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FAMILY FARMING FOR A SUSTAINABLE FOOD SYSTEM IN LAO PDR
NAFRI/FAO,  25 JANUARY 2022
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1: WHY SHOULD WE TALK ABOUT FAMILY FARMING?

Family Farming is important now
o Family farms are seen as the driving force of 

the agricultural sector in the National Policy 

Agenda

o Stakeholders interest in family farming comes 

from three perspectives:

A: Economic perspective: Family Farms as the 

basis for poverty reduction and income generation, 

reducing imports and creating export potential

B: Food Systems perspective: Family Farms as 

local producers of safe and sufficient food for 

national food and nutrition security

C: Land Management perspective: Family Farms 

as care-takers of the Lao landscape

Family Farming for the future
o Farming households make up 70% of all households 

in the country, including the poorest groups.

o Agriculture employs 79% of national labor force, 
contributes 16% of GDP and 50% of export 
earnings.

o Most farming families are transitioning from 
subsistence agriculture to market agriculture
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2: BACKGROUND:  THE UN DECADE 

OF FAMILY FARMING

 The UN  has declared  2019-2028 the Decade of 

Family Farming (UNDFF)

 FAO supported NAFRI to develop an action plan 

for family farming

 Over 2021, consultations held with 200+ 

stakeholders in Vientiane,  Xieng Khouang, 

Savannakhet and Khammouane. 

 This presentation summarizes findings and 

recommendations proposed by stakeholders in 

consultation meetings.

The 7 Pillars of Family Farming

1. Develop an enabling policy environment

2. Support youth and generational sustainability

3. Promote gender equity and leadership of 
women

4. Strengthen farmer’s organizations

5. Improve inclusion, resilience and well-being of 
rural households (including nutrition)

6. Promote sustainability and climate-resilient 
food systems

7. Strengthen multi-dimensionality to promote 
social innovations that contribute to territorial 
development and food systems that safeguard 
biodiversity, environment and culture.

Question:  Which of these pillars are most 

relevant for Lao PDR?
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3: CHARACTERISTICS OF FAMILY FARMERS IN LAO PDR

 Most farming families have land: 65% have 0.5-2.9 ha, 
28% more than 3 ha, only 1% landless.

 No big cities with urban poor in Lao PDR:  most of 
the poor and malnourished are Farming Families living in 
the countryside

 Most Farming Families have made the transition from 
subsistence to market-based economy and start to earn 
decent incomes

 Malnutrition is related to increased workloads of 
rural women in agriculture, leaving them with less time to 
feed children

 Family farmers see unequal contracts, rapid market 
price changes, unreliable weather, crop and livestock 
pests and diseases and lack of water as their main problems

 There are not yet many strong farmer 
organizations and networks that could support 
Family Farmers to combine forces, to have negotiating 
power, to learn new techniques

Family farming member of the cattle fattening group in Ban Tone Neua, Pek, Xieng Khouang 
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4: KEY TRENDS IMPACTING FAMILY FARMING IN LAO PDR

 Rural youth are leaving the country-side due to 
lack of job opportunities, very few want to take over 
their parent’s farm. COVID-19 restrictive policies took 
many urban jobs away, farm work still has a negative 
image

 Urban consumers demand safe and healthy 
foods. Family farms are well suited to produce food in 
agro-ecological and chemical-free conditions,

 Sustainable land management is threatened by 
climate change, water scarcity, loss of forest cover and 
biodiversity, unsustainable farming practices, new pests 
and diseases

 New regional transport corridors (Lao-China 
Railroad) open up new opportunities for Lao Family 
Farmers. The challenge is to have strong Lao 
enterpreneurs and farmer networks to capitalize on 
that potential.

 Transition of production modes from low margin, 
unsustainable production models (upland rice, maize, 
cassava, bananas) to higher margin, more sustainable 
production modes (cattle raising on pastures, 
horticulture, food processing).  This is the “second-
generation transition” in Lao Agriculture.

Newly opened train station in Luang Prabang
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5: FOUR TYPES OF FARMING FAMILIES IN LAO PDR

1. Subsistence/labor-based Farming Families:  
often vulnerable to poverty, debts, poor soils and 
climate change. They need to complement farm 
income with work as laborers.

2. Market/labor-based Farming Families:  this is 
biggest group. They are getting out of poverty but 
still dependent on risky value chains with low 
profit margins

3. Labor-based Urban Farming Families:  often 
part-time, mostly for home consumption. They rely 
on off-farm work for income.

