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acronyms

BTA  Bamboo Traders Association
DAFO  District Agriculture and Forestry Office
DIC Department of Industry and Commerce
DLMA District Land Management Authority
EDC  Enterprise and Development Consultants Company
EU  European Union
FSC  Forest Stewardship Council
GDA Gender and Development Association
GRET  Professionals for Fair Development
INGO  International Non-Governmental Organisation
ITECC  Lao International Trade Exhibition and Convention Centre
Lao PDR  Lao People’s Democratic Republic
LCB  Local Capacity Builder
LDN Lao Development Network
LFP  Lao Farmer’s Product
LHA Lao Handicraft Association
LHF  Lao Handicraft Festival
LMA  Land Management Authority
LWU  Lao Women’s Union
MFM  Micro Credit for Mothers
MHP Maeying Houamchai Phatthana
NAFRI  National Agriculture and Forestry Research Institute
NGO    Non-Governmental Organisation
NPA  Non Profit Association 
NTFP  Non-Timber Forest Products
PAFO  Provincial Agriculture and Forestry Office
PRF  Poverty Reduction Fund
REDD+  Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation
SUFORD  Sustainable Forestry for Rural Development project
TPPD  Department of Trade Promotion and Product Development
WWF  World Wide Fund for Nature

1 USD = 8,000 LAK (kip), December 2011
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Introduction

SNV Lao PDR, in partnership with a wide range 

of local and international partners, has been 

working since 2008 on the development of the 

bamboo value chain in Houaphanh Province and 

Sangthong District, Vientiane Capital. In 2010, 

the SNV Bamboo Programme was scaled up to 

Luang Prabang and Vientiane Provinces. Since 

then a diverse range of activities have been 

implemented including:

• Raising awareness of the potential of 

the bamboo sector as a driving force for 

poverty reduction.

• Setting up producer groups and 

strengthening their organisational 

management capacity and technical 

skills.

• Engaging with the private sector and 

promoting the development of inclusive 

business models.

• Working with the government sector to 

improve business environments.

• Promoting sustainable management of 

bamboo resources.

Since 2008, various efforts have been made 

to document lessons learnt and case studies. 

A range of presentations and publications 

has been developed by the Bamboo Advisory 

Team. However, documentation of experiences 

and results has not been carried out in a 

systematic manner. The present document 

aims to organise and structure the lessons 

learnt from the Bamboo Programme to make 

them available to a larger audience. 

This document is based on a review of the 

main existing literature on the SNV Bamboo 

Programme and on the bamboo sector in 

the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao 

PDR). Primary data has also been collected 

to document additional case studies. 

Qualitative interviews with producers, traders, 

government representatives and partners 

have been conducted in Sangthong District, 

Vientiane Capital; Med and Xanakham 

Districts, Vientiane Province; and in Viengxay 

and Xam Neua Districts, Houaphanh Province. 
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Why the Bamboo Sector?

Bamboo: The Backbone of 
Rural Daily Life in Lao PDR
Non Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) play 

a crucial role in the livelihood, culture and 

traditions of Lao people. Rural households, 

which form about 70%1 of the total population 

and mainly exist in remote mountainous 

areas, strongly depend on NTFPs for their daily 

subsistence. Most products collected in the 

forest are directly consumed and do not enter 

the cash economy. However, when there is a 

rice shortage, most NTFPs gathered are sold to 

provide for household needs. The sale of NTFPs 

may account for more than a third of village 

cash income across the country, and over half 

in forest-rich areas.2 NTFPs are therefore the 

most important safety net or coping strategy 

for the rural poor in Lao PDR, especially 

minority groups living in the uplands. 

Bamboo is often considered the most 

economically important NTFP for humans in 

terms of scale. Known in India as “the wood of 

the poor”, in China as “the friend of the people” 

or as the “brother” in Vietnam, bamboo is a 

multipurpose material. In Lao PDR, bamboo 

poles are used for construction and handicrafts 

but can also be processed into other useful 

products such as farm implements, fencing, 

chopsticks, skewers and fishing gear. Bamboo 

is also an important source of food for rural 

people. The shoots of many species are edible. 

They can be found year-round across the 

country and are popular in both fresh and 

preserved food. In addition, bamboo is of 

cultural significance and it is used as medicine 

and in the production of traditional instruments. 

Promising Market 
Opportunities in the 
Bamboo Sector
The global bamboo industry is seeing a significant 

growth, which is expected to continue further. 

The world bamboo market, led by China, is 

worth USD 7 billion per year. Traditional markets 

such as handicrafts, traditional furniture and 

bamboo shoots account for almost 95% of the 

world market by value. Emerging industries, 

particularly wood substitute-based markets (e.g. 

flooring, panels and non-traditional furniture) offer 

interesting potential for growth. They may begin 

to rival traditional markets and are expected to 

claim about 45% of the total bamboo market over 

the medium term.3

The bamboo sector in Vietnam, Cambodia and Lao 

PDR currently generates USD 261 million a year. 

The Mekong region is poised to capture a greater 

share of the world market in coming years. It is 

estimated that within 10 years, Mekong bamboo 

will be worth between USD 0.6 and 1.2 billion.4 

Lao PDR has opened its boundaries to the market 

economy and promotes itself as a “land-linked” 

country, emphasising its potential role as a trade 

crossroads between China and Southeast Asia.  

This proximity to larger and growing economies is 

likely to create important growth opportunities for 

the bamboo sector in the country.

1.   2009, World Bank http://web.worldbank.org/

2.   Ketphanh, S., K. Sengdala  V. Lamxay and M. Greijmans. 2007. NTFPs in Lao PDR: a manual to 100 commercial and local products. NAFRI, NUOL, SNV Lao PDR

3.   Oxfam Hong Kong, International Finance Corporation - Mekong Private Sector Development Agency. Mekong Bamboo Sector Feasibility Study. Entreprise  
  Opportunities Ltd, 2006

4.   Marsh J., Smith N., New Bamboo Industries and Pro-Poor Impact – Lessons from China and Potential for Mekong countries, 2006
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Environmental Properties
Bamboo has important environmental 

regeneration qualities and its high water 

absorption capacity helps to maintain soil 

stability. Bamboo has great potential for 

preventing soil erosion and stabilising road 

embankments. As a fast growing plant, 

it can provide rapid vegetative cover to 

deforested areas. Bamboo also has high carbon 

sequestration properties. A bamboo plantation 

SNV Lao PDR

can absorb twice as much carbon dioxide per 

hectare as a similar forest made up of trees. 

Finally, it is able to produce 35% to 46% more 

oxygen than most other plants. Hence, it is one 

of the better options for countering pollution 

caused by carbon emissions.5 

5.   Houaphanh Province, The first five years bamboo development strategy 2011 – 2015, 2011
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SNV Lao PDR
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SNV approach and Concepts

Pro-Poor Value Chain 
Approach
SNV aims to enable those with the lowest 

incomes to be part of social and economic 

networks so as to increase their income and 

employment opportunities.6 To reach this 

objective, SNV actively promotes and uses 

pro-poor value chain approaches. A value 

chain approach looks at the complex range of 

activities undertaken to convert a raw material 

into a useable or edible final product and then 

the means by which the final product is taken 

to the end user. 

A value chain approach also examines issues 

of organisation and coordination and the 

strategies and power relationships of the 

different actors in the chain. This analysis 

helps to identify the role of each actor in a 

chain, what keeps those actors together, what 

information is shared and how the relationship 

is evolving. It provides a clear understanding 

of the position of the poorest members of the 

value chain and of the constraints that prevent 

them from realising their full potential. 

The objectives of improving the value chain for 

the poor are two-fold. The first is to increase 

the overall productivity and value of the 

products in the chain. This results in higher 

absolute income for all the chain actors. The 

second is to sustain or increase the share of 

the poorest value chain actors in the sector or 

increase the margins per product, so that they 

can also gain relatively more income compared 

to other actors in the value chain.7 

6.   SNV Asia, Using the Value Chain Approach for Pro Poor Development - Experiences from SNV Asia, 2008

7.   M4P. Making Value Chains Work Better for the Poor: A Toolbook for Practitioners of Value Chain Analysis, Version 2. M4P, DFID, ADI, 2008

Poor

T = 0 
(Before intervention)

T = 1 increase of the
overall productivity 

and value

T = 2 increase of the
share of the poor

Sector X Sector X Sector X

Poor

Source: M4P, Making Value Chains Work Better for the Poor, Version 3, 2008.

Poor

Pro-Poor Growth



SNV Bamboo Programme: Approaches, Lessons and Innovations in Lao PDR10

The bamboo value chain in Lao PDR has high 

potential for pro-poor development. Bamboo is 

a multipurpose commodity and its processing 

is labour intensive. If properly managed, the 

development of the bamboo sector will lead to 

the creation of new employment and income 

generating opportunities for rural communities.  

Since 2008, SNV has conducted several value 

chain analyses. These studies highlight the 

urgent need for intervention. There is every 

indication that under the current system of forest 

concessions, quotas and commercial taxes, the 

development of the bamboo sector will lead to an 

overexploitation of resources and few benefits for 

rural communities.8  

Inclusive Business
Business, as an engine of economic growth, has a 

critical role to play in achieving development goals.9  

Because of this potential, SNV actively promotes 

inclusive business models. An inclusive business 

is an economically profitable, environmentally 

and socially responsible entrepreneurial initiative, 

which integrates low-income communities in its 

value chain for the mutual benefit of both the 

company and the community. It seeks to improve 

the livelihoods of low income populations while 

increasing returns to the company. 

By applying inclusive models, companies gain 

access to a wider pool of quality producers, while 

low-income communities have the chance to take 

advantage of the opportunities offered by the 

market and to become employees, suppliers or 

small investors.10 This business strategy contributes 

to growth creation in new markets, a reduction 

in supply chain-related transaction costs, and 

managed stakeholder risk.

The SNV Bamboo Programme strongly encourages 

the development of “win-win” business models and 

currently engages several factories and traders in 

working with rural communities. Many processing 

factories in Lao PDR do not operate at full capacity 

What Are the Benefits of Inclusive Business? 

For the company For the low-income population

• Secure supply of raw materials

• Traceability and quality control of raw material

• Lower transaction costs

• Shared risk

• Access to knowledge and local networks

• Better relations with government

• Strategic positioning in new fair trade markets

• Fair prices and conditions

• Assured sales

• Employment creation and expansion

• Training and technical assistance

• Technology and knowledge transfer

• Access to financing

• Participation in a business environment 

8.   See SNV Value chain analysis in Houaphanh, Vientiane Province and Sangthong district. 

9.   Bonnell V. and F. Veglio, Inclusive business for sustainable livelihoods, Field Actions Science Reports, Vol.5, 2011

10.   SNV, Inclusive business : creating value in Latin America, 2011
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because of raw material supply shortages. Low 

prices give communities little incentive to collect 

bamboo poles. SNV, together with factories and 

communities, is working to identify solutions that 

may benefit both parties.  

Capacity development
Local capacity builders (LCBs) are a vital 

resource for effective and sustainable local 

development. SNV works with LCBs to reach 

impact targets while over time strengthening 

their capacity to replace SNV’s direct services 

more efficiently and effectively. For SNV, an 

LCB is any type of actor that provides capacity 

development services and is owned and 

governed within the country. SNV engages with 

LCBs in different ways.11 

• As Clients. SNV’s role is to help LCBs 

to understand their environment and 

develop viable business proposals, 

along with specific performance and 

internal organisational targets.

• As Sub-contractors. In addition to the 

primary aim of serving client needs, 

sub-contracting can also serve to 

stimulate better quality supply and 

provide an LCB with an incentive to 

improve its services or products.

