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Abstract

A recently completed small ACIAR-funded project in Lao PDR examined the social and economic implications of alternative rice-growing technologies that might reduce environmental impacts while maintaining productivity. Two key findings from this project were first, that there is a disconnect between the Lao government’s aspirations for a shift towards sustainable rice production systems, and market realities, and second, that in any follow-up research, there should be a focus on describing and understanding the various types of rice value chains in Lao PDR and whether there are any critical issues that constrain or impede the effective operation of these value chains. The purpose of this paper is to outline some of the issues which need to be considered in such a study. The conclusion reached is that there is a need for first, a detailed mapping of rice value chain channels in Lao PDR, to reflect current economic conditions, second, a detailed performance assessment of these channels, using comprehensive assessment frameworks which cover not only economic efficiency criteria but also risk, responsiveness, and social, cultural and environmental considerations, and third, a careful consideration of potential improvement mechanisms which may help minimise the costs incurred by the constraints identified in the performance assessment, to identify those which are both feasible and valuable, given current economic conditions, market structures and the elements of the broader enabling environment.
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Introduction

The rice industry in Lao PDR is under significant pressure to change (Cramb, 2020; Mullis, 2020; FAO, 2020, 2023). Farm businesses face a difficult economic environment, rising competition for labour, and common weather challenges, now worsened by climate change. The milling and marketing sector requires significant investment (ASEAN Briefing, 2025). As well, the Lao PDR government have proposed that the industry should increase rice production and exports while minimising environmental impacts (Secretariat for Formulation of National Green Growth Strategy of the Lao PDR, 2018; Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 2021; Sinnett et al., 2024). 

The Australian Centre of International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) has a long-standing presence in Lao PDR. In 2024/25, ACIAR had 16 active projects with a total budget of some $6.4 million. In relation to the Lao PDR rice industry, the ACIAR country priority (ACIAR, 2026) is stated as:

· Improving cost-effective and sustainable rice-based farming systems with higher crop quality, through mechanisation, diversification and intensification in quarantine standards and value-adding for domestic and export markets.

ACIAR funded a Small Research Activity (SRA) over 2024-2025 to explore some of the issues mentioned above in the context of the country priority. In particular, the research team sought to provide evidence-based insights into the social and economic implications of alternative rice-growing technologies that might reduce environmental impacts while maintaining productivity. 

The SRA has now been completed. In the final report back to ACIAR (Sinnett et al., 2026), the research team outlined the different types of social science, farm economics, market economics, and consumer research undertaken, and the results achieved. In summarising the implications arising from the SRA, the research team noted (p.7): ‘The overall conclusion of this work is that there is a disconnect between the Lao government’s aspirations and market realities. Future work is needed to address this disconnect. To promote practice change towards a farming system designed to navigate future challenges and achieve government aspirations, knowledge gaps need to be addressed within the farm system and across the entire value chain. Specifically, more work is needed to understand the knowledge broker system, how farm businesses and households can adapt to future challenges, whether such changes are worthwhile for a farm business to adopt, and the issues in the value chain that constrain or impede the effective operation of markets. This would provide evidence on how a transition to a more ‘sustainable’ farming system could be implemented across all actors in the value chain, whether it is likely to increase economic welfare, and whether government or market incentives are required to achieve adoption.’  

Thus, in any follow-up research, it has been proposed that a key focus should be on describing and understanding the various types of rice value chains in Lao PDR and whether there are any critical issues that constrain or impede the effective operation of these value chains. The purpose of this paper is to outline the scope of such a study and some of the issues which need to be considered.

Background on the Lao PDR Rice Industry

To understand the issues arising in Lao PDR rice value chains, it is necessary to appreciate the broader context in which these value chains form and operate. Some of this information has already been included in previous documentation related to the SRA (for example, Sinnett et al., 2024). Other sources for this general information on the rice industry in Lao PDR are the books by Schiller et al. (2006), Cramb (2020) and Sakata (2022), the PhD thesis by Manivong (2014), Cosslett and Cosslett (2018) and various reports from international institutions such as the Asian Development Bank (ADB) (Bestari et al., 2006), the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) (FAO, 2020,2023), the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) (Chen et al., 2013), the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) and the World Bank (2012, 2018, 2023, 2026). Many of these reports are listed in the references cited at the end of this paper.

