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CITES		

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora

DCNEC

Department of Combating Natural Resources and Environmental Crime

DOFI		

Department of Forest Inspection

EID

Emerging Infectious Disease
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Environmental and Social Impact Assessment

FAO		

Food and Agriculture Organization

FLEGT		

Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade

GDP		

Gross Domestic Product

GEF		

Global Environment Facility

GOL		

Government of Lao PDR

IRRI		

International Rice Research Institute

IUCN		

International Union for Conservation of Nature

LCD		

Lao Customs Department

Lao-WEN

Lao-Wildlife Enforcement Network

LECS		

Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey

MAF		

Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry

MOH		

Ministry of Health

MONRE

Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment

MPI

Ministry of Planning and Investment

NAFRI

National Agriculture and Forestry Research Institute

NBSAP

National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 2016-2025

NBT		

Nature-based Tourism

NGO		

Non-governmental Organization

NPA		

National Protected Area

NSEDP

National Socio-economic Development Plan

NTFP		

Non-timber Forest Product

PES		

Payments for Ecosystem Services

PMO		

Prime Minister’s Order

SEA		

Strategic Environmental Assessment

UNESCO

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
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Executive Summary
The Lao PDR sits at the intersection of four
critical ecoregions and is home to some of
the world’s biologically richest and most
endangered terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems
and species. The four ecologically diverse regions
comprise: (a) the Northern Highlands - a rugged
mountainous region, (b) the Annamites Range
- a mountainous topography with high monsoonal
rainfall; (c) the Indo-Chinese karst landscapes of
central Lao PDR; and (d) the Mekong plain. These
characteristics combined give Lao PDR high levels
of biodiversity and diverse production systems for
food, fibre, and medicines.
The biodiversity endowment is crucial to the Lao
economy, as the goods and ecosystem services it
provides are essential to reduce poverty, secure
livelihoods, and drive a greener economic growth
model. Over 840,000 people in over 1,200 villages
are situated within or on the boundary of 23 national
reserves. The majority of these villagers, from a
range of ethnic groups, are heavily dependent upon
the sustainable utilization of the natural resources
within these reserves. But Lao biodiversity is in
danger. The highest priority threats to the country’s
biodiversity values include climate change,
illegal logging, the illegal wildlife trade,
infrastructure development in and around
protected areas, and expansion of agriculture and
settlements. Key recent legislative achievements
to protect the biodiversity include Prime Minister’s
Order (PMO) 15 (2016), PMO 5 (2018), and the 2019
Forestry Law. On February 15, 2019, the Government
re-designated some national protected areas
(NPAs), establishing Nakai-Nam Theun National Park
and Nam Et-Phou Louey National Park as the
nation’s first two national parks. In January 2020,
Hin Nam No was also declared as a national park,
and is short-listed to become the country’s first
natural World Heritage Site.

Hin Nam No National Park is being evaluated for designation
as the country’s first natural World Heritage Site.
Photo credit: Ryan DeBoodt/GIZ.