• As Partners. LCBs are engaged as 

partners when they have a common 

goal, such as the development of 

certain approaches or products.

11.   SNV, Strategy Paper 2007 – 2015, Local impact - Global presence, 2007

Enterprise and 
Development 
Consultants 
Company 

Enterprise and Development Consultants 

Company (EDC) has been involved as a sub-

contractor in the SNV Bamboo Programme 

since 2008, participating in a wide range 

of activities, including baseline surveys, 

value chain development and market 

strategy development. It is a locally owned 

and managed consulting firm, founded in 

2001 by Lao development professionals. 

The firm provides development and 

capacity building services with the aim of 

creating new socioeconomic opportunities 

for rural communities. EDC focuses on 

the development of community-based 

enterprises and cooperatives, promoting 

entrepreneurship and human resource 

development in rural areas.  

Since 2010, EDC has been in charge of 

providing business and entrepreneurial skill 

development services for different actors - 

such as producer groups, micro-enterprises, 

small and medium enterprises and supportive 

government agencies - involved in the SNV 

Bamboo Programme in Houaphanh and 

Vientiane provinces. A package of theoretical 

and practical training has been developed 

based on the identified needs of these main 

stakeholders.

BOX 1



SNV Bamboo Programme: Approaches, Lessons and Innovations in Lao PDR12

Synergies with 
International 
Organisations
SNV recognises that it cannot act in isolation 

and that it needs to promote collaboration 

and partnerships to maximise its impact. 

SNV collaborates with international partners, 

the private sector and LCBs. These alliances 

enhance SNV development impact by fostering 

synergies and creating access to knowledge 

and expertise. 

BOX 2

Gender and 
Development 
Association:  
a key partner in 

Sangthong District

The Gender and Development Association (GDA) is a 

Lao organisation acting as a platform for information 

and knowledge sharing on gender issues in Lao PDR. 

GDA and SNV have been working together for many 

years. Collaboration was initiated in 2003 with SNV 

providing gender expertise to support GDA activities. 

In 2004, GDA conducted a pioneering research 

project on domestic violence in Sangthong district 

and found a negative correlation between domestic 

violence and household income. Considering this 

finding, GDA, with the financial support of Oxfam 

Novib, launched a project aimed at generating income 

opportunities for women in the district in 2006.

Different value chains – mushroom farming, frog 

breeding, rain gardening, banana fibre weaving – 

were explored, but none provided convincing results. 

As Ms. Boutsady Khonnouvong, GDA coordinator, 

admits herself, GDA’s lack of experience in market 

development partly explains these mitigated 

results. In 2008, the creation of a new SNV strategy 

reshaped the organisation’s priorities and therefore 

its activities. Attention was given to three main 

sectors: micro-finance, tourism and NTFPs. GDA  

 

grabbed this opportunity and requested SNV support 

to develop the bamboo value chain in Sangthong 

District. Since then, a strong partnership has been 

established and the GDA income generation project 

has been co-managed by GDA and SNV. GDA 

implements project activities and focuses on gender 

issues while SNV brings expertise in producer group 

formation, market development and sustainable 

natural resource management. 

This collaboration might even go further, since 

SNV is considering using GDA’s experience in 

mainstreaming gender in the bamboo value chain in 

other SNV Bamboo Programme target areas.
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Bart Verweij

BOX 3

Partnership with GRET

In 2008, SNV, together with 

the French non-governmental 

organisation (NGO) Professionals 

for Fair Development (GRET), initiated interventions 

in selected bamboo value chains in Houaphanh 

Province. The comparative advantages of each 

organisation have been used to efficiently stimulate 

the growth of the bamboo sector in the province.  

Tasks have been divided according to each 

organisation’s areas of expertise. GRET mainly 

focuses on natural resource management while 

SNV is in charge of activities related to value 

chain development and markets. The successful 

GRET-SNV collaboration led to the approval in 

November 2010 of a new project proposal seeking 

additional funding from the European Union (EU) 

to continue and expand previous interventions. 



SNV Bamboo Programme: Approaches, Lessons and Innovations in Lao PDR14

Programme objectives

The SNV Bamboo Programme aims to support 

the development of the bamboo sector in three 

provinces in Northern Lao PDR – Houaphanh, 

Luang Prabang and Vientiane – and in one 

district in Vientiane Capital (Sangthong). Its 

main purposes are to develop a diversified 

bamboo-based economic sector that provides 

stable, sustainable income and employment 

to rural communities, thereby contributing 

to poverty alleviation and forest function and 

upland environment conservation.12 Three 

specific objectives have been identified:

Programme Target Areas and Value Chains

Target Provinces Districts Commencement of 
Intervention Value chains

Vientiane Capital Sangthong 2008 Furniture,

Handicrafts

Vientiane Province Med and

Xanakham

2011  Handicrafts,

Poles, Chopsticks

Houaphanh  Xam Neua,

Viengxai and Sobbao

 2008  Furniture,

Handicrafts, 

Chopsticks, Poles, 

Pulp, Shoots, Mats 

Luang Prabang Luang Prabang, 

Viengkham

2010  Furniture  

Handicraft

• To ensure land tenure rights for bamboo 

plantations and support market-

oriented natural forest management.

• To enable producer groups to take 

responsibility for managing forest 

sustainably, developing plantations, 

delivering extension services and 

initiating locally based bamboo 

enterprises. 

• To facilitate effective coordination 

between state actors, producer groups 

and the private sector to develop the 

bamboo sector. 

12.    SNV, Turning poor man’s timber into green gold, Programme concept proposal, 2010
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Programme Interventions and Impacts

The Bamboo Programme is clearly an “actor-

oriented” programme. Interventions focus 

on the strengthening of the capacity of the 

government, communities and private sec-

tor to develop a diversified, competitive and 

pro-poor oriented bamboo sector. All these 

interventions are conducted in collaboration 

with different LCBs. 

Bamboo Result Chain 
SNV’s intervention logic follows the internation-

ally accepted monitoring framework developed 

by the Donor Committee for Enterprise Devel-

opment.13 The result chain describes the causal 

sequence of the bamboo development inter-

ventions in Lao PDR, specifying the sequence 

necessary to achieve the desired objectives. 

Programme Interventions – Logical Framework

13.   http://www.enterprise-development.org 

Enterprise
competiveness

Service Provision Public Private 
Dialogue

Value Chain Coordination 

Value Chain
Competitiveness

Producer groups 
- governance

Policy
environment
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government 

The bamboo sector in Lao PDR has been re-

garded as marginal for many years. Its eco-

nomic potential has until recently been largely 

underestimated or ignored. Since 2008, SNV, 

together with partner organisations, has ac-

tively worked to raise government awareness 

of development opportunities in the bamboo 

sector. Workshops, multi-stakeholder meet-

ings and study tours have been organised, 

giving government representatives the chance 

to share their experience with a wide range of 
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Intervention 1: Sensitisation of Local 
Governments to the Potential of the Bamboo 
Sector 

actors involved in the bamboo value chain. As 

a result, strong partnerships have been estab-

lished with different government agencies at 

provincial and district level: the Department of 

Agriculture and Forestry (Provincial Agriculture 

and Forestry Office [PAFO] and District Agri-

culture and Forestry Office [DAFO]); the Dis-

trict Land Management Authority (DLMA); the 

Department of Planning and Investment; the 

Department of Industry and Commerce (DIC); 

and the Lao Women’s Union (LWU). 
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Houaphanh Province aims to become “the 

leading province in Lao PDR in developing and 

managing a sustainable industry, providing 

“green gold” to the people and contributing 

to poverty alleviation.”14 The embracement of 

this vision is the result of continuous efforts to 

promote the bamboo sector in the province. 

In 2008, SNV and its partners started raising 

awareness among different government agen-

cies of the economic potential of bamboo. Pro-

vincial departments were invited to join study 

tours and learn from others’ experience.  Tak-

ing the successful development of the bamboo 

industry in China and Vietnam and its impact 

on poverty reduction as an example, provincial 

authorities decided to design a strategy seek-

ing to provide a common framework and a 

clear direction in developing the bamboo sec-

tor in Houaphanh Province. This initiative led to 

the publication in 2010 of a five-year bamboo 

development strategy, highlighting the main 

priorities for action and investment. 

Three main intervention areas were identified: 

sustainable resource management; business 

development; and supportive policy develop-

ment. A provincial bamboo task force was set 

up to ensure the implementation of the strate-

gy. Besides being an important guideline for all 

the stakeholders involved in the bamboo value 

chain in Houaphanh Province, the strategy is 

also an invaluable communication tool, ena-

bling the attraction of international donors and 

private investors. 

Since the adoption of the strategy, a Thai busi-

nessman has expressed interest in investing in 

the province and local service providers have 

emerged. Government agencies and local pro-

ducers have also been approached by different 

development organisations and invited to share 

their experience and knowledge.15 
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SNV does not only aim to raise government 

awareness of the bamboo sector; it also aims to 

give government agencies a lead in promoting 

and supporting the bamboo sector. Appropriation 

of the programme by the government is re-

The Bamboo Development Strategy in Houaphanh Province

garded as a priority and a guarantee of sustain-

ability. Government agencies are fully involved 

in programme activity implementation and 

benefit from strong support from SNV and LCBs 

to strengthen their staff capacity in programme 

management.

14.   Houaphanh Province, The first five years bamboo development strategy 2011 – 2015, 2011

15.   See Case study 4

BOX 4
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Originally founded in 1955 as the Lao Women’s 

Association, the LWU is a mass organisation 

that seeks to enhance women’s capacity for 

self-development and promote the role of 

women in society. Since 2008, LWU, together 

with GDA, has been implementing bamboo 

project activities in Sangthong District. Over 

this period, LWU has had the opportunity 

to significantly strengthen its staff capacity, 

attending several training sessions organised 

by GDA on topics ranging from leadership and 

project management to gender analysis of 

programme objectives and outcomes. 

By participating in all project activities, 

from action plan design to monitoring, LWU 

has acquired solid experience in project 

management. As Ms. Toun, LWU project 

coordinator says, “Before, we were not able to 

Lao Women’s Union Capacity Building in Sangthong District

design and implement a project by ourselves. 

External support was needed. Now, we don’t 

need to hire a consultant anymore. We have 

learnt a lot by working with GDA and SNV 

on the bamboo programme.” “GDA will also 

provide, as requested, a training on proposal 

writing and fund raising, so LWU will have in 

the future all the necessary tools to implement 

its own projects,” Ms. Boutsady Khonnouvong, 

GDA coordinator, adds. 

Besides project management skills, LWU has 

also reinforced its coordination role, facilitating 

relations between the different agencies 

involved in the programme. The promotion of 

the former Sangthong District LWU President to 

the position of deputy governor in 2010 can be 

interpreted as recognition of the LWU’s valuable 

work in Sangthong District.

The scaling-up of the Bamboo Programme 

activities to three new districts – Sobbao in 

Houaphanh Province in 2010 and Med and 

Xanakham in Vientiane Province in 2011 – 

shows the growing attention paid by the gov-

ernment to the development of the bamboo 

sector. In addition, SNV has recently been 

approached by Bokeo and Oudomxay provincial 

authorities. Both expressed great interest in 

developing the bamboo sector in their respec-

tive provinces. 

Despite the strong government commitment 

to promoting bamboo value chains, a major 

constraint is still to be overcome: the lack of 

inter-agency collaboration. Working on the 

bamboo value chain requires the intervention of 

a broad range of actors and presupposes effec-

tive vertical and horizontal coordination, as well 

as a clear division of tasks. Additional multi-

stakeholder meetings between district agencies 

within provinces and between provincial author-

ities will be held to improve collaboration and 

coordination. Study tours will also be organised 

to review ongoing activities and foster internal 

communication. 

