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Starting Points



Power can be taken, 
but not given. The 

process of the taking 
is empowerment in 

itself.

Gloria Steinem



Interpretations

• Projects do not empower people. At 
best they create opportunities for people 
to empower themselves.

• We can set goals and targets for 
empowerment opportunities, but we 
cannot decide what people will do with 
the power they acquire. 

• The empowerment of others is 
inextricably linked with our own power. 



Historical Context



Feudalism
and slavery 

Laos, late 
19th Century



Colonialism
Nam Dinh, December 1873



Liberation Struggle
1946-75



Winners…

…and losers



Current Situation



=111=63=111=70=151Corruption perception Index (rank out of 
163)

9281678393Women's economic activity, 2005 (as % 
of male activity)

483617084=177Ease of getting credit, 2008  (ranking out 
of 178)

38201492998Ease of doing business, 2008 (ranking 
out of 178) 

34.44234.646.941.7Income Inequality, 2007 (Gini Coefficient)
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Economic Power
Economic power = ownership of economic resources 
(land, labour, capital), influence over markets and prices



0084150INGO network connectivity (dyads 
connected) 2005

8.332.26.34.821.6Voice and accountability ranking (out of 
100)

2.882.772.843.493.39Political terror index, av 1976-2006  
(violations 1=least,  5=most)

25.811.725.220.619.5Parliamentary Seats Occupied by 
Women, 2007 (%)

11115Political pluralisim & participation, 2007 
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Political Power
Political power = domination of decision-making 
processes, control of the state machinery (including 
police, army, prisons, courts etc)



1291104853Internet users, 2007 (per 1,000 people)

16213516116385Press Freedom Index, 2007 (ranking out 
of 169)

510449Freedom of Expression, 2007 (score out 
of 16)

6272566956Female education enrollment ratio, all 
levels (%)

90.392.668.790.973.6Adult literacy, 2007 (% of population 
above 15)
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Knowledge Power
Knowledge power = control of information and media, 
influence over cultural values, norms and identity, 
domination of public debate, ownership of techno-
scientific expertise



Some Key Issues



Economic Power:
secure access to productive resources



Aiding or Abetting?
Baird and Shoemaker, 2005

There now exists a compelling and growing volume of evidence 
demonstrating that internal resettlement and related initiatives in 
Laos are, in many cases, having a major and generally negative 
impact on the social systems, livelihoods and cultures of many 
indigenous ethnic communities and people. 

Tens of thousands of vulnerable indigenous ethnic minority people 
have suffered and died due to impacts associated with ill-
conceived and poorly implemented internal resettlement initiatives 
in Laos over the last ten years.

Economic Power:
secure access to productive resources







Economic Power:
secure access to productive resources

Summary:

Land access issues (including land titling, 
resettlement, concessions, benefit-sharing and 
conflict resolution) will continue to provide the 
background against which empowerment does
- or does not - occur in the Mekong Region. 

These issues are not only local or national in 
scope, but also international, and they need to 
be addressed at all levels.



Political Power:
opportunities for independent collective 

action
Civil Society in Vietnam:
Moving from the Margins to the Mainstream

Gita Sabharwal and Than Thi Thien Huong, 
CIVICUS, July 2005

Data suggests that there are roughly 140,000 CBOs, 3,000 cooperatives 
under the new law with most of them operating in the areas of agriculture, 
fisheries, construction, sanitation and health care. There are about 200 
charities and 1000 Local NGOs that are registered.

The embryonic stage of civil society in Vietnam and the continued political 
concerns and sensitivities around its development makes the task of 
strengthening this sector a challenge.



Political Power:
opportunities for independent collective 

action

Countries at the Crossroads: Country Report, Laos
Freedom House, 2007

Civil society hardly exists. Foreign NGOs are allowed to 
function only in accordance with government controls, and there 
is no such thing as a Lao NGO.
Organizations such as the Lao Bar Association, established by 
government decree in 1996, or the Lao National Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry, established by a statute passed by the 
National Assembly in December 2001, are semi-governmental 
and not independent.
The only popular associations permitted in Laos are organizing 
committees for religious functions, peasant producer and water-
user associations, school associations, and sporting clubs. None
are remotely political.



Is something happening in Vietnam?



Is something happening in Laos?



A different approach: networking



Political Power:
opportunities for independent collective 

action

Summary:

Civil society, as both a means and an end of 
empowerment, is very weak in Laos and 
Vietnam. 

It is strong, however, in other parts of the 
region. Potential exists for regional networking.



World Press
Freedom Index

2007

Knowledge Power:
ability to make informed and critical 

decisions

The bottom of the table…



Is the situation getting better or worse?



New media 1 - mobile phones



New media 2 - satellite TV



New media 3 - the internet



Knowledge Power:
ability to make informed and critical 

decisions

Summary:

Pluralism of ideas is a characteristic of an open 
and free society.

Press freedom in East Asia is among the worst 
in the world, but there are growing opportunities 
for promote the Right to Information through 
‘new media’.



Looking Ahead



Where are we going?

Feudalism

Imperialism

Authoritarianism

?????



Moving towards plural-ism

From an empowerment point of view, the future
of the Mekong Region should not involve 
replacing one monolithic ‘ism’ with another, 
whether it be communism, socialism, 
nationalism, fundamentalism, modernism, 
capitalism or corporatism.

Instead, the idea of empowerment suggests a 
pluralistic open society, where individuals and 
groups can chose how they want to live their 
lives.



A vision, not a plan

In open societies, government is responsive 
and tolerant, and political mechanisms are 
transparent and flexible. The state keeps no 
secrets from itself in the public sense; it is a 
non-authoritarian society in which all are 
trusted with the knowledge of all. Political 
freedoms and human rights are the foundation 
of an open society.

"Open society." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 4 Apr 2008



Let’s help 
them take 

power

An open 
society is 
their right
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