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Helping Tourism Enterprises in the Lao PDR 
Recover from COVID-19

Several of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic’s major tourist attractions are found in the Vientiane Capital. Photo credit: ADB.

Promoting domestic tourism is essential to the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic’s COVID-19 recovery.
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Introduction

Travel has dropped, if not been halted, in many parts of the world due to the coronavirus disease 

(COVID-19) pandemic. This is expected to heavily impact tourism-dependent countries, such as the Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR). Prior to the COVID-19 crisis, tourism in the country was 

robust and rapidly growing, but tourist arrivals have declined following restrictions on international and 

domestic travel.

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) estimated the pandemic’s initial impact on tourism enterprises in 

the Lao PDR’s major destinations by comparing the results of pre-pandemic surveys completed in 

August 2019  with follow-up surveys in May 2020. Survey results indicated that about half of tourism 

businesses were temporarily closed in May 2020. About 70% of the surveyed enterprises reduced their 

workforce, with total employment falling by 38%.  Since the country closed its borders, businesses that 

primarily served international guests have suffered more than those that catered to domestic visitors. To 



survive the crisis and prepare for recovery, the tourism sector needs assistance, starting with initiatives 

that can stimulate local travel.

This article is adapted from The Impact of COVID-19 on Tourism Enterprises in the Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic: An Initial Assessment  published by ADB.

Status of tourism businesses in the Lao PDR

In 2019, international tourist arrivals to the Lao PDR reached an all-time peak of 4.79 million, a 14% 

increase from the previous year. This generated $934 million in international tourism receipts, trailing 

only mineral exports ($1.43 billion) and electricity exports ($1.32 billion). Recent reports by the World 

Travel Tourism Council and the Ministry of Education and Sports, [1] estimate that tourism directly 

contributes to 4.6% to GDP and employs 54,000 workers, about 63% of them are women.

The country implemented a nationwide lockdown on 30 March 2020 that was lifted on 4 May. It closed 

all international ports of entry, suspended issuance of tourist visas, and banned interprovincial travel. On 

18 May, tourist sites re-opened and interprovincial travel was permitted , including domestic 

flights. However, international borders remained closed to tourists as of October 1. International arrivals 

to the country dropped to zero in the second quarter due to border closure.

In May 2020, ADB conducted a follow-up survey of accommodation and food enterprises in four popular 

tourist destinations: Louangphabang province, Vangviang district, Vientiane Capital, and Champasak 

province. The survey asked 89% of the 366 tourism enterprises interviewed in a previous survey 

(July–August 2019) about their current operations and employment. Larger enterprises that focus on 

international guests suffered more from the COVID-19 downturn than those that primarily catered to the 

domestic market. Only 30.4% of these larger businesses were adapting to the new situation and 

remained open in May 2020[2] while 69.4% of enterprises that targeted domestic guests continued 

operating.[3] The impact of COVID-19 was more severe in Louangphabang and Vangviang, where 

tourism enterprises mainly focused on international and leisure tourists, than in Vientiane Capital and 

Champasak. Only 22% of survey respondents in Louangphabang were operating either fully or partially 

in May 2020, while about 65% of the enterprises were still operating in Vientiane Capital, about 50% in 

Vangviang, and 44% in Champasak.

The survey also found that enterprises targeting international guests laid off 46.3% of their employees, 

while enterprises that targeted domestic guests reduced the number of their workers by 26.5%.

About 55% of the enterprises surveyed said they had enough savings or access to immediate credit 

from friends and family to remain in (or resume) business until October 2020. Respondents cited lack of 

working capital as a major obstacle to continuing or resuming their businesses but were reluctant to 

borrow from financial institutions. They preferred fiscal support measures, such as tax relief (84.8%) and 

cash transfers (68.7%). The demand for special refinancing and loan repayment moratoriums were 

generally low at 35.0% and 25.7%.

When asked about actions the enterprises would be forced to take if the pandemic continued beyond 
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May 2020, 83% said they would have to temporarily close business, 56% said they would have to layoff 

staff, and 50% said they would have to reduce wages and salaries of their employees. Some enterprises 

would be forced to take drastic measures such as apply for bankruptcy (21%) and sell their business 

(11%).

Surveyed enterprises also expressed concern about safety and the need to rebuild consumer 

confidence and demand as reflected by the high percentage that strongly supported improved COVID-

19 screening at borders (83.0%) and for the population (71.5%), as well as a one-year waiver of entry 

fees to all tourist attractions (63.5%).

Recommendations

The sudden drop in tourist arrivals due to the COVID-19 pandemic had adversely affected tourism 

enterprises in the Lao PDR. Larger enterprises that targeted international guests suffered more severely 

than those that mostly catered to local guests and may have not been able to adapt. Promoting more 

domestic travel will be an important part of the Lao PDR’s COVID-19 recovery plan. Domestic tourism is 

expected to lead the recovery as locals will be among the first to travel when travel restrictions are lifted.