BOX 5
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Business Environment
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A necessary condition for industry 

competitiveness and growth is the improvement 

of business environments by lifting constraints 

and filling gaps in regulatory and administrative 

support mechanisms. Ensuring that businesses 

can invest without fearing excessive control 

or unexpected policy change is vital to the 

development of the bamboo sector in Lao PDR. 

Traditionally, enterprises have been confronted 

with a confusing regulatory atmosphere 

commonly exemplified by tedious applications 

for business licenses, fickle decisions on 

taxation and fee collection and arbitrary setting 

of quotas. These ineffective decision-making 

processes are often the result of limited 

dialogue with the private sector, and inefficient 

information sharing and collaboration between 

government offices. 

To overcome this bottleneck, SNV strongly 

encourages internal coordination among 

government agencies and regular dialogue 

with the private sector by facilitating multi-

stakeholder meetings and fuelling debate on 

the main policy-related issues. Public-private 

partnership models are actively promoted as a 

way to foster synergies and boost the growth 

of the bamboo sector. They ensure that the 

concerns of both the government and private 

sector are heard and taken into account in the 

revision or design of new policies.

Because it understands the struggles of 

government departments to agree upon policy 

reforms and design new regulations, SNV will 

provide further assistance and intensify its 

facilitation and coordination role in the process. 

New discussions on tax issues have been 

initiated. The government is 

considering exempting some 

of the bamboo value chain 

actors from taxes. Currently, 

bamboo product traders are 

exempt from taxation when 

trading in-country, since their 

activities directly benefit rural 

communities.

 



CASE STUDY 1

16.   EDC, Bamboo factories assessment, Business Performance Assessment,Xanakham District, Vientiane Province, 2011

17.   About USD 10,000 

18.   EDC is a local consulting firm which has been sub-contracted as an LCB by SNV to implement project activities in Xanakham District

SNV Bamboo Programme: Approaches, Lessons and Innovations in Lao PDR 21

The Latsamy factory is one of the five factories 

producing semi-finished products in Xanakham 

District, Vientiane Province – mainly disposable 

chopsticks, skewers and toothpicks. The factory 

was set up in 2007 by Ms. Latsamy, a young 

entrepreneur, with the co-investment of a Thai 

businessman, Mr. Phayboun.16  Mr. Phayboun 

invested about 300,000 Baht17 for the purchase 

of equipment. In return, Ms. Latsamy’s factory is 

compelled to sell its products in Thailand exclu-

sively to Mr. Phayboun’s company but remains 

free to sell to other clients within the Lao market. 

Ms. Latsamy’s factory is essentially operating as 

a sub-contract supplier in the larger Thai mar-

ket and thus has limited room to manoeuvre. 

Because she is in a position of dependence, Ms. 

Latsamy’s bargaining power remains low and 

prices are set by Mr. Phayboun. Most of the ben-

efits are captured by the Thai company, which 

processes her products into final products and 

resells them at higher prices. Her situation is not 

exceptional. Four of the five factories operating 

in Xanakham have received financial assistance 

from Mr. Phayboun in the form of investment, 

advanced payment or deposit. Mr. Viengsavanh, 

Head of provincial Department of Trade Promo-

tion and Product Development (TPPD), says: 

“The relationship[s] between the factories in 

Xanakham and Mr. Phayboun are asymmetric. 

The government aims to encourage the export 

of finished products so Lao entrepreneurs can in-

crease the value of their products. Efforts will be 

made to support them.” One aspect of TPPD sup-

port will be to facilitate entrepreneurs’ access to 

financial services. “Investments are now discour-

aged by the complexity of procedures and facto-

ries are reluctant to borrow money from banks,” 

Mr. Viengsavanh says. To solve this, TPPD, SNV 

and the Enterprise and Development Consultants 

Company18 (EDC) will assist factories in devel-

oping the business plans requested by banks 

before approving any loan. In addition, dialogue 

has been opened with Mr. Phayboun. Relations 

between factories and traders are informal and 

no contracts have been agreed upon. Govern-

ment agencies encourage the establishment of 

formal agreements between Mr. Phayboun and 

the factories to improve the negotiating position 

of factories. Finally, preferable policies on finished 

product exports from Lao PDR are being imple-

mented. Export tax reductions have been intro-

duced as an incentive for international traders to 

buy finished products from Lao factories. 
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Improving Access to Finance:   
DIC Support to Factories in Xanakham
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SNV and partner organisations have collabo-

rated in the organisation of multi-stakeholder 

meetings and the realisation of needs assess-

ments with the aim of identifying the main con-

straints preventing the development of a robust 

bamboo sector in Lao PDR. By raising these 

issues, SNV has paved the road for constructive 

dialogue and policy change. Major constraints 

identified by the private sector, and by factories 

in Xanakham District in particular, include taxa-

tion and quota systems. The trade in bamboo 

products is subject to a complex range of tariffs 

and fees. The figure below summarises the 

main taxes currently in force:19

This complicated and opaque system of levies 

creates a significant disincentive for businesses 

to invest in the bamboo sector and leads to 

the development of informal channels of trade. 

Traders and factories refer to the scattered col-

lection of fees as a considerable impediment to 

their work. Quota procedures are also consid-

ered cumbersome and time-consuming. Facto-

ries have currently to go through three different 

government agencies before obtaining a formal 

permit. Since the programme started in 2011, a 

promising dialogue has been initiated with the 

government. Factories in Xanakham, with EDC 

and SNV support, submitted a proposal to the 

authorities to simplify quota allocation and tax 

collection procedures. If approved, future quo-

tas will be requested by the factories together 

and submitted to one single agency respon-

sible for following up the whole process and 

for facilitating the work between the different 

government authorities. In addition, taxes will 

be collected at the district level and no longer 

at the provincial level, enabling factory repre-

sentatives to avoid time-consuming trips.

Tackling Taxation issues: The Example of Xanakham District 

19.   Prosperity initiative, Bamboo Policy Assessment, A Review of institutional and policy issues that structure bamboo 
industrialization in Houaphanh Province, Lao PDR, 2010

BOX 6

Application for
Concession

Application for
Quota

Harvesting
Contract with

Village

Payment of 
Quota Fees

Application for
Export Permit

Payment of 
Export Tax

Provincial Agriculture
and Forestry Office

$1-2 US 105 kg/kilo 4500 k/tonne $1-2 10% of value

Village and District Department of Finance
and Department of 
Industry and Trade

Department of 
Industry and Trade
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Over the past year, land tenure and sustainable 

natural resource management issues have be-

come key concerns in national policy debates in 

Lao PDR. Officially, all land in Lao PDR belongs 

to the State but communities can be given the 

right to co-manage forest resources through 

land and forest use planning and zoning pro-

cesses. During the 1990s, land use planning 

and allocation activities were conducted by the 

government in different provinces. Territorial 

boundaries at the village level were delineated 

and areas of forest and non-forest were identi-

fied. The main objective of this policy was to 

contain shifting cultivation and develop villager 

competence in forest and agricultural land 

management.20 However, the results of land al-

location on the ground have been mixed. From 

a forest management perspective, few benefits 

have been achieved. The land zoning and al-

location processes, for example, have rarely 

led to the design and implementation of forest 

management plans. 

The sustainability of the investment realised 

by SNV in the development of bamboo value 

chains closely depends on the availability of 

bamboo resources. The supply of raw material 

has already been identified as a serious concern 

in some areas, notably in Sangthong District. 

Overharvesting, shifting cultivation practices 

and commercial land concessions have resulted 

in a progressive depletion of bamboo forests. 
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Intervention 3: Building Capacity in Natural 
Resource Management

To tackle this issue, SNV, together with GRET, 

GDA and the World Wide Fund for Nature 

(WWF), initiated in 2008 the development of 

forest management plans based on the previ-

ous government forest zonings in Sangthong 

District and Houaphanh Province. 

Going a step further, SNV contributed to the 

development of a model for issuing Commu-

nal Land Title certificates for bamboo forests 

to village communities in Sangthong District. 

All of these activities have been conducted in 

close collaboration with the relevant govern-

ment agencies (DAFO and DLMA). The capacity 

of both agencies to prepare forest inventories, 

analyse data and make and implement for-

est management plans has been strengthened 

through the provision of a wide range of train-

ing and field activities.

20.  NAFRI, Improving Livelihoods in the Uplands of Lao PDR, 2005
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According to the Prime Minister’s Decree on 

Land Titling, No. 88 of 3 June 2006, Commu-

nal Land Titles can be issued for all types of 

land that are allocated by the Government to 

village communities. The development of com-

munity land titles is also one of the objectives 

of the 5-year National Socio-Economic Devel-

opment Plan, which aims to issue 1.5 million 

title deeds over the period 2011-2015. So far, 

however, no communal land titles have been 

issued, mainly due to the lack of supporting 

guidelines.

Bamboo producers, DAFO and DLMA in Sang-

thong realised the urgent need to improve 

the management of bamboo resources and, 
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CASE STUDY 2

Communal Land Titling in Sangthong District

in partnership with SNV, GDA and WWF, they 

initiated a process that led to the first com-

munal land titles in Lao PDR. In collaboration 

with a local consultancy firm (Green Gold) and 

the National Agriculture and Forestry Research 

Institute (NAFRI), a participatory bamboo and 

rattan assessment was carried out, which led 

to the development of a management plan 

guiding four bamboo-dependent communities 

in harvesting resources sustainably. 

Mr. Lounthong Bounmany of the DLMA, who 

had insisted that “almost everything is linked 

to land issues” was invited to join a 2010 

study tour to Nepal, organised by the Land 

Issues Working Group and funded by the Food 

and Agriculture Organization of the United Na-

tions (FAO). 

There he became convinced that communal 

land titles were necessary to further secure 

bamboo resources for environmental and 

socio-economic purposes. After discussing 

his findings, SNV offered to pilot a process 

towards participatory development of com-

munal land titles in Sangthong with the Land 

and Natural Resources Research and Informa-

tion Centre of the National Land Management 

Authority (NLMA).

A field team developed a methodology that 

allowed for the testing of a potential action 
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plan, while seeking buy-in from the DLMA, 

the Land Use Planning Department, Land Pol-

icy Department, and Vientiane Land Manage-

ment Authorities. On 7 July 2011, the DLMA 

approved temporary communal land titles 

covering 2,107.65 hectares of village produc-

tion forest for Ban Na Pho and on 16 August 

for Ban Wang Mar, Ban Sor and Ban Kouay, 

which had prepared clear management plans 

approved by the District Authorities.

Sangthong can serve as a model for other 

districts in Lao PDR. So far, district authori-

ties have welcomed government representa-

tives from Salavan Province and several 

international non-governmental organisa-

tions (INGOs) interested in finding out more 

about communal land titling. Mr. Lounthong 

also presented the findings at the Village 

Focus International centre for representa-

tives of Non Profit Associations (NPAs), 

INGOs and government officials and was re-

ceived enthusiastically. A National Workshop 

took place early in 2012 for a broader audi-

ence of likeminded stakeholders, including 

government agencies, NPAs and INGOs, to 

advocate for a national scaling up of com-

munal land titling in Lao PDR.

