GMS Tourism Working Group 
in 1994 and subsequently provided CLV with technical assistance and project financing to 
improve last-mile transport infrastructure, expand urban services, and promote pro-poor tourism 
in secondary towns. ADB has logically sequenced its tourism sector assistance to complement 
GMS arterial road and airport improvements that physically connect regional markets and create 
opportunities to increase cross-border tourism and investment. ADB’s cumulative approved 
financing during 1995–2014 totals about $167 million. Completed operations are all rated 
successful or highly successful. In 2017, ADB launched the novel Mekong Innovative Startup in 
Tourism business accelerator to identify and scale digital technologies that drive tourism growth 
in secondary destinations.  
 
16. The project builds on the ADB-financed GMS Tourism Infrastructure for Inclusive Growth 
Project (2014–2020) and is consistent with ADB’s country partnership strategies for CLV, the 
GMS Strategic Framework 2012–2022, and ADB’s Operational Plan for Regional Cooperation 
and Integration (2016–2020). It is harmonized with other development partner efforts to boost 
inclusive and sustainable tourism. Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit 
(GIZ), the Government of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, and Swiss Agency for Development 
and Cooperation are supporting tourism vocational training. Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA), the New Zealand Aid Programme, and several nongovernment organizations are 
helping public agencies improve tourism planning and assist private entities develop and market 
tourism services. JICA and the World Bank provide substantial support for transport and urban 
development in the GMS corridors.     

 
17. Key lessons from past ADB operations include the need to (i) analyze tourism demand to 
guide selection of project areas, (ii) focus on larger public infrastructure, (iii) consider lifecycle 
costs and climate change when selecting engineering solutions, (iv) generate synergies with other 
ADB operations, (v) promote women-led enterprises and women’s attainment of leadership roles 
to increase inclusiveness, and (v) build capacity for destination management and infrastructure 
operation and maintenance.11  

 
18. Given the significant infrastructure financing requirements and the activities of other 
development partners, ADB should continue to focus its assistance on improving urban–rural 
transport infrastructure, expanding urban environmental services, supporting SME development, 
capacity building for public officials, and the implementation of regional tourism standards. Such 
investments are necessary to create favorable conditions for private sector expansion into 
secondary tourist destinations, deepen regional market connections, and improve environmental 
sustainability. 

                                                 
10 Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism. 2012. Strategy for Tourism Development in Viet Nam to 2020, Vision to 

2030. Ha Noi. Targets were updated in 2016.  
11 ADB. 2009. Sector Assistance Program Evaluation: Tourism in the Greater Mekong Subregion. Manila; ADB. 2017. 

Validation Report: GMS Sustainable Tourism Development Project. Manila.   
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Problem Tree: Tourism in Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Viet Nam  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

UNESCO = United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 
Note: The World Economic Forum defines tourism competitiveness as the set of factors and policies that enable the sustainable development of the travel and 
tourism sector, based on four subindexes: (i) enabling environment, (ii) travel and tourism policy and enabling conditions, (iii) infrastructure, and (iv) natural and 
cultural resources. 
Source: Asian Development Bank.  
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