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Introduction

Laos is a landlocked country bordering Thailand, Vietnam, and Cambodia. It is one of the world’s few 
remaining communist states and one of East Asia’s poorest countries. After the fall of the Soviet Union in 
the 1990s, Laos began opening up to the world and developing economically. Since then, Laos’ real GDP 
per capita has risen to $1,538 in 2016, up from just $406 in 1988.1 Despite economic reforms, the country 
remains poor and heavily dependent on foreign aid.2 Most Laotians live in rural areas, with around 80% 
working in agriculture mostly growing rice. With only about 13 percent of food grown on irrigated land, 
increasing frequency of droughts have had devastating effects. As rain patterns become more uncertain, 
climate change risks the food security of thousands of villages in Laos.3

As Figures 1 through 5 highlight, Laos is moderately exposed to the impacts of climate change. This level of 
vulnerability is primarily attributable to extremely poor governance (see figure 5) coupled with the lowest 
household capabilities (see figure 4) in the Southeast Asia region. With some of the worst household resilience 
and governance scores in the region, Laos has moderate to high overall vulnerability. 4 Calculations under 
the CEPSA program indicate that approximately 27% (i.e., 1.8 million people) of the country’s population 
faces above average exposure.5

Natural Disasters and Climate Change Vulnerability

The region has recorded more extreme weather, deeper droughts, heavier rains, bigger floods, and much 
hotter temperatures since the beginning of 21st century. Since 2000, Laos has experienced ten separate 
flooding events, mostly occurring during its monsoon season from May-September.6 If the scientists are right, 
changes to rain and monsoon conditions could cause rice yields in the Mekong region to fall up to 10-15% 
by 2050, triggering a food crisis for millions of people.7

Laos has been severely affected by floods caused by Typhoon Ketsana in 2009, and Typhoons Haima and 
Nokten in 2011. In both these years, more than 100,000 people were affected, with dozens killed and 
infrastructure severely damaged. In 2009, major economic sectors such as agriculture, education, and tourism 
were affected with estimated costs of more than $100 million.8 A series of five major storm events during 
the summer monsoon season of 2013 caused flooding in 12 out of 17 provinces across the Lao PDR and 
affected a total of 395,000 people. Other heavy floods in 2015 and 2016 led to landslides and affected 48,000 
and 20,000 people respectively.9
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Data Sources: KOF Index of Globalization; World Bank World Governance Indicators; Political 
Instability Task Force (PITF); Polity IV Project; World Bank World Development Indicators; 
USAID Demographic and Health Surveys; UNICEF Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys; 
Center for International Earth Science Information Network; UNEP\Grid-Europe; Viewfinder 
Panoramas; LandScan; Princeton University Terrestrial Hydrology Research Group

Overall Vulnerability 1
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In 2008, when the Mekong River rose, the capital Vientiane suffered massive flood inundating the city. 
Presently there is only a limited riverbank along the Mekong so large scale erosion often occurs during the 
rainy season causing large sections of the riverbank to collapse, suddenly affecting factories, houses, schools, 
roads, and farmland. In 2012, Laos begun the $36.5 million Vientiane Flood Embankment Protection Project 
to prevent further flooding of the city.10 

Other climate change adaptation projects have been implemented by the Lao National Mekong Committee, 
French NGOs, and the National Disaster Management Office to prepare for flooding by providing 
communication equipment and setting up level measurement gauges.11

Additionally, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (FAO) and the European Union have partnered 
with the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry and Laotian Province authorities to provide disaster risk 
reduction and management (DRRM) training in agriculture with the aim of increasing farmers’ resilience to 
disasters and broadening livelihood diversity.12

External Assistance

Between 2000-2013, Laos received $6.8 billion in foreign aid with $82.6 million going towards climate 
change adaptation and disaster risk reduction.  The U.S. government gave a total of $9.49 million to Laos in 
2016.13 Net official development assistance constitutes 4 percent of the total gross national income.14 Laos 
often depends on support from the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on disaster 
management during major flooding or epidemic events. 

Regional Issues

Laos is the poorest member in the Mekong River Commission (MRC), an organization based in Laos that 
coordinates water resources and development between member countries Laos, Vietnam, Thailand, and 
Cambodia (see articles on Vietnam, Cambodia and Thailand). Laos has been criticized for ignoring concerns 
of other MRC members and moving forward with plans to construct hydroelectric dams threatening the 
food security of downstream countries.15 The Laos government anticipates that by 2025 selling hydropower 
(mostly to Thailand, Vietnam and Cambodia) will become the country’s biggest source of revenue. However, 
those same countries that are part of the Mekong basin have raised concerns about the environmental impact 
of its dam building projects along the Mekong River. By changing the river’s hydrology, blocking fish migration 
and affecting the river’s ecology, the construction of dams on the Lower Mekong will have repercussions 
throughout the basin. While trying to achieve a more sustainable source of electricity, there are real fears 
that hydropower on the Mekong and its tributaries could make countries more prone to the floods and 
droughts which climate change will bring.16 As a consequence of these actions, the MRC has experienced in 
a decline in foreign funding in recent years.17
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Governance

In 1975, the communist Pathet Lao took control of the government ending a six-century-old monarchy and 
instituting a strict socialist regime closely aligned to Vietnam. A gradual, limited return to private enterprise 
and the liberalization of foreign investment laws began in 1988. Laos became a member of ASEAN in 1997 
and the WTO in 2013. Although Laos has improved its level of development, it is still lacking in many areas, 
most crucially on nutrition, with an estimated 44 percent of under-five children being stunted and 27 percent 
severely underweight. Laos still has a high maternal mortality rate and limited skilled birth attendance.18

Due to its communist political structure, Laos is still one of the most closed political systems after North 
Korea.19 Little is known about the specifics of the Communist Party since it is mostly closed off to media 
reporting. However, unlike North Korea, the society is not closed off. With porous borders, open TV 
broadcasting and internet use, Laotians have access to the outside world.20 Laos was brought to international 
attention when it was made ASEAN’s bloc chair for 2016. The country has proven to be a strong supporter 
of regional economic integration, most likely due to its landlocked geography. The chair also took a more 
diplomatic approach to political-security matters like the South China Sea, due to its close and dependent 
relationship with Vietnam.21 Laos must walk a fine line between pursuing its development goals and climate 
adaptation strategies while not jeopardizing geopolitical relationships with its neighboring Mekong River 
Delta countries.
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