 

Steps in a Communal Land  
Titling Process

1. Organise public hearings and 
consultation workshops with the villages 
concerned

2. Develop a common understanding 
with private land owners bordering the 
proposed communal land 

3. Confirm data or re-measure land area by 
the District Land Management Authority 
(DLMA) and establish land markers/poles

4. Finalise official paperwork (“Ekkasane 
Samnouane Kahm Hong”) and submit 
for approval of the relevant Land 
Management Authorities at Provincial 
level

5. Announce the temporary communal land 
title deeds

6. Wait 90 days for comments from villages 
involved and bordering landowners 

7. Issue the permanent communal land title

8. Organise the official handover ceremony 
of communal land title deeds (“Bai Ta Din 
Khok Thong”) by district governor and/or 
Provincial LMA

BOX 7
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Bamboo weaving is a traditional practice in Lao 

PDR. Sticky rice boxes, rice steamers, baskets 

and fishing equipment are produced by many 

Lao households for their own consumption. 

However, the commercialization of bamboo 

products remains limited. In 2008, SNV and 

partner organisations initiated the formation 

of bamboo handicraft and furniture producer 

groups in Houaphanh Province and Sangthong 

District in Vientiane Capital. Additional groups 

were formed in 2011 with the project scaling-

up in Med District, Vientiane Province. 

The promotion of group formation was moti-

Communities

Summary Table: Producer Groups and Income Generation from Bamboo (February 2012)

Sangthong21 Houaphanh21 Med22

Number of groups 17 22 10

Number of 
households 900 366 100

Number of women 199 66 43

Total Producer group 
income (LAK million) 1,400 350 16

Average household 
income (LAK million) 1.6 1 0.3

Intervention 1: Bamboo Producer Group 
Formation and Product Development

vated by the objective of improving villagers’ 

capacity to produce good quality and diverse 

bamboo products. Another objective was to link 

producers with markets. Once formed, all of the 

producer groups, and community enterprises, 

benefited from significant support from the 

project. 

Numerous training sessions were provided, en-

abling producers to develop their technical skill 

and increase their productivity. Strong results 

were achieved within three years, and bamboo 

activities now generate significant additional 

income for the households involved.

21.   Since 2008

22. Since May 2011
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In 2008, GDA and SNV visited Ban Napo village 

in Sangthong District to raise villagers’ aware-

ness of the economic potential of bamboo furni-

ture production. Looking for new income gen-

erating opportunities, Ms. Chanenao, together 

with 15 other householders, decided to join the 

programme and started producing bamboo fur-

niture in 2009 after attending several technical 

training sessions. 

Ms. Chanenao did not have any previous expe-

rience in bamboo furniture production and had 

CASE STUDY 3

Bamboo Furniture Production as a New Income 
Generating Opportunity in Sangthong District

only been producing household items, mainly 

for her own consumption. Occasional sales to 

relatives or neighbouring village families had 

provided her an additional annual income 

estimated at 100,000 to 200,000 kip a year. 

At this time, Ms. Chanenao’s family mainly 

relied on up-land rice farming as its main 

source of income. However, she says, “Most 

of the rice was used for family consumption. 

Some years, when the harvest was bad, we 

could not sell any.”

Today, Ms. Chanenao produces bamboo picnic 

tables and chairs, selling on average four sets 

per month. “Each set is sold for 500,000 kip. I 

can earn up to 2 million kip per month. Bamboo 

furniture production is really profitable”, she 

said. As a result, Ms. Chanenao decided in 2010 

to devote herself to this activity and her family 

abandoned shifting cultivation. 

With the income earned from bamboo, Ms. 

Chanenao first financed the construction of 

a new house. She also invested in cassava 

cultivation. “In 2009, I started planting cas-

sava on a small plot with the support of a local 

company. I had to borrow money from it. The 

interest rate was very high. Now, I am able to 

invest myself and I have expanded the culti-

vation area from 0.5 to 3 hectares,” she says. 

Finally, the remaining part of her earnings from 

bamboo sales is used to pay for the education 

of her youngest son. 
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Apart from the banking sector (i.e. Nayobay 

Bank) and government extension services, 

no business development services operate in 

the rural provinces of Lao PDR. Government 

agencies are often unable to offer the right 

type of services to communities due to un-

derstaffing, limited budgets or low capacity. 

Since 2008, SNV has promoted and supported 

the development of a network of local service 

providers. These service providers are com-

munity members who possess specific skill 

sets and have the ability to provide tailor-

made and locally appropriate solutions to the 

challenges faced by producers.

Ms. Chanenao has become for many an ex-

ample to follow. Villagers from nearby regu-

larly come to ask her for advice. She is an 

ambitious woman who does not plan to stop 

growing her business. She is considering 

developing new designs and starting a bam-

boo plantation growing appropriate species 

for furniture production. As she says, “Bam-

boo has changed my life. Now, when I see 

people cutting bamboo to make land avail-

able, I want to tell them not to do so. They 

do not realise how precious bamboo is.” Ms. 

Chanenao is not alone in Sangthong District. 

To date, 10 households have stopped shifting 

cultivation to focus on bamboo furniture or 

handicraft production. 
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Mr. Sivon, aged 57, is a renowned handicraft 

designer in Houaphanh Province. He has been 

weaving bamboo for over 50 years, and has 

acquired strong technical and design skills. In 

2007, he attended a 10-day training programme 

organised by the Poverty Reduction Fund (PRF)23  

and his talent attracted the attention of the 

trainers. PRF asked Mr. Sivon to conduct train-

ing in three districts in Houaphanh Province. In 

2009, he joined the Houaphanh Province Handi-

craft Association and was involved in different 

training activities. His reputation grew and the 

Lao Vientiane Times newspaper interviewed 

him. In 2009, after the publication of the arti-

cle, he was contacted by SNV and asked to join 

Development of Local Service Providers in 
Houaphanh Province

CASE STUDY 4

the programme. Since then, Mr. Sivon has been 

working to train local communities to develop a 

diverse range of handicraft products, by using 

new and appropriate techniques and design. He 

has also contributed to identifying new products 

by exploring new markets and is acting as a 

messenger, disseminating and updating market 

information to the producer groups. As he says, 

“Since I have been involved in the programme, 

I had the chance to participate in several study 

tours and exhibitions. Each time I bring Houa-

phanh’s products so I can observe clients’ and 

other designers’ reaction. I can also pick up new 

ideas from other provinces or countries.” Mr. 

Sivon, with SNV and Phoxai24 has also devel-

oped a pool of 10 trainers who assist him in 

providing training to the 18 villages for which 

he is responsible. These trainers have been 

selected from among the producer groups 

according to several criteria. “A good trainer 

is an experienced person able to produce at 

least 10 products. He or she needs to have 

good communication skills and to be patient 

and friendly so villagers are confident to work 

with [him],” he says. Finally, Mr. Sivon is in 

charge of following up on the producer groups 

and regularly visits them to provide additional 

advice. “Since I have been working with these 

groups, product quality has significantly im-

proved and villagers are able to weave new 

products”, Mr. Sivon says.

23.   The PRF was established by Lao Government in 2002 as one of the significant measures to support the national five-year Socio-economic 
Development Plan and the Poverty Reduction Strategy Plan. Since 2002, a number of participatory rural development projects have been 
implemented under the umbrella of the PRF.

24.   Phoxai is an LCB operating in Houaphanh Province (see case study 6)



25.   MHP is a Lao non profit association working in Bokeo Province to develop alternative livelihoods for women.
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Mr. Sitha: an exemplary trainer

Mr. Sitha of Xieng Maen village, Viengxai 

District, is one of the 10 producers selected 

by Mr. Sivon to be a trainer because of his 

long experience in bamboo weaving. Besides 

being a trainer, he is also head of a producer 

group comprising of 19 members from three 

different villages. Since he has been part of 

the programme, Mr. Sitha has significantly 

improved his skills: “Before, I only produced 

traditional items.  

I have learnt how to weave new products and I 

am now able to create my own designs, using 

silk or cotton weaving patterns,” he says. Mr. 

Sitha now plays a crucial role in strengthen-

ing the capacity of his group members as well 

as other groups in producing high quality and 

diverse bamboo products.  

In 2011, Mr. Sitha and Mr. Sivon were invited 

by the local NGO Maeying Houamchai Phattana 

(MHP)25 to train producers in Bokeo Province. 

He was also asked by an Asian Development 

Bank tourism project to provide training in one 

of their target villages in Xam Nuea district. 

“My work is being recognised. I am very proud 

of being a model for other bamboo handicraft 

producers,” he says. “Being involved in this kind 

of trainings also benefits my own work. I can 

share experience with other trainers and bring 

new design ideas to my village,” he added. Mr. 

Sitha is a committed trainer and group leader, 

always looking for ways to improve producers’ 

skills. He is now considering creating a dem-

onstration place in his village where bamboo 

products will be displayed to visitors and where 

producers will gather and exchange experience. 
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The Poungnakhao village bamboo producer 

group in Viengxai District, Houaphanh Province, 

currently consists of 14 members. Strong cohe-

sion has progressively been established among 

the group. After forming in 2009, the group 

initiated a communal fund.  All producers con-

tribute to the fund by paying an annual 12,000 

kip fee and new members have to pay an addi-

tional entrance fee of 10,000 kip. Members who 

are also trainers are compelled to provide 10% 

of their income to the fund.  Fees are also paid 

by traders for purchases exceeding 1 million kip 

and the group receives 3% on top of the total 

payment. Finally, 200,000 kip is received from 

groups coming to visit the village for study 

tours. All the producers are allowed to bor-

row money from the fund at a monthly interest 

rate of 0.5%. The fund is still small because 

the group was created less than two years ago. 

However, this initiative shows the development 

of a sense of cohesion between the producers. 

The formation of producer groups has certainly 

contributed to improving product quality and 

productivity, but further support still needs to 

be provided to harmonise the performance of 

the different villages. Differences in quality are 

perceived as a significant constraint by traders, 

who have to meet specific quality standards 

to satisfy the requirements of their clients. An 

action plan has recently been developed by 

traders to tackle this issue.26 Better prices will 

be paid for high quality products, so traders 

attempt to provide producers with an incentive 

to improve product quality. Insect damage 

to bamboo products has also been identified 

as a major threat.27 Most groups use natural 

methods for insect prevention. The efficiency of 

these methods appears to be limited in some 

cases and new solutions have to be explored.

26.   See Case study 8

27.   Pelzer N., Exploring market opportunities for Houaphanh bamboo handicraft and furniture producers, Master thesis, 2011. 

BOX 8
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While the main roles and functions of the groups 

relate to the commercial production of bamboo 

products, the programme is also designed to 

bring about cohesion and solidarity among pro-

Cohesion within the Groups: The Story of the Poungnakhao 
Village Bamboo Producer Group Fund

ducers. The effectiveness of the groups closely 

depends on the ability of the villagers to work 

together. Initiatives to strengthen internal col-

laboration are actively encouraged.



SNV Bamboo Programme: Approaches, Lessons and Innovations in Lao PDR32

One of the biggest challenges for bamboo pro-

ducers is insect and fungi attack, which can de-

stroy bamboo in a relatively short period. One 

of the main threats faced by bamboo product 

producers is the “Powderpost Beetle”. Its dam-

age is recognisable in the form of a talcum-like 

yellowish powder and small holes in the area of 

the nodes and along the internodes. 

This kind of blemish is unattractive, even if 

no structural damage is evident. This results 

in decreased sales as consumers lose confi-

dence in the product. Bamboo producers are 

using various methods to try to prevent at-

tack, ranging from leaching in water, smoking 

and lime washing or even chemical treatments 

using petrol and other unhealthy substances. 

Very often these methods are not sufficient and 

the beetles attack anyway after a few months. 

Some methods are toxic and dangerous, so 

they should not be practiced. 

