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Poverty Reduction Fund Project: an analysis from an Empowerment 
perspective - Lao PDR 
 
1.    Project Description 
The Poverty Reduction Fund (PRF) is an initiative of the Government, to contribute to social 
and economic development towards poverty alleviation for all, especially among the ethnic 
minorities living in remote areas. The PRF was established in 2004 by the Prime Minister, 
with financial support from the WB, and SDC will co-finance it from 2008 onwards. The PRF 
is designed to effectively and efficiently deliver resources to poor villages. It is expected to 
enable poor communities to assess their own needs and priorities and to determine how best 
to use resources to maximize social and economic development on a sustainable basis. The 
PRF is engaged in assisting the development of small scale, community-based infrastructure 
and other activities in the water, transport, education, health, agriculture, and other sectors to 
reduce poverty in rural villages. 
 
2.    Context 
Poverty among the rural communities is principally due to the lack of resources, lack 
of access to public services and the lack of power to claim one’s rights. Rural 
communities, whom primarily rely on subsistence farming for their main source of livelihood, 
remain challenged to have enough food and clean water throughout the year, but also to 
afford medical treatment and an education. Their geographical position, being in the upland 
areas and isolated from road, also constitute a major constrain in having access to public 
services and resources, as well as access to useful information. Since the country’s 
transition to a market-based economy in 1986, the livelihood and lifestyle of many rural 
communities have continued to be confronted with the continuous changes and the 
implementation of the government’s policies. Namely, the development of private sectors, 
land concessions, village consolidations, and eradication of shifting cultivation. The rural 
communities have been little involved in all aspect of the country development process, 
leaving them with few opportunities, no choices and little means to voice their needs or 
opinions. 
 
The National Socio-Economic Development Plan lays out the overall development 
framework, poverty reduction objectives and a roadmap to reach these objectives over the 
medium term. The poverty alleviation measure is primarily focus at the 47 poorest districts. 
However, with the limited resources and capacities, it remains a great challenge for 
local authorities to fulfil their duties in delivering public service to the poorest 
communities. To respond to this challenge the Lao Government (GoL) has established the 
Poverty Reduction Fund (PRF) which aims to effectively and efficiently deliver resources to 
poor villages.  
  
3.    Project objectives 
Through these objectives the PRF aims at addressing the following poverty dimensions:  
• Lack of financial resources by bringing funds to the level of villages; 
• Lack of physical resources by providing means for communities to develop their small 

scale infrastructure projects; 
• Lack of capabilities, by developing organizational capacities of the communities; 
• Lack of access to public resources/public services, by connecting communities to service 

providers (GoL);  
 
Empowerment is an explicit objective of the project. The main goal of the PRF is to 
strengthen local capacity in respect of village development by financing small-scale 
investment and services. The provision of infrastructure (which undeniably constitutes an 
important element for the improvement of the livelihoods of the villagers) is seen as a mean 
to an end.  The vision of the PRF which is that “strong, capable communities, in even the 
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most remote rural areas, work together and find solutions to meet their present and future 
needs”. 
 
 
The objectives of the PRF are: 
• to build capacity and empower poor villagers to plan, manage, and implement their own 

public investments;  
• to develop community infrastructure and gain improved access to services; and  
• to strengthen local institutions to support participatory decision-making and conflict 

resolution processes. 
 
Accordingly, the intended social and/or institutional changes (outcomes), expected to be 
introduced by the project are:  
• Poor villagers in poor districts are empowered to plan, manage and implement their own 

public investments in a decentralized and transparent manner; 
• Access to service and income generation is improved through the development of  

community infrastructure;  
• Participatory decision-making and conflict resolution processes at the village, Kumban 

(group of neighboring villages), and district levels, involving a broad range of villagers, 
including women, the poor and ethnic minorities, is either introduced, or reinforced. 

 
The project seeks to widen the capacities and competence of villagers to analyse their 
need and define their solutions. It facilitates the interactions and the cooperation between 
villagers and authorities within pre-defined framework, but does not directly address the 
question of the formal/legal entitlements of the communities. 
 