Geographically, Lao PDR is a landlocked country located in Southeast Asia. It borders five neighbouring countries: China to the north, Myanmar to the northwest, Thailand to the west, Cambodia to the south, and Vietnam to the east. The Mekong River flows along most of Laos's western border. 

Based on World Bank and Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) measures, Lao PDR is regarded as a ‘developing economy in transition’, currently slated for official graduation from Least Developed Country (LDC) status. However, in recent years, the Lao PDR economy has faced significant challenges. Before 2020, annual GDP growth exceeded 5 per cent, but by 2022, it had slowed to 2.7 per cent. The Lao currency (the kip) has depreciated considerably over recent years (by 43 per cent against the US dollar up to April 2023) and has contributed to inflation of around 40 per cent per annum, partly caused by increasing prices of imported fuel and fertiliser. Real household incomes have declined, and public debt reached 110 per cent of GDP in 2022 (World Bank, 2023). Thus, there are significant macroeconomic pressures affecting the entire Lao PDR economy, which flow into the rice sector.

Lao PDR has a relatively large land area but is sparsely populated. In December 2023, the population of Laos was 7.682 million, almost two-thirds of whom lived in rural areas (FAO, 2023). The population of the capital city Vientiane is less than 700,000, and there are a large number of smaller cities scattered through the country in the range of 25,000-75,000 people. Agriculture is key to the rural economy in Lao. Agriculture contributes 16 per cent of the country’s GDP, with 70 per cent of the employed population working in agriculture (World Bank, 2026). The agricultural sector is characterised by small family farms (1-2 ha), often fragmented into even smaller plots.

Rice is the main crop grown in Lao PDR, covering about 60 per cent of total arable land. In 2024, rice production reached approximately 3.5 million tonnes (ASEAN Briefing, 2025). It is also the staple food for almost 80 per cent of the rural population in Lao PDR, whose daily calorie and protein intake mainly comes from rice. According to the World Bank (2012), Lao PDR’s per capita rice consumption is among the highest in the world at around 206 kg (milled) per year.  Since most Lao prefer to eat glutinous (sticky) rice, this type of rice accounts for around 90 per cent of production. 

Most rice in Lao is cultivated during the wet season (May to November) in the lowland regions. Farmers utilise both organic farm materials and inorganic fertiliser in their rice cultivation because soil fertility remains a major constraint to rice production in Lao (Manivong, 2014). Over the past 30 years, rice production, harvested area, and yields have all increased (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Lao People’s Democratic Republic – total rice production, area and yield, 1982–2023


Source: FAO, 2023

Yield improvements have been driven by the increased use of improved seed varieties, mechanisation, and inorganic fertilisers (FAO, 2023), and more recently chemical weedicides, often as a response to the declining availability and rapidly increasing cost of rural labour. 

Newby et al. (2020) found that rainfed production systems mostly remain subsistence-focused, using low-input, labour-efficient, and more sustainable methods rather than commercial, high-input, high-yield systems. Growing sufficient rice for household consumption is the primary objective for these producers. See also Newby et al. (2013).

The more commercial production systems, especially those in the central and south geographic regions, produce to supply to local urban and export markets as well as their own households. The neighbouring, more developed countries of Thailand and Vietnam are major rice producers and leading exporters of non-glutinous rice, so Lao PDR cannot compete in these markets, but because Lao produces mostly glutinous rice, some of that (less than 10 per cent of production) makes its way to export markets, through either formal channels or informal border trading. 