Based on its experience in Indonesia and Thai-

land, SNV has facilitated demonstrations and 

training for villagers on pesticide resistance 

treatment by using Timbor28 and/or a mix of 

borax and boric acid imported from Thailand. 

These natural salts are generally considered 

to be not much more toxic than table salt and 

are effective in preventing insect damage. The 

treatment process involves dipping bamboo 

poles in a water-borne solution for several 

days. A Lao manual on the use of the com-

pounds has been developed and distributed to 

various projects and provinces. 

28.   A commercial wood preservative that works as an insecticide and fungicide derived from natural borates, compounds from deposits produced by the 
repeated evaporation of seasonal lakes, generally considered to be not much more toxic than table salt

Bamboo Treatment
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29.   SNV and GRET, EU Proposal : Support to the implementation of the Houaphanh Province Bamboo Sector Development Strategy, 2010
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Traditionally, communities have had limited 

power to negotiate product prices with traders 

or legislation with local authorities. Communi-

cation is usually one-sided or top-down since 

communities are neither perceived as equal 

partners nor able to act professionally on their 

own account.29 Hence, empowering producer 

groups through the emergence of community 

leaders has been one of the SNV priorities. Lo-

cal leaders have had the opportunity, through a 

wide range of training, to enhance their leader-

ship, management, communication and nego-

tiation skills. They now play a crucial role in 

linking groups with traders and the government 

and are better able to defend communities’ in-

Intervention 2: Empowering Producers through 
the Emergence of Community Leaders

terests. They are also responsible for mobilising 

producers and disseminating information about 

markets or village rights with regard to natural 

forest management.

Links between traders and producer groups 

have been established through the programme. 

Empowered producers are better able to ne-

gotiate with traders. However, access to mar-

ket information at the producer level remains 

limited. Producers mainly depend on trader 

information and some traders may be tempted 

to take advantage of this situation. To prevent 

this, SNV intends to facilitate information shar-

ing between producer groups by organising 

peer-to-peer exchange. 

Besides enabling producers 

to share their experience and 

information about prices, the 

exchanges are meant to con-

tribute to the design of a plan 

of action based on the main 

issues faced by producers and 

key areas for future SNV in-

tervention. Dialogue between 

traders and producer groups 

will also be strongly encour-

aged. The objective is to build 

trust between these actors by 

making them realise that their 

activities are interdependent.



Mr. Livone is a primary school teacher in 

Houakang village in Xam Neua District, Houa-

phanh Province. He was unable to provide for 

his family’s needs on his teaching salary, so he 

supplemented his income by making wooden 

furniture. In 2010, he heard about the SNV 

bamboo programme and came to request 

support. “I wanted to switch from wooden to 

bamboo furniture production. Producing bam-

boo furniture requires less investment since 

the raw material is easily available around the 

village and can be collected for free,” he says. 

Since receiving training in June 2010, Mr. 

Livone has acted as a promoter and plays a 

central role in mobilising potential producers in 

his community. His intervention is crucial since 

most people in his village belong to the Hmong 

ethnic group whose first language is not Lao.  

Mr. Livone has succeeded in convincing 12 

other households to join the programme and 

a group was created in November 2010. His 

communication skills and his experience in 

furniture production make Mr. Livone ideally 

placed to lead and successfully manage the 

group. The Houakang Village group is organ-

ised into three units. Producers from each 

unit gather to work together, which facilitates 

experience sharing. Unit leaders ensure that 

quality standards are harmonised among the 

group. Simple market testing informs the 

establishment of a yearly production plan. 

CASE STUDY 5

Strong Leadership: A Guarantee of Success

New products are displayed along the road to 

test clients’ taste. “Before producing a prod-

uct in larger quantity, we first want to know if 

we can sell it easily,” Mr. Livone says. Regular 

meetings are then organised to discuss the 

main difficulties faced by the producers and to 

assess the progress made in achieving produc-

tion targets. 

In addition, Mr. Livone has a high sense of 

initiative. “I asked two members to visit 

Ban Napo, a neighbouring village producing 

bamboo furniture. We can learn from oth-

ers’ experiences,” he says. Mr. Livone is also 

thinking about developing a simple product 

development manual that could be distributed 

to the villagers. Strong leadership seems to 

be a guarantee of success. Leaders are ac-

tors of change who are able to mobilise people 

around a common objective.

SNV Bamboo Programme: Approaches, Lessons and Innovations in Lao PDR34
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30.   See case study 2 

31.   Prosperity initiative, Bamboo Policy Assessment, A Review of institutional and policy issues that structure bamboo industrialization in Houaphanh Province, Lao        
PDR, 2010

32.   GRET, securing Land-use right for farmer involved in trade-oriented bamboo forest management and plantation, factsheet no 2, 2010.

Rural communities are aware of the progressive 

depletion of natural bamboo forests. However, 

they do not have sufficient incentives or knowl-

edge to sustainably manage these resources. 

Since 2008, SNV, with GRET, GDA and WWF has 

been working to raise villagers’ awareness of 

sustainable harvesting in Houaphanh Province 

and Sangthong District in Vientiane Capital. Field 

training has been provided and forest manage-

ment demonstration plots have been set up. 

In addition, SNV has contributed to the devel-

opment of community-based forest manage-

ment plans. The design of these plans is the 

result of a constructive participatory process in-

volving both communities and government. This 

process led to the establishment by communi-

ties of specific rules on bamboo harvesting and 

to the creation of bamboo village committees in 

charge of enforcing these regulations. 

By securing villagers’ access to land – through 

the development of communal land titles – SNV 

has also created new incentives for sustainable 

management. Villagers are more likely to invest 

in land and to preserve natural resources if they 

are sure that the land is theirs to keep.30

Bamboo harvesting is regulated by several 

laws.31 In an effort to protect the regeneration 

of bamboo forests, a Prime Ministerial Order 

was passed in 2001 that created a closed sea-

Intervention 3: Building Capacity in Natural 
Resource Management

son from 31 May to 31 October, during which 

bamboo cannot be cut. The government also 

has the capacity to issue short-term decisions 

to protect resource sustainability. For example, 

in 2009 authorities in Houaphanh Province is-

sued an order to halt bamboo shoot harvesting 

based on the belief that bamboo stocks in the 

forest were declining. 

Developing forest management plans is a way 

to demonstrate that communities are able to 

effectively and sustainably manage forests 

while exploiting their resources for commer-

cial purposes. The successful implementation 

of these plans may lead to the revision of the 

restrictive policies currently regulating bamboo 

collection and commercialisation. 

As well as forest management plans, bamboo 

plantations have been established by GRET in 

Houaphanh Province. Plantations are seen as a 

way to secure villagers’ access to land and to pro-

vide them with long-term income. Different kinds 

of land can be used for bamboo plantations, with 

agricultural land being the main one. Plots have 

been allocated to farmers by village authorities 

and households have received temporary “land 

parcel use rights”. Farmers then have three years 

to demonstrate their capacity to properly and 

sustainably manage their plot. If successful, they 

can obtain a permanent land title.32



The Development of Bamboo Plantations in  
Houaphanh Province
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33.   SUFORD is a multilateral cooperation project between the Government of Lao PDR, Finland and the World Bank, whose main purpose is to institute nationwide 
systematic forest management

In 2008, GRET conducted a participatory 

assessment of bamboo sector development 

opportunities in Houaphanh Province and 

recorded a strong willingness from farmers to 

start bamboo plantations.  Since then, GRET 

Intercropping experiments are also being 

conducted by GRET in several villages 

in Viengxai and Sobbao Districts in 

Houaphanh Province. According to forestry 

regulations, farming cannot take place in 

forest areas but bamboo plantations can be 

established 

Strengthening the capacity of communi-

ties in natural resource management is a 

long-term process. SNV is currently ex-

ploring the possibility of working on these 

issues with the Sustainable Forestry for 

Rural Development project (SUFORD)33 in 

Med and Xanakham Districts, Vientiane 

Province.

Further interventions will be based on the 

lessons learnt in Sangthong District and 

Houaphanh Province.
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has supported about 20 villages in establishing 

plantations, providing them with technical 

assistance and inputs such as seedlings and 

fencing. Study tours to Thanh Hoa province 

in Vietnam have been organised, enabling 

farmers to strengthen their capacity in pest 

management, soil management, nursery 

preparation and intercropping practices. 

Nurseries have also been set up. Some of 

the seedlings are used by farmers to expand 

or improve their own bamboo plantations, 

reducing their dependence on external 

suppliers. The remaining seedlings are sold to 

provide additional income for the villagers. This 

extra income enables farmers to bear the costs 

of investment related to the bamboo plantation. 

Because it takes three years before the first 

bamboo poles are ready to be harvested, 

no income has yet been generated from the 

plantations. 

BOX 10
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III - Private Sector
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Trade relations in the Lao bamboo sector are 

limited and often informal. Bamboo products are 

mainly used for household consumption and sales 

are mostly occasional. Linking producers and 

traders is a real challenge. SNV had to start from 

scratch in Houaphanh Province and Med District, 

Vientiane Province, where no or only opportunistic 

traders were operating. Poor road conditions and 

remoteness result in high transportation costs, 

which discourage traders from investing in these 

areas. The SNV Bamboo Programme has contrib-

uted to establishing relationships between produc-

ers and emerging traders. The formation of groups 

has significantly simplified traders’ work by creating 

a centralised system. Traders now ideally deal with 

one representative per village and collect all the 

products at the same time. Trade between produc-

ers and traders is regulated by verbal agreement, 

Intervention 1: Strengthening Links with 
Producers and Collectors

with producers receiving regular orders with spe-

cific quality standards set for each product. Quality 

is then controlled at the time of the purchase and 

traders can refuse to buy products that do not meet 

size or quality standards. 

The Bamboo Programme focuses not only on trad-

ers but also on factories. SNV aims to establish fair 

links between bamboo pole collectors and factories 

by promoting inclusive business models. Under the 

current system, factories have difficulty in securing 

their supply since there is little incentive for villag-

ers to collect bamboo poles. Moreover, villagers’ 

commitment is often limited. Rice farming is usu-

ally their main activity and bamboo pole collection 

is only perceived as an additional and occasional 

source of income. SNV’s objective is to give vil-

lagers a sense of responsibility while encouraging 

factories to create financial incentives for collectors. 
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Mr. Kamleck, former Deputy Head of the Indus-

try and Commerce Department of Houaphanh, 

is a bamboo handicraft trader in the province. 

He started his business from scratch with SNV 

support. “I heard about the SNV Bamboo Pro-

gramme when I was still working for the govern-

ment. I was immediately convinced by its po-

tential. SNV needed someone to give a hand so 

I grabbed the opportunity. My objective is to run 

a profitable business while contributing at the 

same time to improving villager’s living condi-

tions in my province” he says. In October 2010, 

he set up the Phoxai Company and engaged 

with SNV as an LCB. Since then, Mr. Kamleck 

has been combining the role of trader with that 

of local coordinator in the bamboo programme, 

promoting handicraft production in his province. 

Among his responsibilities, Mr. Kamleck is in 

charge of raising awareness of the programme 

among communities and has been fully involved 

in the formation of producer groups. 

He says: “Group formation is crucial. From the 

programme perspective, it facilitates the organi-

sation of trainings and the provision of services 

to producers. It also benefits my business since 

producer’s performance has improved.” Since 

2010, Mr. Kamleck, together with local service 

providers,34 has also assisted producer groups in 

developing new products. He plays a central role 

in identifying market opportunities and dissemi-

nating market information at the producer level. 