4. Market/capital-based Rural Enterpreneur 
Farming Families or “Agripreneurs”: The 
missing middle in the value chain.  This group can
add value by processing and trading and is vital as 
catalysts of change.

Question: how could each of these types of family farms 

best be supported?

Entrepreneurial Farming Family in Ban Pakham Namor, earning over100 million Kip/year. 
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6: STAKEHOLDERS IN FAMILY FARMING

1. Farming families and Farmer Organizations: Ban 
Thongmangh Organic Group, Ban Hoi Organic Group, 
Ban Tone Neua Cattle Raising Group, etc.

2. Farmer Networks: Lao Farmers Network,  various 
subsector working groups (SSGs), CoP Nutrition 
Sensitive Agriculture, Coffee Growers Association,

3. Private Sector: Lao Chambre of Commerce,  CP Pig 
growers network, Lao Farmer Group, Maisavanh, 
Burapha, Xao Ban

4. Research and education: NAFRI, NUOL, NAFC, 
SAFC

5. Civil society: SUN-CSA Network, Land Information 
Working Group, CSWG,  ARMI, GCDA, GDA, MHP, 
PSNUA, RDA, SAEDA 

6. NGOs: AVSF, CCL, Care, GRET, Helvetas, Oxfam, Plan 
International, Save the Children, SNV,  VFI, World 
Renew

7. Government agencies: MAF, MoH, MPI, MoE, MoIC

8. Mass organizations: LWU, LYU, LFTU

9. Donor agencies: World Bank, ADB, EU, GIZ, AFD, Lux 

Dev, SDC, USAID

10. Multilateral organizations:  FAO, WFP, UNDP,  UNICEF

CCL facilitator listing comments by Family Farmers in Ban Nahom, Namor, Oudomxay
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7: POLICY FRAMEWORK FOR FAMILY FARMING

1. The National Development Agenda and NSEDP

 Reduction of poverty and malnutrition

 Reduction of food imports, increase agricultural 

exports

2. Social Development Goals (SDGs)

 1 Zero Hunger, 2 No Poverty, 3 Good Health and 

Wellbeing, 8 Decent Work and Economic Gains and 

12 Responsible Consumption and Production.

3. The  National Agricultural Development Policy

 Smallholder farmers and micro-enterprises are the 

drivers of change in the agricultural sector

4. The National Nutrition Strategy

 Indicators for diverse and adequate diets

 Targeting vulnerable families in rural areas

5. The National Food Systems Dialogue

AT1: Ensuring access to safe and nutritious food for all

AT2: Shift to healthy and sustainable consumption patterns

AT3: Boost nature-positive production

AT4: Advance equitable livelihoods

AT5: Building resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks and stress.

6. The seven pillars of Family Farming (see slide 3)

Stakeholder consultation meeting on family farming in Xieng Khouang province,  23/8/2022

8



1/24/2022

5

8: RECOMMENDATIONS ON PILLAR 1: ENABLING POLICIES

 No need to develop a separate National Action Plan 
for Family farming as the pillars are already addressed in 
existing policies. The dialogue towards a national food system 
(5 action tracks) is a good basis for promoting  family farms as 
drivers of a national food system 

 Multi-sectoral policies are needed to create more 
employment for youth in rural areas and rural enterprises

 Strong farmer networks and farmer organizations are 
needed to unleash the potential of agricultural innovations 
(agro-ecological and climate change resilient approaches, food 
safety, etc) and achieve better economic benefits of 
agricultural value chains for farmers

 Family farmers need local policy solutions for:

 Fair arbitration in disputes over land and contract-farming

 Removing policy-related constraints to family farming

Stakeholder consultation meeting on family farming in Xieng Khouang province,  23/8/2022
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9: RECOMMENDATIONS ON PILLAR 2:  YOUTH

 Tackle the exodus of youth from the countryside by 
creating more rural jobs and stimulating 
entrepreneurship

 Give priority to socially responsible investors in 
rural areas, applying criteria such as number of jobs 
created rather than contribution to GDP.

 Projects could employ educated young people as 
village facilitators

 Not all youth can be expected to stay in the 
countryside, they need to be assisted with better 
skills training to compete in urban labor markets.