To summarise, as with the country at large, the rice industry in Lao PDR faces substantial pressures to change. This stems from sharply rising costs of key inputs, such as fertiliser and labour, and the effects of climate change (Sinnett et al., 2024). As well, additional pressures arise from government policies on environmental sustainability and food security (Sinnett et al., 2024).

The policy goals for the Lao rice industry are a mix of social, economic and environmental goals. The government of Lao PDR seeks to: improve smallholder farmers’ incomes, reduce poverty, and encourage young farmers to continue farming; increase rice productivity, increase the quantity of rice exported; but also to increase agricultural production ‘sustainably’ through programs such as agroecology, Good Agricultural Practice and organic agriculture[footnoteRef:3]. The aims of the latest sustainable growth policy are (i) to limit pollution, (ii) to reduce waste and greenhouse gas emissions, and (iii) to ensure agriculture is conducted in ways that are ‘sustainable’. One pillar of the Lao PDR Government’s ‘Green and Sustainable Agriculture Framework’ (Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 2021, p.15) is expressed as: ‘natural and sustainable nutrient inputs – minimising dependence on external sources for crop nutrients and promoting the production of biofertilizers via nitrogen-rich crops or on-farm recycling of crop residues and livestock waste.’ (p.15).  [3:  Good Agricultural Practice (GAP) allows some chemical inputs within acceptable limits; while organic agriculture avoids synthetic chemical inputs altogether. Agroecology as defined by HLPE (2019) consists of 13 separate principles about the way a farm and its people behave and operate – some environmental, some social and cultural and some economic. Practising (purchased) input reduction is a key principle.] 


To achieve these government goals, rice production systems need to change. Such changes to rice production systems will bring both benefits and costs, with effects that extend beyond the farm (Sinnett et al., 2026).

However, the combination of natural constraints (being landlocked, mainly mountainous terrain), technological limitations, a lack of farm labour and systemic inefficiencies in processing and marketing, all reduce the incentives for change, and this is exacerbated by a policy environment that is still evolving to meet the demands of a more commercialised market. This is the context in which any further research project has to be designed.

Rice Value Chains in Lao PDR

There have been a number of previous studies of rice value chains in Lao PDR. Some of these include Wong et al. (2013), The Ahn et al. (2020), IFPRI (2013), World Food Programme (2023) and World Bank (2023).  Most of these have been primarily descriptive, with few attempts at formally evaluating the performance of these chains using modern value chain principles and methods.

One of the more detailed descriptions of the Lao PDR rice value chain is from Wong (2013) which is a section in the larger Chen et al. (2013) study. This is shown in Figure 2 (their Figure 2.9).

Figure 2. Rice value chain in Lao PDR, 2011
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Figure 3. Private millers’ and government rice value chains in Lao PDR
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An alternate way of representing the Lao PDR rice value chain comes from the World Bank (2023), which presents a stylised mapping of the two broad types of value chains, namely the private millers’ value chain and the government value chain of rice, to cater to different consumer groups, general rice consumers and consumers of food programs. This is shown in Figure 3 (their Figures 9 and 10).

The Anh et al. (2020) provide an updated value chain map of their earlier 2013 study of the rice value chain in the Vietnamese Mekong Delta (their Figure 18.2). This is shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Rice value chain in the Mekong Delta
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Finally, Phouyyavong (2016) provides a detailed description of a regional rice value chain, specifically that for Khammouane Province (Figure 5). An earlier study of the same province was done by Raumsit et al. (2013).
Other regional value chain studies have been completed. For example, Bruckert et al. (2025) report research on the value chain of the Khao Kai Noi variety of rice in Xieng Khouang province, just to the north of Vientiane province. This variety is ‘highly prized for its aromatic character and excellent quality’ and is increasing grown using ‘agroecological’ principles. It has had geographical indication (GI) certification since 2018 and around 15 per cent of output is either exported or sold to the major wet markets in Vientiane. This work reports an attempt to capture consumer willingness to pay for some of these niche varieties of rice produced in Lao PDR. Onphanhdala (2022) reports a value chain study of the northern geographic region of Lao PDR.

