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Executive summary

While there have been just 19 confirmed cases of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-
19) to date in Lao PDR, the country - as with other countries around the world - has been
affected by secondary social and economic impacts as a result of measures instituted to
stop the spread of the virus. This survey seeks to measure the impact of the crisis on food
security and agriculture in order to identify bottlenecks and affected
populations/provinces, and ultimately guide any required response.

The survey was conducted by phone from 21 - 30 April 2020. This period followed the Pi
Mai (Lao New Year) holidays from 13 - 16 April 2020. Full “lockdown” measures (including
restrictions on international and inter-provincial travel, as well as the closing of many
businesses) were in place from 30 March 2020 until 3 May 2020. As such, we can expect
that the full impact of these measures was being felt during the survey period.

A total of 1,007 completed interviews were conducted, covering all 17 provinces and
Vientiane Capital. While there are limitations to this study including small sample sizes in
some provinces, the study sought to capture the perceptions of local “experts” with an
informed understanding of the situation.

Some key findings by sector include the following:

e Agriculture: While on average, significant reductions in agricultural activity or
access to inputs were not reported, significant disparities were observed across
provinces, with those in Luangnamtha perceiving significant negative impacts
across issues. In terms of agricultural sub-sectors, cash crops (e.g. cardamom,
rubber, tea, coffee, etc.) were by far the most impacted, followed by horticulture.
= Provinces perceived to be most impacted: Attapeu, Bokeo, Bolikhamxai,

Luangnamtha, Savannakhet and Xaixomboun

e Markets: The restrictions in movement by traders, middlemen and farmers had a
visible impact on the sales of farmer produce (cash crops and horticulture) and on
the availability and prices of some food products in some provinces, including
Luangnamtha and Bokeo.

»= Provinces perceived to be most impacted: Bokeo and Luangnamtha
e Livelihoods: Unemployment spiked in many parts of the country, with
daily labourers most impacted. Overall income for farmer households also
declined as a result of both reduced volume of sales and lower prices. A
decline in remittances also affected a subset of households.
» Provinces perceived to be most impacted: Attapeu, Bokeo, Luangnamtha,
Savannakhet and Vientiane Capital



e Household Access to Food: The main constraint in access to food was financial,
with poorer households and those with daily labour as the main source of income
having the most acute access issues.

= Provinces perceived to be most impacted: Luangnamtha and
Savannakhet
e Health and Nutrition: The perceived immediate impact on health and nutrition
was limited. This would also be a trend only visible in the medium-term. Rural
households rely on food from their own agricultural production but also collect food
from nature, such as fish, herbs, fruits and edible insects. There were also perceived
negative changes in the nutritious value of what was consumed for almost one-third
of respondents.
= Provinces perceived to be most impacted: Bokeo and Luangnamtha

As seen above, Luangnamtha seems to have been particularly affected based on the
respondents’ perceptions. With regards to agriculture, respondents noted that it was very
difficult to obtain agricultural inputs, including fertilizers, animal feed, tools and
agricultural equipment, with some items in short supply and others experiencing
significant price increases. Sugarcane harvest may have been particularly impacted as
there was no movement and thus no access to external labour during this time.

Markets were also significantly impacted, possibly in part due to the absence of
Vietnamese traders, who constitute the majority of mobile traders. In addition,
Luangnamtha may have been disproportionately affected as its international borders -
with Myanmar, China as well as Thailand through Bokeo - are significantin terms of trade.

Based on the findings from this survey, we recommend the following, which are further
elaborated in the “Conclusions” section:

¢ Allow traders and middlemen greater movement to the extent possible to
alleviate the impact on the availability and prices of agricultural and food items, ease
the financial burden on households and to increase household access to food.

e Support households with insufficient access to food through in-kind or cash
distributions to alleviate immediate food insecurity, while considering Cash or Food
Assistance for Assets (FFA) to build longer-term resilience to food insecurity.

e Support to agricultural season, particularly at the household level through home
gardens, small livestock raising and fish culture. It may also be important to support
activities that mitigate other impacts of COVID-19 on the overall agricultural value
chain, including the establishment of private input suppliers at the village cluster
level, identifying and connecting farmers with alternative markets for fresh produce
(which has been disproportionately affected) and supporting food preservation and
processing activities. Short-term measures may also include the provision of seed-
kits, home gardening equipment, animal healthcare material and technical support
through DAFO and local service providers.

¢ Nutrition awareness raising and promoting/supporting the availability of nutritious
food (e.g. meats, eggs) may be important areas requiring further support.



Background / introduction

COVID-19 is an infectious disease discovered in Wuhan, China in December 2019. On 30
January 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a Public Health
Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC). In Lao PDR, the first case of COVID-19 was
confirmed on 23 March 2020, and as of the writing of this report (mid-May 2020), there
have been 19 confirmed cases in Vientiane Capital (14), Luangprabang (3) and
Xaisomboun (2), with the last case identified on 13 April. No deaths or severe cases have
been reported to date.

In addition to the health consequences of the virus, the measures put in place to stem
the spread of transmission - such as the closure of international borders, restrictions on
in-country travel and the closing of businesses - have secondary social and economic
impacts, including on food security and agriculture. While COVID-19 has had a direct or
indirect impact on the entire nation (primarily through these secondary effects), certain
districts and provinces, as well as certain population groups, may face disproportionate
challenges. Vulnerable population groups may include - but are not limited to - those
engaged in daily labour, workers in the informal economy, migrant workers, the elderly,
those with pre-existing conditions and the poor.

A brief overview of events - particularly related to Government orders restricting travel
or instituting a stay-at-home order - is important to provide a context within which this
survey took place, and to inform the interpretation of this survey and subsequent
surveys, which may be conducted under different environments. This is in fact one of the
key objectives of this periodic survey, i.e. to analyse the impact on various facets of food
security and agriculture as the situation of both the virus as well as restrictions evolves
over time.

The survey period - 21 to 30 April 2020 - took place shortly after the Pi Mai (Lao New
Year) holidays from 13 - 16 April 2020. In advance of Pi Mai, on 29 March 2020, Prime
Minister's Order Number 6 was released, prohibiting the population from leaving their
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