In addition, he encourages the producers to 

improve the quality of their products. A simple 

quality control system has been established. “I 

bring to the villagers a sample product so they 

can reproduce it. A written agreement regard-

ing the product size is also made,” he says. In 

some groups, quality remains an issue but Mr. 

Kamleck’s objective is first to support producers. 

“In the villages which have recently joined the 

programme, I always buy the products even if 

the quality is low. It is like an incentive. I want 

to encourage them to continue and to improve,” 

he says. Finally, Mr. Kamleck provides produc-

ers with deposits to make sure they will not sell 

the products to anyone else. This contributes 

to building trust with producers and provides a 

basis for future agreements. Within one year, Mr. 

Kamleck has succeeded in establishing strong 

and fair relationships with producers and has 

shown a high commitment to working closely 

with them.
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Building Trust with Producers: The Story of  
Mr. Kamleck in Houaphanh Province

34.   See case study 4 
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Med is a mountainous district in the west of 

Vientiane Province. The infrastructure of the 

district is poorly developed and most roads are 

inaccessible during the rainy season. 

As a result, trading activities remain limited 

and communities have few opportunities to sell 

their products.

Before the programme started in May 2011, 

bamboo handicraft trading was non-existent. 

Since then, SNV has succeeded in linking 

producers with the market by identifying a 

trader interested in buying products from 

Med. Ms. Thongdeuane has been trading 

bamboo items since 2000 from her town in 

Viengkham District, Vientiane Province. She 

used to collect handicraft products from only 

two villages located nearby. When she heard 

about the programme in 2011, she decided 

to scale up her activities to three new villages 

in Med District. Besides being a trader, Ms. 

Thongdeuane is also a trainer. She provides, 

with the support of three assistants, monthly 

training sessions for about 65 households. She 

says, “Providing training is time-consuming 

but it is a valuable investment. By doing so, 

I am sure that villagers can produce high 

quality products.” Quality is crucial for Ms. 

Thongdeuane since her main customers are 

companies exporting to Europe. International 

quality standards have to be met. In just a 

few months, significant results have already 

been achieved. Ms. Thongdeuane has ordered 

simple products – mainly tea boxes – from the 

villagers for a total of 9 million kip. Villagers are 

now interested in producing more challenging 

items and in organising themselves into groups. 
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Linking Producers to Markets: The Role of  
Ms. Thongdeuane in Med District



Facilitating Producers’ Access to Financial Services:  
A Micro-credit Initiative in Sangthong District
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The Bamboo Traders Association (BTA) was es-

tablished in 2004 by Sangthong District author-

ities and currently consists of eight members. 

In 2006, BTA, under the supervision of the DIC, 

contributed to the formation of small bamboo 

producer groups. Since 2008, BTA has ben-

efited from strong support from GDA and SNV, 

expanding its network from 2 to 17 villages. 

In 2010, the Netherlands-based organisa-

tion, Micro-credit for Mothers (MFM),35 offered 

to help BTA provide micro-credit services to 

women. This led to the submission in 2011 of 

a proposal jointly developed by BTA, GDA and 

SNV. According to this proposal, 1 million kip 

loans will be offered to 199 women involved in 

project activities. Loan conditions include an in-

terest rate of 1.5% per month and a repayment 

period of 6 months. The administration costs 

linked to the management of the fund will be 

financed by the money generated by the inter-

est rate payments. Once reimbursed, the initial 

capital will be sent back to MFM or used to set 

up a bamboo development fund, according to 

the donor’s wishes. 

The MFM fund is being co-managed by GDA 

and LWU in its first phase, since BTA does not 

have any experience in this field.36 Measures 

are taken to ensure that MFM credit is properly 

used, and a monitoring system has been devel-

oped based on experience previously gained by 

GDA and LWU. 

In 2006, both organisations participated in the 

creation of village development funds in Sang-

thong District but met with little success. Most 

households used the money they borrowed to 

meet their basic needs rather than to invest in 

income generating activities. Hence, many were 

unable to repay their loans. To avoid similar 

difficulties, simple business plans are being 

developed with producers who are interested 

in borrowing money. Monthly meetings will also 

be organised by GDA and LWU to prevent any 

repayment difficulties. 

In 2011, thanks to MFM support, 73 women 

will be able to invest in their businesses and 

expand their activities by purchasing tools and 

materials. BTA will also benefit from this initia-

tive since productivity increases and product 

quality improvements can be expected. The 

system also contributes to building trust with 

producers. Finally, by being involved at all 

stages of the process, BTA is building its ca-

pacity to manage similar funds in the future. 

If successful, the initiative, which is currently 

targeting 11 villages, will be expanded to all 17 

villages involved in the bamboo programme in 

2012, while providing year-long loans.

35.   http://www.microkredietvoormoeders.org/en/enproj/enpBBSWI1.htm

36.   See Boxes 2 and 5

BOX 11
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While links have been established between pro-

ducers and traders, these relationships remain 

informal and dependent on the goodwill of both 

parties. Agreements are still verbal since pro-

ducers are reluctant to establish contracts. It 

is difficult for villagers to plan their production 

capacity and they do not want to set contracts 

if they are not sure they can meet their terms 

and conditions. Delays in product delivery are 

frequently observed and these affect the trust 

of traders in the capacity of producer groups to 

be reliable partners. Building trust requires time 
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and effort. Traders involved in the programme 

are carefully selected by SNV according to dif-

ferent criteria. Business skills are not sufficient: 

traders must also show social responsibility and 

long-term commitment. In the same way, pro-

ducers have to demonstrate a strong willingness 

to improve their performance and to work with 

traders. SNV will focus its efforts on strengthen-

ing producers’ and traders’ business capacity. 

Ideally, business plans and production plans 

recording the obligations and commitments of 

both parties will be established systematically. 
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A lack of business and management skills 

has been identified as a major constraint, 

preventing traders and factories from building 

strong and sustainable businesses. So far, 

SNV’s interventions have mainly focused on 

producer group formation and strengthening. 

More attention will be given to the private 

sector in the next phase of the programme. In 

September 2011, both producer groups and 

traders in Houaphanh and Luang Prabang had 

an opportunity to attend a business training 

session organised by the Lao Development 

Network (LDN) and to develop simple business 

plans. Additional training will be provided, 

covering several topics, including negotiation 
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Intervention 2: Business Skills Development 
and the Identification of New Markets

skills, marketing and basic entrepreneurial 

skills. Besides capacity building activities, 

SNV plays a crucial role in disseminating 

information and encouraging traders’ 

participation in exhibitions and trade fairs. 

Moreover, SNV assists traders in conducting mar-

ket surveys and identifying new market opportu-

nities. Since May 2011, SNV has also been work-

ing closely with factories in Xanakham District, 

Vientiane Province. A training needs assessment 

has been conducted and this will lead to the crea-

tion of tailor-made business management skills 

development courses. Special attention will be 

paid to inclusive business plans, production plan 

development and negotiation skills. 
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and Construction – the Material of the Future?
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The Luang Prabang economy is mainly driven 

by the tourism sector. Its growth has led to 

the development of tourism infrastructures 

such as hotels, resorts, guesthouses 

and restaurants. With the new market 

opportunities for bamboo-related products in 

mind, SNV, with a local guesthouse, initiated 

the construction of a bamboo house in May 

2011. Eco-tourism and green concepts 

have become strong selling points and the 

owner of the guesthouse hopes through this 

initiative to differentiate her business from 
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the competition and to attract new clients. To 

carry out the project, SNV organised a 10-

day training session for local builders from 

Luang Prabang and Houaphanh with previous 

experience in wooden house or bamboo 

construction. 

Bamboo could be a good choice of material 

for environmental-friendly construction in the 

future. Large diameter Bamboo species are 

easily accessible in Luang Prabang Province. 

The bamboo house has already been booked 

by tourists. 

BOX 12



The Luang Prabang Bamboo Exhibition
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In December 2010, SNV, together with the DIC 

and the Luang Prabang Handicraft Association, 

organised a bamboo fair in Luang Prabang to 

build awareness of the value of bamboo and 

to boost the bamboo sector in the province. 

Among several activities at the exhibition,37 

traders from Luang Prabang, Houaphanh, 

Sangthong and Vientiane were invited to use 

stalls to sell their products and introduce 

new designs. The event attracted widespread 

attention from tourists, hotels, restaurants, 

tour operators, the World Heritage Office, 

architects, designers and various departments 

and local organisations. 

Local people were also able to attend the 

event and to learn about the commercial value 

of bamboo. One said, “Usually, when I see 

bamboo, I cut and burn it to clear the land in 

order to grow rice and other crops. But now I 

know that we can earn income from bamboo, 

I will bring it into the market.” The exhibition 

was also a success for the traders, with sales 

amounting to approximately USD 4,000 being 

made in a short period. Sellers also had the 

chance to test their products and to collect 

information on buyers’ preferences, the quality 

they require and the price they are prepared to 

pay. Traders received purchase orders totalling 

USD 24,000. 

Exhibitions are powerful communication tools 

for the promotion of the Lao bamboo sector. 

By organising and supporting this kind of 

event, SNV also helps to link traders with 

markets. They are also an occasion for traders 

to exchange market information and product 

design ideas.

37.   Oudomvilay B., Luang Prabang Bamboo Exhibition 2010 – case study, 2011

BOX 13



Get Ready 4 ITECC
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Capacity building is a long-term process that 

requires the strong involvement of both SNV 

and the private sector. The inability of some 

traders and factories to develop a long-term 

vision remains a major constraint. If profits 

are not high enough in the first few months, 

some traders are tempted to abandon the 

scheme and to start another business. 

By strengthening networking and trader 

associations, SNV intends to develop a sense 

of responsibility among traders and to facilitate 

the development of joint business strategies, 

to ensure economies of scale are made and to 

develop more efficient operations.

BOX 14

The Lao Handicraft Association (LHA) has been 

promoting Lao handicraft products through 

various activities for the last 10 years. The 

2010 annual Vientiane Lao Handicraft Festival 

(LHF) has been one of the most successful 

campaigns to encourage local producers, and 

craftspeople come from all over the country 

to share traditional Lao crafts with local, 

regional and international customers. The LHF 

provides local producers with the opportunity to 

establish trade relations and thereby increase 

their income and improve livelihoods. Although 

the LHA has been attempting to promote Lao 

products and culture, handicraft producers 

remain weak in promoting their products and 

building market links.

LHA, with support from SNV, SUFORD and Lane 

Xang Mineral Limited, organised one seminar 

each in Xiengkhouang and Champasack 

Provinces to raise awareness of the purpose of 

the LHF among selected members of handicraft 

producer groups and Lao handicraft businesses. 

The seminars focussed especially on providing 

information on current market needs, product 
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First prize at the 2010 Lao Handicraft Festival for best bamboo handicraft 
product from Houaphanh 

quality, size, colour and design, and customer 

contacts. Participants were able to share their 

experience on how to interact with customers 

and how to ensure their products are fit 

for sale at the LHF. They also learned new 

marketing and business skills in developing 

product profiles, pricing, exhibiting products, 

packaging and transportation services to attract 

customers. 

For the tenth LHF (19-23 October, 2011 at 

the Lao International Trade Exhibition and 

Convention Centre) participants were advised 

to send delegates with knowledge of marketing, 

or who are producer group leaders or designers 

to attend product demonstrations.



SNV Bamboo Programme: Approaches, Lessons and Innovations in Lao PDR46

SNV has been encouraging the formation of 

trader groups and associations in the bamboo 

sector for several years. When the Bamboo 

Programme started, there was only one as-

sociation: the BTA in Sangthong District. Since 

then, several groups have been formed. Six 

traders in Houaphanh Province have created 
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Intervention 3: The Promotion of Networking

an informal network with the aim of facilitat-

ing information sharing among its members. 