The different examples shown above provide only partial information on the components of the rice value chain in Lao PDR or in the broader regional market. The various actors in the value chain and how they are linked together are often well described, and the rice product flows are usually well defined. However, actual quantities moving through the various channels are rarely provided, information and value flows are absent, none of the examples show prices at the different market levels, none provide detailed information which reflects current market structures and economic conditions, and none of the studies take the next step and analyse the performance of the chains. 

A new, comprehensive investigation of Lao PDR rice value chains is required if credible evidence-based advice is to be provided to government about the feasibility and the costs and benefits of transitioning to a more sustainable rice industry. That requires in the first instance knowledge of the general set of issues to be considered and examined.

Figure 5. Rice value chain structure in Khammouane Province
[image: ]Source: Phouyyavong (2016)

Issues in Lao PDR Rice Value Chains 

Rice production at the farm level 

Sinnett et al. (2024) summarised current issues in rice production in Lao PDR and highlighted challenges of changing government policies, the broad economic situation, rice prices, extreme weather events, climate change, labour issues, input costs and soil infertility, etc, affecting the farm level. 

Reliance on agrochemicals: A major portion of rice is produced using conventional methods, which involve the use of agrochemicals to supplement plant nutrients and manage pests and diseases. Other types of rice, such as organic rice and GAP rice, are also produced in smaller quantities to cater to specific consumer markets, facilitated by private rice trading companies. However, the current focus of the Lao government is on promoting the production of rice using natural and sustainable inputs and farming systems to reach global markets through exports. It is questionable whether the value chain is organised enough to accommodate these government policy directives. 

Organic rice exports from Lao are restricted to a small quantity produced under contract farming (Manivong and Cramb, 2020). This was observed during informal visits to rice farmers, that the quantity of organic rice to produce is decided based on a quota provided by traders. 

GAP rice was produced in some parts of rice-producing regions under a contract farming arrangement with a private company; however, findings from our field data collection revealed that the GAP rice program no longer exists. Additionally, farmers find it less profitable to produce GAP rice, given the price premium for GAP rice is not sufficient compared to the extra labour used for recordkeeping that demand extra labour. 

Reliance on rainfed agriculture: A significant majority of rice cultivation in Laos is rainfed, making it highly vulnerable to climate variability. This leads to large fluctuations in annual production due to frequent droughts and floods, which directly impact farmer income and national food security.

Low productivity and yields: Compared to neighbouring countries like Vietnam and Thailand, Laos has lower rice yields. This is attributed to several factors, including poor soil fertility, limited access to and inefficient use of modern inputs like quality seeds and fertilisers, and a reliance on labour-intensive conventional farming practices.

Unsustainable farming practices: The use of nitrogen-based fertilisers and traditional ‘slash-and-burn’ cultivation in the uplands contributes to environmental degradation, including soil acidification, erosion, and water pollution. This creates a long-term sustainability issue for the sector.

Limited access to technology and credit: Farmers often lack the capital to invest in modern farming equipment, improved seed varieties, and irrigation systems. This hinders their ability to increase productivity and transition to more commercialised farming. Farmers often have to accept loans from traders to purchase fertiliser and weedicide and are then locked in to selling to those traders to repay the debt.

Input supply/ production supplies
	
Fertiliser and other chemicals: Inorganic fertiliser is widely used in rice production in Lao PDR but producers often do not have access to the fertiliser mix that is best for their farm soil fertility. Especially in the more remote areas, farmers have to take what the traders have available, which may be of low nutrient quality. Actual fertiliser use bears little resemblance to government recommended rates.

New rice varieties are being developed by government institutions that meet certain issues in production, but such seeds are expensive and not widely available. Farmers often use rice from last year’s harvest as the seed for this year’s sowing.