 Develop new learning processes for rural youth:

 a) to be able to find work in cities

 b) to be smart entrepreneurs in rural areas

 c) to become local leaders in farmer organizations
Young and old men traveling to their maize fields in Ban Somsavath, Phieng District, Sagnabouly
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10: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PILLAR 3:  WOMEN FARMERS

 Gender inequality is a key constraint to 
agricultural growth

 Build on existing approaches (e..g. GALS)

 Target rural women as key actors in changing 
nutrition behaviors

 Prevent early marriages, promote education of 
girls

 Boost women’s leadership by specific targeting of 
women as beneficiaries of projects 

 Develop innovations to reduce women’s 
workloads, e.g. by labor-saving technologies

 Create better access to finance for women to 
become successful entrepreneurs

Khmu lady carrying a heavy bag of rice from the rice mill ito her home n Oudomxay
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11: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PILLAR 4:  FARMER ORGANIZATIONS/ 

NETWORKS

 Farmer Networks are a key element in 
agricultural extension:

 For learning and spreading modern technology

 For farmer organizations to be strong partners in value 
chain negotiations

 Producer groups should only be formed if there 
is a clear benefit from collaborative action (e,g. get 
more income from certification, or buying/selling 
together)

 Young people can transform farmer groups 

 Farmer organizations can provide cheap credit 
to address cash flow bottlenecks of Family Farmers

 Farmer organizations can also contribute to 
social capital in rural communities (outside farming).

Mrs. Khammone, leader of the Thongmang organic vegetable cooperative
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12: RECOMMENDATIONS ON PILLAR 5: REDUCING POVERTY AND 

MALNUTRITION

 Poorest of the poor are often trapped in cycles 
of debt and deprivation. Specific interventions are 
needed to lift them out of poverty

 Cash transfers could be an effective tool to fight 
malnutrition 

 Nutrition-sensitive agriculture (NSA) can address 
both poverty and malnutrition, successful approaches 
should be scaled up

 Focus in NSA should shift from vegetables to fish, 
livestock and other protein-rich foods.

 Women need labor-saving solutions such as access 
to safe and affordable semi-processed foods

 Healthy diets should be the focus of nutrition 
campaigns. Malnutrition is not only about under-
consumption (stunting) in rural areas but also about 
over-consumption (obesity) in urban areas.

Women queuing up for water in Ban Long Nged, Phonxay district, Luang Prabang13

13: RECOMMENDATIONS ON PILLARS 6:  SUSTAINABLE, CLIMATE 

RESILIENT FOOD SYSTEMS

 Lao farming families need more rapid response 
systems to deal with increased vulnerability to climate 
change, more frequent outbreaks of pests and diseases

 Lao farming families need more support to to reduce 
health and food safety risks of unsafe use of chemicals

 Agro-ecological practices and certification (e.g. organic, 
GAP) have a great potential for family farming

 Lack of water is becoming a new issue in upland 
communities

 Transforming upland rice fields into pastures for 
livestock raising has a great potential for the future.

 Better access to a wide choice of rice varieties can 
help farmers restore resilience

Cattle raised on ruzi grass pastures in Ban Hoy, Khoun district, Xieng Khouang.
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14: RECOMMENDATIONS ON PILLAR 7: MULTI-DIMENSIONALITY 

OF FOOD SYSTEMS

 Multi-dimensionality is a difficult and 

fuzzy word. Better to focus on existing 

mechanisms for cross-sectoral collaboration 

(e.g. convergence mechanism, LANN, PLUP))

 Give more priority to reducing 

malnutrition in rural areas as key priority 

in the food system

 Do not only look at family farms as producers 

but also as consumer: improve access to 

affordable food in rural communities

 Make use of international tool sets e.g. the 

voluntary guidelines on Food Systems and 

Nutrition  (EU/FAO) and on Responsible 

Investment.

Family farmers evaluating nutrition-sensitive interventions of a CCL Project in Oudomxay
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15: TOWARDS A STRATEGY FOR FAMILY FARMING IN LAO PDR

Family farming provides food security and adequate nutrition, commercial, diverse and safe 

agricultural production, green agricultural ecosystems, decent jobs and sustainable income
Vision

Outcomes

A sustainable national food system that builds on family farms and small-medium 

enterprises, strong support services and good governance, providing affordable, safe and 

diverse food products to national consumers and  export markets

Goal

1: Family farms 

produce safe, 

competitive food 

products for local and 

export markets 

according to high 

quality standards

2: Family farming 

directly reduces 

poverty and 

malnutrition through 

nutrition-sensitive 

agriculture, food 

processing

3: Family farms and 

their communities 

have secure access to 

and manage natural 

resources sustainably

4: Strong farmer 

organizations, capacity 

and institution 

building for good 

governance and 

innovativeness 16
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THANK YOU!
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