Sustained investments in biodiversity conservation can be
profitable, and revenues and job creation can be on par with those
from the extractive industries over the long-term, although there
are some short-term benefits as well. One example is the provision
of environmental services from Nakai-Nam Theun National Park to
Nam Theun 2 hydropower facility. Nature-based tourism could grow
in Laos from 4.2 percent of 2018 GDP and 3.5 percent of jobs to at
least the global average of 10.4 percent of GDP and 10 percent of jobs.
International visitors (and domestic tourists increasingly) seek
experiences with pristine landscapes, unique wildlife, and the people
and cultures dependent on them. There already is a significant existing
regional market for nature-based tourism (NBT) at Lao PDR’s doorstep.
Tourism must be intentionally developed to contribute directly to
conservation, prevent degradation of nature, and retain the unique
features that make Lao PDR special, to benefit the Lao economy,
create good jobs, and sustain nature. Other sources of revenue from
biodiversity can include patents for pharmaceutical compounds,
payments for ecosystem services (PES), sustainable legal timber, and
food. About 67 percent of the Lao population are rural and depend on
forests to support their livelihoods; over 39 percent of rural family
income is from non-timber forest products (NTFPs). As much as 90
percent of the over 1,400 species of wild animals are used as protein
sources by local people.
The new Forestry Law (2019) promotes ‘village forest management’
over much of the forestry estate. This decentralization of management responsibility effectively places forests designated for village
use under the management of those directly dependent upon the
forests for their livelihoods. The new law also provides the legal basis
for promoting commercial tree plantations, which was reinforced by a
subsequent Prime Minister’s Decree No. 247 enacted August 20, 2019.
The country’s ongoing transformation to a green economy aims
to generate economic growth and poverty reduction through
sustainable solutions that boost resilience, create jobs and
livelihoods, and protect natural capital and human health. Biodiversity
is an important aspect of these green growth ambitions, as articulated
in the Government’s National Green Growth Strategy, the 8th National
Socio-economic Development Plan (NSEDP-8, 2016–2020), the State
of Environment Report series, and sector strategies.
Zoonotic diseases are increasingly linked to environmental change
and human behavior. The resulting transmission of disease from
wildlife to humans is a hidden cost of human economic development. The
emergence of infectious diseases with zoonotic origin has increased
(especially those caused by pathogens originating in wildlife). In the
last twenty years, China, Lao PDR, and other East Asian countries
have experienced such epidemics as SARS, Highly Pathogenic Avian
Influenza (HPAI, H5N1 and H7N9), re-emergence of Schistosomiasis,
and the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. Human practices are increasing
exposure to wildlife, in two main ways: through legal and illegal
trade, and through habitat degradation. There is a need to widen the
spectrum of actions to protect human and economic health.
Mitigation and management of human exposure to wildlife and
wildlife products is essential to prevent the spill-over of Emerging
Infectious Diseases (EIDs).
Lao Biodiversity: A Priority for Resilient Green Growth
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Photos 1-6. A range of medicinal tubers found in
forests of northern Lao PDR.
Photo 7. Amanita pantherina.
Photo 8. Mycoamaranathus cambodgensis.
Photo credits: Chris Flint/TABI.