Some farmers have a preference to produce rice with organic inputs, such as commercial organic fertilisers, other organic nutrient supplements, organic pesticide and fungicide products, but there are no regulatory mechanisms on either the supply channels and or the quality of these products. Key informants pointed out during interviews that organic fertiliser factories are being built in Savannakhet to commercially produce organic fertiliser; however, farmers complained about not having access to locally produced commercial organic fertiliser and they were also unsure of the nutrient quality. 

In addition, there are only small and irregular market premiums for rice products made organically, using good agricultural practices or agroecological concepts, without a trader involved to facilitate the market. Furthermore, even if non-conventional rice production is facilitated by a trader, farmers would not get better farmgate prices for their produce, as pointed out by farmers. 

Machinery services – land preparation/harvesting/threshing: Satisfactory use of machinery at the farm level in rice production. However, machinery use in small plots of land is challenging. 

Production and market infrastructure: A major challenge faced by the farm sector is the lack of proper infrastructure for irrigation, transport and storage facilities. Irrigation is crucial during the dry season and periods of irregular rainfall, which are becoming more common, and inadequate or neglected irrigation structures worsen the problem of providing sufficient water on time for crops. While, investments in irrigation had significantly supported the expansion of irrigated rice production in the past, investments have not been made in new schemes, and the already existing infrastructure has not been properly maintained, worsening their condition. 

The country's mountainous terrain and lack of adequate road networks, especially in rural areas, make it difficult and costly to transport paddy from farms to mills and then to markets. Poorly maintained road networks cause delays in farm operations and lead to significant post-harvest losses during the transport of produce from farms to storage or processing facilities. Farmers lack on farm drying and storage facilities which also contribute to post-harvest losses and hence higher consumer prices and reduced farmer profits.

Agricultural extension and training: Lao PDR has a well-organised administrative structure nationwide at the provincial and district levels to work closely with the agricultural sector, including the rice sector. Government institutions such as the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, Provincial Agriculture and Forestry Office, District Agriculture and Forestry Office, DALAM, etc, operate closely with rice farmers and stakeholders to provide extension and training services.

Additionally, there are numerous international organisations such as IRRI, IFPRI, FAO, etc and research institutions and funding agencies such as CGIAR, ACIAR, etc, that operate in Lao PDR to conduct projects and programs in collaboration with local institutions and universities. Hence, farmers also receive extension and training services through such arrangements on new knowledge, technologies, and practices in rice production. 

However, there are questions about whether farmers will continue with these practices or adopt new applications in rice production, even after the project period, with the lack of monitoring by local institutions. Farmers also complained that they do not receive satisfactory service from extension officers and therefore rely on traders of fertiliser, agrochemicals, etc, for knowledge on the application of such products, and new technologies in rice production. 

Rice processing

Fragmented and outdated milling sector: The rice milling sector in Laos is highly fragmented, dominated by a large number of small-scale, district-based mills that use old technology. These mills often have low efficiency and produce lower-quality rice with low head-rice recovery rates (the percentage of whole kernels after milling). The World Bank (2023) pointed out that the milling process of rice is mostly done manually. This might increase the cost of production. Large mills are few in number and located across a few major cities (FAO, 2012).

Lack of quality control: The overall market system lacks incentives for maintaining product quality. Issues like mixing different rice varieties and poor post-harvest handling by farmers result in a low-quality final product. This makes it difficult for Lao rice to compete with higher-quality imports in domestic urban markets and with exports from other countries.

Rice trading (domestic and export)

The World Bank (2023) notes that there is a limitation on the commercialisation of rice because rice is mostly purchased by urban domestic consumers, while the production takes place mostly in rural regions, mainly for the own consumption of households. Also, the World Bank (2023) highlighted that the majority of the population prefers small grocery stores or markets where they can bargain because of low disposable incomes.  Packaged rice is mostly sold in urban areas of the country, but it is estimated that only 20-30 per cent of the urban population buys packaged rice from supermarkets (although this seems to be changing quite rapidly – see Kousonsavath et al., 2026b,c). Retailers are hesitant to stock new products without existing demand in the market. 