Five factories in Xanakham District have also 

decided to work closely together. In this way, 

these factories intend to enhance their capacity 

to negotiate with the government and investors 

on an equal footing.   
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The BTA was established in 2004 by Sangthong 

District authorities. The main objective was to 

facilitate the issuance of import-export licenses 

by the government. At that time, there was no 

real intention from traders to work together. 

The group was institutionally weak and col-

laboration was limited. In 2006, the number of 

group members increased from four to eight 

and a common understanding was slowly de-

veloped among the traders. Working as a group 

was regarded as a way to avoid competition, to 

simplify tax procedures and to increase bene-

fits. In 2008, SNV contributed to strengthening 

BTA’s internal organisation. Since then, tasks 

have been clearly divided between the mem-

bers.  The BTA president and two deputies are 

responsible for the overall management and 

administration of the group. An accountant has 

been appointed and two members are in charge 

of domestic and international marketing, re-

spectively. 

The BTA has strongly reinforced its relationship 

with producers and has reached new markets. 

Before being involved in the programme, BTA 

used to only export simple handicraft products 

to Thailand, such as drying mats, chicken coops 

and joss sticks. The group is now focusing more 

on the domestic market, and trading a wide 

range of products in Lao PDR, such as furniture 

and higher-value handicraft products. In 2010, 

BTA initiated fund raising activities by selling 

10,000 shares of 10,000 kip each. To date, 

5,000 shares have been sold to members and 

small investors at the district level. The purpose 

of this initiative is to increase the organisation’s 

capital for investment and to create a sense of 

ownership among members and investors. In 

just a few years, BTA has significantly improved 

its performance. Between 2008 and 2010, the 

Group’s profits increased by approximately 

38%. The BTA shows how group formation can 

benefit both traders and producers. 

Besides group formation, SNV also supports 

the development of networks between traders 

from different provinces. Exhibitions and 

study tours enable traders to meet each other, 

share market information and explore new 

market opportunities.

The Bamboo Traders Association 

BOX 15



CASE STUDY 8

Bamboo Trader Study Trip  
and Network Dialogue
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Ensuring that expansion of the producer 
network in the bamboo programme is 
sustainable requires more than secured orders 
from traders; more important is the direct 
involvement of traders to provide the right type 
of market information in supporting product 
development and expansion. This fact formed 
the basis for the organisation of a study tour of 
14 provincial traders from Houaphanh, Luang 
Prabang, Xiengkhouang and Vientiane Provinces 
to visit producer groups in Houaphanh and 
establish dialogue meetings with producers and 
amongst traders themselves. Traveling together 
to meet producer groups and discussing trade 
issues provided participants with an opportunity 
to get to know each other’s trading practices. 
More important, however, was learning about 
producers’ expectations and what traders can 
do for producers in terms of strengthening 
trade relations.

Key issues were discussed in a meeting with 
traders, including possible strategies to over-
come constraints, one of which is how to em-
ploy “Fair Trade” principles to benefit a national 

bamboo trade association. Traders were chal-
lenged to think about their current trading net-
work, how it works and what constraints they 
most need to overcome in order to develop the 
bamboo sector and target export markets. 

As an outcome of the event, SNV helped 
traders to develop an action plan based on 
priority issues. A series of market chain maps 
based on surveys were developed showing 
provincial trading systems and trading between 
provincial traders. During the event Houaphanh 
producers sold their bamboo products to 
visiting traders for a total of 7,776,000 kip 
(about USD 1,000). As well as giving good 
feedback on the originality and high quality of 
their products, traders also gave them advice 
on how to further improve their products.

Elements of a possible trade network vision

•		 Scope: A range of high-quality, in-demand 
bamboo products from a wide range of 
value chains (such as bamboo shoots, 
handicrafts and chopsticks) benefit from an 
established  market information system

•		 Organisation: Traders, factories and pro-
ducer groups have a strong trade network 
and are organised in associations and/or 
cooperatives 

•		 Efficiency: Standardised, transparent and 
organised production and business proce-
dures, including product codes and brand-
ing, resulting in export-ready products 

•		 Promotion: Exhibition and promotion strat-
egy to attract new markets
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Overview of Potential Future for a Lao Bamboo Trading Network System

Lao National Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry

LInks to others NTFP
sub-sectors?

Europe

Thailand

Xamakham District Med District Sangthong District Houaphanh Luang Prabang

South Central North

Lao Handicraft Association

Bamboo trader association

Asia

Lerthnilanh Company or
others related companies

Points raised by traders
Suggested improvements raised by traders during 
the network dialogue

Product development 

•  Quality improvements, especially with re-
gard to insect attack 

•  Standardized products

•  Quality control by producer group

•  Identify products that provide good income 
in relation to time invested

Business attitude 

•  Agreement on product standards is neces-
sary

•  Understanding business practices, for exam-

ple the principal of the break-even point

Trader groups 

•  Group functioning and regulations should 
prevent unnecessary competition

•  Improve efficiency in the value chain

•  Improve marketing skills

•  Establish a marketing information system

Suggestions from traders 

•  Important to develop a strong network be-
tween producers and traders 

•  Involve producers in meetings 

•  Conduct annual trader meetings
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Every year, Ms. Thongdeuane, a trader in 

Vientiane Province,38 receives large orders 

for bamboo product boxes through the Lao 

Farmer’s Product (LFP) company from Swiss 

and Italian traders. In 2011 she received 

an order for 90,000 bamboo tea and cookie 

boxes to 15 specified designs with a value of 

USD 22,000 from LFP. The order was divided 

between two villages in Viengkham district, 

three villages in Med 

district (Vientiane 

Province) and three 

villages in Sangthong, 

Vientiane Capital. The 

products had to be 

delivered by the end of 

September 2011. Ms. 

Thongdeuane informed 

The foundation of trader associations is still at 

an early stage. Trust has to be built between 

traders who are reluctant to work together. 

Besides BTA, cooperation among traders 

remains limited to information sharing. Traders 

Houaphanh traders that they could take part 

in future orders. Designs and sizes could be 

shared upon request, and specific training 

needs were to be provided in order to meet 

the quality standards required by European 

clients. This initiative is a good example of 

potential collaboration between traders and 

shows how a trader network can be strength-

ened and expanded.

do not always see the benefits of working as 

a group. However, the example of the BTA is 

starting to inspire other traders and recent 

initiatives such as Ms. Thongdeuane’s are 

promising.

38.   See Case Study 7 

BOX 16



Investing in Houaphanh
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SNV Lao PDR

In the final stages of the analysis of the value 

chain in Xanakham District, SNV and EDC 

visited Mr Payboun’s Xiengkhan bamboo fac-

tory39  in Loei province in Thailand. Mr Payboun 

was briefed about the Houaphanh Bamboo 

Strategy40 while discussing options for further 

development of activities with SNV in Lao PDR. 

This attracted his interest and he has since 

paid numerous visits to chopstick factories in 

Houaphanh and Thanh Hoa (in Vietnam). By 

September 2011 he had started investing in 

a chopstick factory in Viengxai district, while 

introducing modern machines to scale up 

production and reduce inefficiency. Although 

the province is remote, co-investment seems 

feasible for this Thai factory owner who buys 

20% of his bamboo supply through brokers in 

China and Vietnam. SNV will work to resolve 

further issues constraining sector growth to 

ensure that investment will pay off for all par-

ties involved, including communities supplying 

bamboo stems to factories.41  

39.   See Case Study 1

40.   See Box 4

41.   As presented in Case Studies 1 and 2, and in Boxes 6 and 8.

BOX 17
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Innovations

42.   Oxfam Hong Kong, International Finance Corporation - Mekong Private Sector Development Agency. Mekong Bamboo Sector Feasibility Study. Enterprise  
Opportunities Ltd, 2006

43.   SNV, Non State Actors and Local Authorities in Development: AFP sector concept idea, 2011

When engaging in value chain development, 

there is a need to focus on the whole chain, 

from raw material production to consumer mar-

kets. Changing demands and preferences must 

always be considered, such as Fair Trade certifi-

cation and new initiatives like REDD+, which are 

bringing new rules to the game of supply and 

demand. A global demand for improved chain 

transparency and good governance is meant to 

safeguard environmental and socio-economic 

sustainability. 

SNV’s approach towards pro-poor value chain 

development fits this ambition well, but it means 

that engagement in new areas should always be 

embraced. This chapter addresses some of the 

urgent issues and challenges mentioned so far, 

and looks at trends and new emerging opportu-

nities. By considering these challenges and op-

portunities, SNV intends to diversify and provide 

an even more comprehensive approach to devel-

oping a pro-poor bamboo sector in Lao PDR.

Towards a Revision of the 
Legal Status of NTFPs in 
Lao PDR?
The management of NTFPs, including bam-

boo resources, is currently regulated in the 

same manner as timber resources. Quotas 

for harvesting NTFPs are set at national level 

in the same way as for trees. This ignores 

the specificity of different NTFPs. Bamboo’s 

physical properties, in particular its rapid 

renewability, should be taken into considera-

tion in the design and review of the current 

policy regarding bamboo resources. Discus-

sions need to be opened on whether the 

current legal provisions provide sufficient 

scope and flexibility to allow for optimal 

bamboo management, which is quite differ-

ent from mainstream forest management. 

The examples of China and Vietnam42 should 

be considered: bamboo should perhaps be 

managed more as an agricultural crop than a 

timber resource. 

With the approval of communal land titles 

for forest land, authorities will be further 

requested to provide clear managerial and 

financial guidelines. An instruction to allow 

for (temporary) exemption of taxes on land, 

natural resources and income is a crucial 

incentive if communities are to invest in this 

land. Tax exemption for poor communities 

could be seen as an effective poverty reduc-

tion tool. Policy reform is a long term-pro-

cess. However, by raising these issues, the 

Bamboo Programme aims to initiate a debate 

on NTFP status in Lao PDR. 

Encouraging the 
Emergence of 
Associations and 
Cooperatives43

The recently approved Decrees on Associa-

tions (2009) and Cooperatives (2010) provide 

a legal back-up and guidelines for farmers and 

business operators nationwide to form produc-

tion groups. The concept of cooperatives is 

not new in Lao PDR. In 1975, the Lao People’s 
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Revolutionary Party actively promoted collec-

tive production as part of its centrally planned 

economic policy. However, these models of 

collectivisation provided little space to farmers 

to decide and plan for agricultural production. 

Groups had to follow the government’s produc-

tion plans and had limited freedom in running 

their businesses and producing goods in line 

with market demand. Besides, cooperative farm 

members had to share land and tools, so there 

was little opportunity for individuals to own a 

production unit and plan for its operation. 

In 1986, the government decided to abolish the 

collective farm system after realising its goals 

had not been achieved. This decision paved the 

way for individuals and the private sector to run 

businesses in accordance with market demand 

and led to the emergence, through project 

interventions, of diverse scattered farmers’ 

organisations. 

In recent years, new challenges have arisen in Lao 

PDR, encouraging the government to promote the 

formation of cooperatives. The intensification of 

agriculture to enhance food security requires the 

development of agricultural extension services, 

and a progressive move from subsistence to com-

mercial agriculture necessitates the development 

of links with markets. In addition, the lack of em-

powered farmer organisations and small enterpris-

es is still resulting in a weak economic sector since 

issues hampering its growth cannot be solved. 

Finally, regional and global integration can only be 

achieved if Lao PDR is able to meet international 

market and product norms and standards (for 

example, fair trade and organic production).