 
4.     Stakeholders analysis  
The main project stakeholders comprises of the Providers and the Beneficiaries. The 
Providers are the PRF Project Board, the Donors, the PRF staff and the Local Authorities.                        
The Beneficiaries are the Villagers/Communities and the Representatives of the Villagers.  

Stakeholders Level of 
involvement 
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Donors +++ ++++ +++ Funding – Steering 
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Communities 

 
Amongst the Providers, the “PRF Staff” has the highest level of involvement in the project, 
and has the main role in promoting changes: to build capacities and empowers the 
communities to organise themselves so that they can decide on how best to respond to their 
own needs. The “Donors” have a close involvement by steering the programme, and 
regularly undertake policy dialogue with the Government, to ensure that the support is 
effectively improving the livelihood of the communities through empowerment.  
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From the Government (GoL) side, the “PRF Board” provides oversight and policy 
orientations, has a low level of involvement, and has only limited power to influence the 
project implementation. The “Local Authorities” are, to a limited extent, involved in the 
project process but has no power over communities’ decision and project’s implementations. 
Their main role is to ensure coherence of local planning, coordinate and participate in 
projects processes. 
After four annual cycles of activities (2004-2007), the Beneficiary assessment shows that         
the PRF project has not only successfully contributed to empower the 
“Villagers/Communities” but as well the “Representatives of the Villagers”. The 
Villagers/Communities, women and men have been mobilized to think, to discuss and to 
prioritize their needs. Furthermore, they have been empowered to nominate their own 
Village’s representatives. The Representatives of the Villagers have in turn been 
empowered to represent their communities at the different Planning and Decision Meetings. 
They have been empowered, through capacity building provided by the project, to design, to 
manage and to implement their community sub-projects. 
 
5.   Project Strategies  
The Fund promotes its principles and methods in all the villages of the targeted districts, to 
encourage the villagers to express their needs, to prioritize them at village, Kumban (group of 
villages) and district levels, and then organize themselves to carry out the investments. For 
each community-selected sub-project, the village signs a contract with the PRF; then, the 
community is responsible for contracting or carrying out the work, maintains the investment, 
and manages the contractors and the bookkeeping, with support from the local authorities, 
along with the PRF district and provincial project teams. 
 
• The project works with both Beneficiaries/ Rights holders? (villagers who have a right to 

public resources) and with Providers/ Duty bearers? (GoL, which is supposed to provide 
the public services). The focus is primarily on the communities, through the strengthening 
of their organizational capacities and on facilitation of interactions with Government.  

 
• Main discrimination explicitly addressed by the project are 1) gender and 2) ethnic 

minorities. The project encourage participation of women in decision making by organising 
separate need and planning meeting; Participation of minorities is promoted through the 
dissemination of information on the project in the languages of the minorities, and by 
holding meetings with support of interpreters, where necessary. 

 
• Participation in decision making process is at the core of the project goal and strategy. 

The project organises participation at village level, and representation mechanisms from 
village to district levels. “Representative participation” implies that the risk of minorities not 
being fully representing exist.  

 
• The project is mainly working through invited spaces. Need assessment, prioritisation, 

decision meetings are organised by the project, and are not integrated in an existing 
system (not available).  

 
• Gender and Ethnicity dimensions are not included in details in the regular monitoring of 

the PRF operations. It is however explicitly addressed through the periodic Outcome 
assessments which include assessment of participatory approach at the community level 
and beneficiary satisfactory assessment. 

 
6.    Role of SDC 
SDC is joining the project which has been set up by World Bank. The Bank has thus a 
leading role, bringing in particular expertise (technical and thematic knowledge). SDC is 
focusing its attention on issues of pro-poor orientation, participation and empowerment 
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(rather than on the infrastructure side), and on coordination with other programmes/projects. 
It plays thus an advocacy and steering role. 
 
The programme has established a parallel structure, which implies the risk that stakeholders 
from GoL are less involved in the implementation, and thus dis-empowered. Would this not 
be addressed, ownership of the GoL for the programme could be reduced, with negative 
effects in the medium-terms. 
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