One major issue is the lack of properly regulated product description schemes, especially for credence goods such as organic certification. Characteristics of rice which are easily distinguished, such as colour and proportion of broken rice (grade) are valued appropriately by traders and consumers (Kousonsavath et al., 2026a), but characteristics of rice which are not easily distinguished and rely on certification, are not valued as expected. For example, Kousonsavath et al. (2026b,c) have shown that there was no market premium for organic rice on average over the period December 2024 to December 2025, and this was put down largely to consumer slack of trust in the branding of organic rice. Much is sold with an organic claim, but without an organic certification logo. Other recent studies into Lao consumer valuations of rice characteristics include Bouphakaly (2017) and Chialue et al. (2018).

These factors, in addition to the value chain issues raised earlier, result in a lack of value chain integration. There is often poor coordination between different actors in the value chain—farmers, millers, and traders. This lack of communication and trust can lead to inefficient practices and a failure to meet market demands. For example, farmers may be cheated by unscrupulous traders using inaccurate scales.

The combined effect is suppressed farm-gate prices. Despite high retail prices for consumers in urban areas, farmers often receive low prices for their paddy. This is due to the inefficiencies and high costs along the value chain, and the lack of value chain coordination mechanisms, rather than low demand. The increasingly high cost of production due to the macroeconomic conditions in Lao PDR mean that many rice farmers are growing rice just for household consumption rather than generating a surplus for sale, and they are actively examining other enterprises on their small blocks. These outcomes are shown in Figure 1 – in recent years area planted has fallen, yields have stabilised and total recorded output has fallen. 

In relation to export markets for rice, while the government has made efforts to improve trade, cumbersome regulations, internal roadblocks, and the high cost of transportation limit the export potential of Lao rice. One factor is that glutinous rice is produced in the largest quantities for consumption, but it limits the export potential to international markets as the larger export markets prefer non-glutinous rice varieties. The factors which limit the formal export of rice also lead to an undocumented but anecdotally large informal cross border trade with neighbouring countries. 

Chen et al. (2013) summarised their review of Lao PDR rice value chains as follows (p.44):

“Overall, we found that in the case of Lao PDR, the mills and processing plants are increasingly acting as the fulcrum linking/driving upstream and downstream development/transformation of the supply chain. Upstream through contract farming, the provision of good/certified seeds, fertilizers and mechanization services and downstream to modern retailers like supermarkets and minimarkets with branded packaged rice. Some are also involved in exports both formal and informal (more so) of mainly glutinous rice and in some cases also paddy. There are also imports of mainly non-glutinous and aromatic rice for major cities as well as industrial use and snacks and also some hybrid rice from China to Northern Lao.

Unresolved Issues

There are a number of issues arising from within the enabling environment of these value chains that will constrain future development potential.

First, to restate information presented earlier, the stated policy goals for the Lao rice industry are a mix of social, economic and environmental themes. To paraphrase, the government of Lao PDR seeks to: improve smallholder farmers’ incomes, reduce poverty, and encourage young farmers to continue farming; increase rice productivity and increase the quantity of rice exported; but also to increase agricultural production ‘sustainably’ through programs such as agroecology, Good Agricultural Practice and organic agriculture.  

Many of these policy goals are in direct conflict. For example, while the government's focus on rice self-sufficiency has been successful (see Table 1), the policy mix is not always optimal for fostering a competitive and profitable commercial sector. There is a need for policies that facilitate trade, encourage private investment in modern milling, and improve the efficiency of public services like agricultural extension. The acceptance of a framework like that proposed in Mullen et al. (2023) would at least allow the trade-offs to be recognised and minimised.

In particular, recent policy announcements discouraging the use of inorganic fertilisers and agrochemicals and encouraging the use of sustainable inputs and agroecological concepts (Secretariat for Formulation of National Green Growth Strategy of the Lao PDR, 2018; Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 2021; Sinnett et al., 2024), have been made without any research-based evidence that rice productivity can be maintained and without the provision of substitute, organic inputs with certified nutrient content. There is insufficient information available to farmers on the inclusion of agroecology in rice production and the benefits and costs associated with rice production under such farming systems. 