The creation of cooperatives is seen as a way to 

promote and empower the emerging Lao rural 

civil society, giving it the lead in developing 

“home grown” poverty reduction and sustain-

able development strategies. This process is 

fully in line with SNV’s objectives and will be 

strongly supported. Huge provision of capacity 

building and facilitation will be needed for local 

organisations to be able to engage in a dialogue 

with the state to overcome the numerous con-

straints currently hampering the development 

of cooperatives. 

A range of challenges have already been raised 

in the cases presented in this document. Ma-

jor bottlenecks identified include the limited 

understanding among farmers and small en-

terprises of the benefits of forming producer 

groups, cooperatives and associations, and the 

inexperience of these actors in developing and 

managing meaningful relationships between 

chain actors and policy makers. This process of 

change will require important mind-set changes 

and the reallocation of roles, functions and 

opportunities of the government, farmers and 

entrepreneurs.

Facilitating the creation of bamboo handicraft 

and furniture producer groups and trader asso-

ciations is a first step towards developing coop-

eratives. By mobilising local actors and promot-

ing community-based business models, the 

SNV Bamboo Programme is contributing to the 

emergence of an empowered rural civil society 

in Lao PDR. The strengthening of producer and 

private sector capacity in product development, 

business management, communication and ne-
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44.   Ukkerman, R. Bamboo handicraft products - fair trade/ marketing study, 2010

45.   FSC certifies sustainable forest management according to strict environmental and social standards. 

gotiation and service provision aims to develop 

a strong agri-business sector able to operate in 

a competitive and global environment. 

The involvement of the government in many 

project activities is expected to facilitate the 

mind-set changes necessary for the develop-

ment of independent, efficient, sustainable and 

self-functioning associations. 

Through its Bamboo Programme, SNV intends 

to fuel the national dialogue on cooperatives 

and to develop a set of tools that can be used in 

other sectors. 

Bamboo Handicraft 
Product Certification and 
Export44 
SNV’s ambition is to enable producers to reach 

international markets in the medium term. Cer-

tification is a powerful tool with which to draw 

foreign customers’ attention and to enter niche 

markets where clients are ready to pay pre-

mium prices for certain products. “Certification” 

is defined as a procedure by which a third party 

gives written assurance that a product, process 

or service conforms to specified standards. 

Certification is still in its initial stages in the 

Mekong region. The most striking example is 

Vietnam, which is one of the major worldwide 

exporters of Forest Stewardship Council (FSC)-

certified furniture.45 The government of Vietnam 

has played a crucial role in promoting certifica-

tion as an answer to stricter regulations in the 

European Union and the United States on the 

legality of timber products. In Cambodia, a large 

number of organisations selling products brand-

ed “Made in Cambodia” have recently emerged 

with the development of the tourism sector and 

the support of a multitude of INGOs. In Lao 

PDR, only a few initiatives have been led. WWF 

and SUFORD are supporting rattan and timber 

product producers in obtaining FSC certifica-

tion after establishing export markets. Only a 

few organisations have engaged in fair trade 

by becoming members of the World Fair Trade 

Organisation. 

A reputable independent third party is required 

to conduct the evaluation to ensure the objectiv-

ity of certification. This process is often expen-

sive, detail-oriented and tedious; tedious be-

cause a number of measures have to be taken in 

the production process to guarantee compliance 

with standards, and expensive because these 

measures involve costs and because the pro-

cess itself has to be financed by the organisation 

seeking certification. Hence, certification in the 

bamboo sector in Lao PDR is closely linked to 

the formation of cooperatives, since producers 

at the village level, single traders and retailers 

are unable to bear the cost of such procedures 

independently. Addressing this issue before 

starting any certification process is imperative. 

Organising better production according to stand-

ardised procedures and improving product qual-

ity are also priorities. The first steps have been 

made with the formation of producer groups, 

but many challenges remain. Production is still 

scattered and quality is unequal between the 

producer groups. Insect damage is also a major 



SNV Bamboo Programme: Approaches, Lessons and Innovations in Lao PDR 55

threat to be solved. Transparency and good gov-

ernance in managing natural resources involves 

consideration of the rights of the communities 

that use these resources. Ensuring the sustain-

able harvesting of bamboo and NTFPs is also 

essential for the achievement of product certi-

fication. The case of Sangthong shows one way 

forward in communal land tilting.46

SNV will focus on bundling its activities on sus-

tainable management, user rights, product de-

velopment and cooperative or association forma-

tion, with the aim of exporting certified bamboo 

products by 2014. 

As the example of Vietnam shows, the strong 

involvement of the government is necessary to 

achieve this objective. SNV is working to raise 

the government’s awareness of the opportuni-

ties of fair trade. SNV is also advocating for the 

development of an enabling environment that 

creates favourable conditions for export to inter-

national markets. Procedures are currently cum-

bersome, time-consuming and costly, preventing 

producers and traders from exporting. A study 

of the rattan and bamboo product exportation 

procedures has already been conducted and a 

consultation workshop has been organised. This 

process will be closely followed up by SNV.

Beyond Bamboo: REDD+?
Bamboo is not classified as a tree and as such 

it has to date not been recognised as a carbon 

sink under Reducing Emissions from Deforesta-

tion and Forest Degradation (REDD+). The 

acceptance of bamboo for afforestation/refor-

estation under CDM47 contracts is a first step 

towards the recognition of bamboo’s potential 

to sequester CO2 and may lead to further op-

portunities for bamboo to be considered in the 

global climate change debate. Well-managed 

bamboo resources offer excellent opportunities 

for environmental sustainability and contribute 

to poverty reduction.

For REDD+ credits to be allocated there must 

be a clear demonstration of carbon storage 

based on bamboo-specific carbon assessment 

methods and parameters, and clear land and 

carbon tenure arrangements have to be in 

place. Bamboo, as a wood substitute and as 

46.   See case study 2

47.   Clean Development Mechanism, a Kyoto Protocol mechanism to assist 
developing countries reducing their greenhouse gas emissions

BOX 18

REDD+ is an effort to evaluate carbon stored 

in forests by offering payments for curbing 

trends of degradation or deforestation or 

enhancing carbon stock in forest areas. Forest 

managers protecting instead of destroying 

forest can claim credits from international 

voluntary carbon markets for the effective 

reduction of CO2 emissions. These payments 

would function as an incentive for improving 

forest management and compensate for 

investments and opportunity cost related to 

adapted practices. 

The architecture of REDD+ is still the subject 

of international debate, and national and local 

REDD+ implementation systems are being 

piloted. Land tenure is of critical importance 

for claims to carbon credits based on fair and 

equitable benefit distribution systems.
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a component of agroforestry systems, might 

reduce pressure for deforestation and forest 

degradation and contribute to carbon conserva-

tion and enhancement. 

From this perspective there are two ways that 

bamboo can play a role in generating carbon 

credits: 

1. Direct carbon sequestration, as managed 

bamboo can be an effective carbon sink that 

out-performs some fast growing tree spe-

cies. Managing bamboo involves the an-

nual, sustainable and selective harvesting 

of stems, which are turned into products 

that can hold carbon for many years. The 

increasing popularity of durable bamboo 

products ensures that for the foreseeable 

future, productive bamboo systems can 

be considered a carbon sink. Additionally, 

bamboo is increasingly becoming a competi-

tive substitute for tropical timber and as an 

energy source, which can potentially stimu-

late changing (and improving), forest man-

agement practices.

2. Indirectly, by offering communities alterna-

tive and locally appropriate income oppor-

tunities to sustain their livelihoods, sub-

stituting unsustainable shifting cultivation 

practices for engagement in the bamboo 

value chain.

Case study 3 shows that income from bamboo 

products obtained from natural forests can be 

more profitable than engaging in shifting cultiva-

tion, and Case Study 2 demonstrates that com-

munities are able to manage forest sustainably, 

thereby convincing the government to allocate 

communal land titles over these forest areas.

Direct access to REDD+ carbon credits from 

sustainably managed bamboo forests is not yet 

possible, but strong lobbying is taking place that 

may lead to international policy change in this 

regard. The bamboo sector today offers multiple 

economic and environmental opportunities, and 

potential access to carbon credits may be an ad-

ditional stimulus for sustainable bamboo man-

agement. A guarantee of carbon credits from 

bamboo can, however, can not be given.
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Conclusion

The strength of the SNV Bamboo Programme 

is based on its purpose and its original 

approach. Communities in upland Lao PDR 

remain among the poorest households in Asia. 

The selection of the bamboo value chain as a 

target sector has enabled SNV to reach some of 

the most vulnerable communities in Lao PDR, 

including ethnic minorities and women. Within 

a few years, SNV has succeeded in linking 

communities in three provinces – Vientiane, 

Luang Prabang and Houaphanh – and in 

remote areas of Vientiane Capital with markets, 

contributing to the improvement of their 

livelihoods. The SNV Bamboo Programme has, 

more than generating additional income, given 

a voice to the poor by participating, through 

group formation and technical and business 

skills development, in their empowerment. 

Communities are now regarded as equal and 

professional partners by the private sector and 

the government. 

Applying a pro-poor value chain approach 

presupposes interventions at different levels of 

the chain, since all actors are interconnected. 

Hence, the SNV Bamboo Programme focuses 

not only on communities but also on the private 

sector and the government. SNV strengthens 

private sector business capacity and 

encourages the formation of trader and factory 

associations, with the aims of boosting the 

growth of the bamboo sector and promoting 

the development of inclusive business models. 

These initiatives are combined with activities 

at government level. The government has 

a crucial role to play in the development of 

supportive business environments that are able 

to attract private investment.

The growth of the bamboo sector cannot be 

dissociated from environmental and land 

issues. Recognising the progressive depletion 

of bamboo resources due to overharvesting, 

shifting cultivation practices and commercial 

land concessions, SNV has made a point of 

building government and community capacity in 

sustainable forest management. In addition, an 

innovative and promising step was taken with 

the establishment of the first communal land 

title deeds in Lao PDR. Communal land titling 

allows communities to secure their access to 

land and can be used as a basis for sharing the 

advantages of any future carbon benefits and 

other environmental payment mechanisms.

SNV’s core activity is capacity building. By 

involving LCBs in programme implementation, 

SNV fosters effective and sustainable local 

development and contributes to the emergence 

of civil society in Lao PDR. In the same 

way, SNV intends to strongly encourage the 

development of cooperatives as a way of 

supporting the emergence of an empowered 

rural civil society able to back a strong agri-

business sector operating in a globalised 

environment. 
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SNV works to avert food poverty by 
increasing the capacity of smallholder 
farmers, pastoralists and forest-depend-
ent communities through innovative, 
market-based solutions to issues relating 
to market access and value chains, food 
security and sustainable production. In 
Asia, SNV focuses specifically on Value 
Chain Development and Inclusive Busi-
ness in smallholder cash crops, and it has 
increasing interest in climate-responsive 
approaches and the inclusion of govern-
ance issues where relevant.

By the end of 2011, there were 12 ongo-
ing SNV projects in Asia, with a total 
value of EUR 8.5 million, dealing with tea, 
spices, rice, maize, cassava, cashew nuts, 
fruit, vegetables, NTFPs, silk, bamboo, 
acacia, pangasius and shrimps. SNV 
works together with government part-
ners, private sector organizations and 
companies, service providers and civil 
society organisations.

Vientiane office 
PO Box 9781
Nongbone Rd, Saysettha District
Vientiane Capital 
Lao PDR
Tel: +856 (0)21 414 091, 413 290-1
Fax: +856 (0)21 414 068
Email: laos@snvworld.org
www.snvworld.org 
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