Photo 9. The orchid, Vanilla aphylla, in Phou Khao
Khouay National Protected Area.
Photo credit: Bertrand Laville.
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3 The state of the policy environment for
biodiversity and wildlife in Lao PDR
9. The new National Green Growth Strategy 2030 of Lao PDR (2019) charted a more
sustainable development path that prioritizes NBT, sustainable forestry, and
downstream industries as important growth drivers for the next five-year
NSEDP and beyond. The Lao Government emphasized green growth and its
contribution to long-term social economic development goals with its vision to
2030 along with its 10 Year Strategy (2016–2025) and NSEDP-8 (2016–2020) and
is preparing NSEDP-9.
10. Lao PDR is a signatory to a number of international conventions relevant to
biodiversity. The most important of these include the Convention on Biological
Diversity, the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–2020 including Aichi
Biodiversity Targets, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species
of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), and the Ramsar Convention. It is also a signatory
to the Nagoya Protocol, the Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and
Agriculture, and the Global Action Plans for plant and animal genetic resources.
Lao PDR plays an active role in the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
Commission on Food and Agriculture Genetic Resources through its
membership on the forestry, animal, and plant subcommittees.
11. The Government has shown greater political will in recent years to the long-term
sustainable management of biodiversity. Government commitment, focusing
on forest conservation and protection and combating illegal logging, fishing, and
wildlife trade, has strengthened dramatically over the last couple of years. This
increased commitment has yielded transformational natural resource legislation
and policies. Key legislative accomplishments include (a) Prime Minister’s Order
(PMO) 15 enacted on May 13, 2016; (b) PMO 5 dated May 8, 2018; and (c) the
revised Forestry Law enacted in 2019, as well as the Law on Water and Water
Resources (2017). PMO 15 strengthened the strict management and inspection of
timber harvesting across the country. This had an immediate nationwide impact
on halting the flow of illegal timber across Lao PDR’s porous international borders.
PMO 5 further strengthened the strict management and inspection of endangered
wild fauna and flora. These two milestone PMOs provided the policy framework for
drawing the laws and regulations of the Government in line with both the Forest
Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) agreement and CITES. More
pertinently, these two pieces of legislation had a major psychological impact on the
citizens of the country regarding biodiversity conservation. Of equal significance,
they catalyzed new thinking to enhance management of the extensive forestry
estate in Lao PDR. For example, village forestry is enabled in the new Forestry Law,
which could be a positive contribution to the conservation and sustainable use of
biodiversity.
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Map credit: Chanthavone Phomphakdy.
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12. Tentative steps toward establishing a national park system. The national
protected area system of Lao PDR has been the cornerstone of the country’s
ongoing efforts to protect terrestrial biodiversity over the last 25 years. Initiated
in October 1993, the country rapidly established an extensive system of conserv
ation landscapes (IUCN4 Category VI: landscapes), termed national protected
areas (NPAs), which initially comprised 18 protected areas, and by 2018 had
reached a total of 23 preserves, covering 3.8 million ha, or 15.1 percent of the total
area of the country according to the country’s NBSAP. These 23 NPAs receive up to
a maximum of US$5,000 per NPA unit annually, hindering staffing levels and the
achievement of conservation objectives. No accurate annual financial estimates
have been calculated to manage these expansive protected areas effectively.
These calculations would have to consider both the complex collaborative
management systems adopted within the country, as well as the scale of livelihood
development interventions required to maintain sustainable livelihoods within
large numbers of buffer zone villages.
13. The main purposes of establishing and managing the protected areas include
(a) Protection in perpetuity of the biodiversity represented in the country,
having high regard for its international, regional, and national values;
(b) Provision of natural resources that may be extracted on a limited and
sustainable basis, that is, at harvest rates that do not exceed the long-term
rate of regeneration, by and for the benefit of the local communities;
(c)

Provision of opportunities for scientific research, education, recreation, and
tourism, provided that these activities shall not significantly compromise the
purposes listed above;

(d) Natural regulation of the biophysical environment, including the composition
of the atmosphere and climate, the protection of watersheds and soil, and
the prevention of erosion;
(e)

Maintenance of the ecological services and processes of natural ecosystems,
such as pest control, pollination, seed distribution, and natural regeneration;

(f)

Protection of areas of geological, historic, cultural, or religious significance; and

(g) Protection of scenic landscapes.

The orchid Luisia
filiformis, is found in
Phou Khao Khouay
National Protected Area.
Photo credit:
Bertrand Laville.
4

10

IUCN: International Union for the Conservation of Nature.
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14. In August 2018, the Government placed the protected area system under the
direct management of the Department of Forestry within the MAF.
15. On February 15, 2019, the Government re-designated some NPAs, establishing
Nakai-Nam Theun National Park and Nam Et-Phou Louey National Park, the
nation’s first two national parks, in accordance with Category II5 following the
IUCN Guidelines for Applying Protected Area Categories (Dudley 2008). Hin Nam
No, which is the preeminent example of Indo-Chinese karst, became the country’s
third national park in January 2019 and is short-listed by the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to become the
nation’s first natural UNESCO World Heritage Site. The Department of Forestry
is conducting feasibility assessments of a further six NPAs for re-designation as
national parks. These re-designations promote increased Government
commitment to these sites in terms of human and financial resources and raise the
profile to both international and national visitors.

A small population of the endangered Eld’s deer is confined
to the dry dipterocarp forests in Savannakhet province.
Photo credit: Phaivanh Phiapalath.