Second, Lao PDR rice prices have not been routinely and consistently reported in recent years in global databases such as FAOSTATS, so there remains much uncertainty about price trends for Lao paddy rice (Sinnett et al., 2024). Discussions with Lao rice producers and scientists suggest that in 2024 the price of paddy rice at the farm gate was about 7,500 kip/ kg (ranging from 5,000 to 10,000 kip/kg), a marked increase in recent years. For example, Mullen et al. (2019) used a price of 2,500 kip/kg. There was a significant depreciation of the Lao kip in 2023 which lowered the price of Lao rice on the world market making exports more attractive and hence, even though the volume of exports from Lao PDR is small, this may be one factor driving the increase in the price of paddy rice. 

Third, in terms of background information that helps explain market reactions, there are no recent published estimates of the elasticities of demand and supply for Lao rice at the farm gate. Furuya et al. (2020, p.30) report an aggregate elasticity of demand of -0.419, based on the real retail price of non-glutinous rice, as well as a large number of yield and area supply functions for rice. However, these estimates were based on a data set commencing in 1980 which covers many years of highly restrictive regulation of the rice market in Lao PDR. Mullen et al. (2019) assumed that the elasticity of demand is -0.5 and the elasticity of supply is 1.5. These values would need confirming during any detailed value chain investigation to reflect recent market conditions.

Conclusions

A large number of issues were identified above as constraining the development of rice value chains in Lao PDR. These range from on-farm issues related to rice drying, storage and quality through infrastructure issues such as inadequate transport networks and options, through to small scale and outdated communal rice milling facilities. There are also issues in the enabling environment which constrain the full expression of consumer preferences such as poor information flows and poor regulation of product certification schemes. For example, consumers are not willing to pay more for organic and other credence attributes if they do not trust the brands to correctly specify the qualities they value (Kousonsavath et al., 2026a,b,c). Such issues are common in many developing country agricultural industries.

Considering the context and the issues outlined above, to be able to generate credible information and recommendations as a basis for industry and government decisions which meet the requirements of Lao PDR society, the conclusions that can be drawn from this review are as follows:

· First, there is a need for a detailed mapping of rice value chain channels in Lao PDR, to reflect current economic conditions and economic structures. These channels should include different types of rice, different production regions and different market options. Information provided should include actual quantities of product flowing through the various channels and the values obtained at the different transaction points, as well as the key elements of the enabling environment which either constrain or promote value chain development. 
· Next, there is a need for a detailed performance assessment of these channels, using comprehensive assessment frameworks such as Aramyan et al. (2007) which cover not only economic efficiency criteria but also risk, responsiveness, and social, cultural and environmental considerations. Sustainability issues should be foremost, using perhaps the FAO (2014) general framework plus specific methods such as used in the Bonney et al. (2012) approach to thinking about the trade-off between effectiveness and value (see also Fleming et al. 2020 for a review of this literature). 
· Finally, there is a need for careful consideration of those potential value chain improvement mechanisms (often called ‘upgrading options’) which may help minimise the costs incurred by the constraints identified in the performance assessment. Options should include individual business actions, whole-of-chain actions and whole-of-government actions. Such consideration should identify those which are feasible and valuable, given current economic conditions, market structures and the elements of the broader enabling environment, as well as who should fund them (Mounter et al., 2019). Such considerations could be done using processes described in the various value chain toolkits such as Valuelinks (Springer-Heinze, 2007) and M4P (Department for International Development, 2008) and ranked or evaluated using methods such as social benefit cost analysis (Malcolm et al., 2026).

Any follow-up project should be designed along these lines so as to generate credible information and recommendations as a basis for industry and government decisions which meet the requirements of Lao PDR society.
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Figure 2.9: Overall Rice Supply Chain in Lao PDR - 2011
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