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To achieve the Lao PDR’s Millennium 
Development Goals, the government is 
increasing its social protection activities and 
ensuring proper accountability especially on 
the health protection scheme

Social Protection Programs in the Lao PDR
The social protection programs in the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) support the government’s 
strategy on poverty reduction.1 Among the social 
protection programs implemented, the micro- and area-
based schemes represent the largest proportion of the 
social protection program in the country, followed by 
pensions and social assistance.

Before 1990, the government provided social 
insurance policies for all civil servants, such as pension 
benefits at a certain age, death and survivor’s benefits, 
invalidity benefit, maternity benefit, and medical 
care benefit. These policies have been improved and 
developed to establish a social insurance scheme 
based on international standards and practices. For 
private sector employees, a social insurance scheme 
was introduced in 2000, covering health care, financial 
allowances for employees who fell ill, work-related 
accident benefits, and pension benefits. Mandatory 
membership is required for enterprises with at least 
10 employees; for those with fewer employees, 
membership is voluntary.

In 2002, the government, in collaboration with 
the World Health Organization, initiated the pilot of a 
community-based health insurance scheme in five areas. 
Implemented on a voluntary basis, the nonprofit scheme 
aimed to provide better access to health services through 
minimum prepayment for the targeted population. It 
was envisaged as the third pillar to the public and private 
sector social insurance schemes. In 2006, more than 
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3,000 families (almost 16,000 people) became members 
of the scheme.

The government implements the food-for-work 
as part of its long-term strategy for social protection 
of the poor population. In particular, this program is 
geared toward the food security of the rural ethnic areas. 
The Lao PDR is also active in promoting various labor 
market programs to help create jobs for its labor force. 
Skills development and trainings were also pursued to 
improve the skills of the workers. In 2005–2006, almost 
19,000 students were provided scholarships in vocational 
and/or technical skills, teacher training, and higher 
education. 

A package of basic social protection in the Lao PDR 
costs about $95 million per year, of which the universal 
health insurance component would cost $30 million and 
the maternity programs, including cash transfers and a 
maternity package, would cost an extra $9 million. One 
important social protection scheme is the Health Equity 
Funds, designed to cater to the needs of the poorest 
households and communities that are unable to pay for 
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the cost of health services at public facilities or health 
insurance premiums at any amount.2

To help achieve its Millennium Development 
Goals, the government is expected to increase its 
social protection activities in the coming years. There 
is also a need to professionalize management of 
social protection programs and ensure their proper 
accountability, especially the social health protection 
scheme.3 

ADB’s Support for Strengthening Social Protection
In support of the government’s goal to reduce poverty 
and achieve the Millennium Development Goals, the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) provided the Lao PDR, 
in December 2002, a technical assistance (TA)4 on social 
protection. The TA project aimed to develop a greater 
understanding of the risks and vulnerabilities faced 
by the country and to propose recommendations to 
mitigate these. The TA project supported the conduct 
of a study that would undertake detailed labor market 
assessment, look into the existing informal and formal 
social protection strategies, provide an assessment of the 
key actors, and formulate recommendations for ADB on 
future directions.

The study results highlighted the following:

 • Formal and informal social protection mechanisms 
are in place to cushion the negative impacts of 
the economic crisis and address vulnerability. 
However, information on the extent of protection 
provided through the informal mechanism is 
difficult to determine. Important features of Lao 
society include the existence and continuation of 
different social safety nets, particularly of informal 
mechanisms based on well-established social 
norms and expectations. The informal support 
comes mostly from family, friends, and local 
communities who are equally vulnerable to small 
economic risks.5 

 • Social protection interventions are in place, 
but assessing their impact has been difficult. 
The government and partner international 
organizations had also set up various vocational 
training schemes. Many of these interventions were 
necessary to mitigate poverty, but there was lack of 
vision and capacity to focus these on areas where 
they were most needed.6

 • Recommendations and suggestions for future 
interventions or initiatives, which can help address 
social protection for the poor, include providing 
universal primary health care, developing small 
enterprises, providing universal pensions for the 
elderly and scholarships for children so they could 
attend school, providing social insurance to protect 
farmers against agricultural risk, and supporting 
public administration governance.7

An initial labor market assessment was also 
developed and formed part of the study. Two 
workshops, in collaboration with the International 
Labour Organization, were conducted to discuss 
interim findings and gather views from national 
stakeholders.  Findings from both workshops were 
incorporated in the study report.  The second 
workshop highlighted the limited capacity of 
ministries and other organizations to collaborate. 
The issue on lack of capacity is one of the reasons 
that contributed to the limited success of social 
protection interventions that are mostly targeted to 
the poor.8

In 2004, ADB produced a draft country briefing 
paper on social protection that indicated the need for 
a holistic approach to social protection, which targets 
the poor, and implemented at the community level to 
deal with local issues. Although broad central policies 
are essential, more flexibility and collaboration in 
implementation will ensure successful targeting of 
scarce resources.
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Endnotes
1 The MDG Lao National Target aims to eradicate poverty by 2010 (note that this refers to 

the National Poverty Line).
2 Kay, T. et al. 2009. Promoting Sustainable Strategies to Improve Access to Health 

Care in the Asian and Pacific Region. Discussion Paper. Bangkok: United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP). www.unescap 
.org/esid/hds/pubs/2529/pub2529.pdf? bcsi_scan _B90AE85AF6AB15C6=0&bcsi_scan_
filename=pub2529.pdf

3 Endnote 2.
4 ADB. 2002. Technical Assistance to Lao PDR for Social Protection in the Lao PDR: Issues and 

Options. Manila.
5 ______. 2004. Social Protection in Lao PDR: Issues and Options. Report to the Mekong 

Department of the Asian Development Bank. Consultant’s Report (TA 4009-Lao PDR). 
Manila.

6 Endnote 5.
7 Endnote 5.
8 Endnote 5.

Disclaimer
The views and assessments contained herein do not necessarily reflect the views of ADB 
or its Board of Directors or the governments they represent. ADB does not guarantee the 
accuracy of the data and accepts no responsibility for any consequence of their use.
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successes, it remains home to two-thirds of the world’s poor: 1.8 billion 
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inclusive economic growth, environmentally sustainable growth, and 
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