5
Category II protected areas (national parks) are large natural or near natural areas set aside to
protect large-scale ecological processes, along with the complement of species and ecosystems characteristic of the area, which also provide a foundation for environmentally and culturally compatible spiritual,
scientific, educational, recreational and visitor opportunities.
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Map credit: Chanthavone Phomphakdy.
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4 The state of internationally significant
biodiversity in Lao PDR
16. The most significant international conservation values in Lao PDR are summarized in this section.
17. The wet evergreen forest ecosystem has the highest significance and biodiversity importance and priority among the Lao forest ecosystems. This is because (a)
wet evergreen forest ecosystems are particularly rich in biodiversity, with high
proportions of distinctive taxonomic groups; (b) there are very few wet evergreen
forest ecosystems globally; (c) Lao PDR accounts for a highly significant proportion of the global range of wet evergreen forest (only Vietnam has a significant
proportion of this forest type); and (d) wet evergreen forest ecosystems are under
tremendous threats, particularly from intensive snaring of terrestrial fauna.
18. Wet evergreen forests within the Annamites have high significance for the global
conservation of biodiversity found in this ecosystem, which is restricted to Lao
PDR and Vietnam. The most important wet evergreen forest in Lao PDR is in the
headwaters of the Nam Chat and Nam Pan Rivers. This site is significant for the
long-term conservation of wet evergreen forest in Lao PDR and is irreplaceable.
Other significant examples of wet evergreen forest in Lao PDR are in Nakai-Nam
Theun National Park, Khouan Xe Nongma Provincial Protected Area, Xe Sap NPA,
and forest areas of Xe Kong to the south of the Xe Sap NPA. To date none of the
protected areas in the Annamites have been assessed or nominated as a natural World Heritage Site. There is a good opportunity for pursuing the designation
of a serial natural World Heritage Site nomination for several of the sites (World
Heritage Centre 2017).
19. Indo-China karst. The ecosystem with the second highest global biodiversity
importance in Lao PDR is the massive karst formations of central Lao PDR, best
represented in Hin Nam No NPA and Phou Hin Poun NPA. The western dryer karst
is ecologically different from the wetter eastern karst. The rugged karst terrain
gives them a degree of protection, resulting in a somewhat lower priority than
typical forest ecosystems, for protection and management. The main threat to
this ecosystem comes from quarrying, which is a prevalent activity in Phou Hin
Poun NPA.
20. Montane forests. The third most significant forest ecosystem is the montane
forests found in the Greater Annamites. This ecosystem has lower priority because
the threats to the biodiversity from snaring are lower, but its global biodiversity
conservation significance is high due to a high representation of species with
restricted ranges in the montane forests. The most important montane areas are
those on the border with Vietnam in Xieng Khouang Province and those to the
south of Xe Sap NPA in Xe Kong Province.
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Phou Samsoum (2,640 metres) is the third highest mountain in the
country, protecting montane forest biodiversity.
Photo credit: John Parr.
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77. Infrastructure projects can have higher returns on investment by considering
trade-offs and opportunities in the landscape. Tourism infrastructure in protected
areas should blend with the surroundings. Once the site plan is complete, next
is the design of infrastructure such as trails, campgrounds, and eco-lodges. This
is a job that should be entrusted to a licensed architect who understands the
importance of harmonizing design with ecological processes and natural beauty.
Local materials should be used where possible that reflect the natural aesthetic
values and ingenuity of Lao culture. Sustainable building design must seek to use
the building as an educational tool to demonstrate the importance of the
environment in sustaining human life. It should reconnect people with their
environment for the spatial, emotional, and therapeutic benefits that nature
provides. It should also increase public awareness to use the appropriate technologies.
78. Road upgrading investments can benefit from explicit identification of
ecologically vulnerable areas and transport investment impacts. There are
two main actions for Lao PDR planners to consider: First, given limited budgets,
prioritize road upgrading locations toward corridors where expected biodiversity
losses will be minimized. Second, adopt apropriate biodiversity protection
measures in vulnerable road corridors and neighboring areas (WBG 2018).

Infrastructure can be more sustainable and biodiversity-friendly through good
environmental policy and planning such as ESIA.
Photo credit: Phoonsab Thevongsa.
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