In order to survive the current crisis and prepare for recovery once the pandemic subsides, the tourism 

industry also needs government assistance in the short to medium term. Initiatives can include the 

following:

Stimulating domestic travel by promoting destinations and travel products; and by encouraging 

hotels, airlines, and tour operators to develop and advertise travel packages at reasonable prices.

Joining “COVID-safe travel zones” or “travel bubbles” by allowing managed tourist travel between 

countries that have been successful in containing the spread of COVID-19, for example, between 

the Lao PDR, Viet Nam, and the Republic of Korea.

Offering tax relief and cash transfers to support cash flow of enterprises in the short? and medium 

term.

Improving COVID-19 screening at borders and expanded testing nationwide to reduce risk of 

infections from domestic and foreign tourists and rebuild consumer confidence to travel.

The growth of Lao PDR tourism before the onset of the COVID-19 crisis has shown that this sector can 

play an important role in the country’s socioeconomic development.

[1] Ministry of Education and Sports. 2018. Tourism and Hospitality Enterprise Survey of 
Employment and Skills in Lao PDR. Vientiane.

[2] Enterprises that target international guests are defined as enterprises with less than 30% 
domestic guests in August 2019.

[3] Enterprises that target domestic guests are defined as enterprises with more than 70% 
domestic guests in August 2019.

https://www.economist.com/asia/2020/05/28/asian-countries-try-to-build-travel-bubbles
https://development.asia/printpdf/insight/helping-tourism-enterprises-lao-pdr-recover-covid-19#_ftnref1
https://development.asia/printpdf/insight/helping-tourism-enterprises-lao-pdr-recover-covid-19#_ftnref1
https://development.asia/printpdf/insight/helping-tourism-enterprises-lao-pdr-recover-covid-19#_ftnref4
https://development.asia/printpdf/insight/helping-tourism-enterprises-lao-pdr-recover-covid-19#_ftnref4
https://development.asia/printpdf/insight/helping-tourism-enterprises-lao-pdr-recover-covid-19#_ftnref5
https://development.asia/printpdf/insight/helping-tourism-enterprises-lao-pdr-recover-covid-19#_ftnref5


Resources

The Economist. 2020. Asian Countries Try to Build Travel “Bubbles.” 28 May.

Savankham, F. 2020. Laos to Resume Domestic Flights, Schools, Other Restrictions Eased. The 

Laotian Times. 15 May.

T. Yamano, et. al. 2020. The Impact of COVID-19 on Tourism Enterprises in the Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic: An Initial Assessment . Manila: Asian Development Bank.

World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC). 2018. Travel and Tourism Economic Impact 2019, Laos . 

London.

Takashi Yamano
Senior Economist, Economic Research and Regional Development, Asian Development Bank

Takashi Yamano joined ADB in 2017. Prior to joining ADB, he worked as an impact 

assessment specialist at the International Rice Research Institute in 2011—2017. He 

taught post-graduate courses at the National Graduate Institute for Policy Studies in Tokyo, Japan in 

2002—2011 and worked as a consultant at the World Bank in 2000—2002. He obtained a joint PhD in 

economics and agricultural economics from the Michigan State University, USA in 2000.

Manisha Pradhananga
Economist, Economic Research and Regional Cooperation Department, Asian Development Bank

Manisha Pradhananga joined ADB in 2018. Prior to ADB, she was assistant professor 

of economics at Knox College, USA where she taught courses in macroeconomics, 

international trade, and economic development. Between 2011 and 2013, she worked at the ADB 

Institute, Japan as a research associate. She obtained her PhD in Economics from the University of 

Massachusetts, Amherst and her bachelor’s degree from Mount Holyoke College, USA.

Steven Schipani
Principal Tourism Industry Specialist, Southeast Asia Department, Asian Development Bank

Steven Schipani has been leading the formulation and administration of regional 

tourism projects and technical assistance since 2010. He has worked across ADB 

supporting diagnostic studies and strategic tourism planning, as well as tourism management capacity 

building programs for public officials and other tourism industry stakeholders. He has more than 20 

years of experience with tourism-related operations, mainly in Southeast Asia. He started his career in 

international development as a US Peace Corps Volunteer in Thailand.  

Asian Development Bank (ADB)

The Asian Development Bank is committed to achieving a prosperous, inclusive, 

resilient, and sustainable Asia and the Pacific, while sustaining its efforts to eradicate 
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extreme poverty. Established in 1966, it is owned by 68 members—49 from the region. Its main 

instruments for helping its developing member countries are policy dialogue, loans, equity investments, 

guarantees, grants, and technical assistance.

Follow Asian Development Bank (ADB) on 

https://twitter.com/ADB_HQ
https://www.linkedin.com/company/asian-development-bank
https://www.facebook.com/AsianDevBank

