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Factsheet - Adoption 

BACKGROUND 

For children who cannot be cared for by their birth parents, adoption may offer a stable 

and permanent alternative care option. However, if adoption is not carried out in a 

transparent manner aligned with procedures established by the law, it can put children at 

risks of abuse, sale, abduction and trafficking and lead to the coercion or manipulation of 

birth parents, falsification of documents, and bribery. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which guides UNICEF’s work, clearly 

states that every child has the right to grow up in a family environment, to know and be 

cared for by her or his own family, whenever possible. Recognizing this, and the value 

and importance of families in children’s lives, families needing assistance to care for 

their children have a right to receive it. When a child’s family is unavailable or unable to 

care for her/him, then appropriate and stable family-based solutions should be sought to 

enable the child to grow up in a loving, caring and supportive environment. 

In its Concluding Observations to Lao PDR, the UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child has recommended that the Government “put in place a mechanism to monitor all 

adoptions, national and international, in order to ensure that the rights of the children 

who are adopted are fully respected”. The Committee also encourages the Government 

of Lao PDR to “consider ratifying the 1993 Hague Convention on Protection of Children 

and Cooperation in Respect of Inter-Country Adoption”. 

DOMESTIC ADOPTION 

In Lao PDR, domestic adoption is regulated by Chapter 2, Articles 37-42 of the Family 

Law (2008). Although there are no official figures on domestic adoption in Lao PDR, this 

is not an unusual practice compared to many neighboring countries. Adoption mostly 

involves infants, and sometimes older children.  

Article 21 of the Adoption Decree (2014) states that Lao citizen who would like to apply 

for adoption must submit the application and required documents to the village 

administration authorities, where the applicant or the child reside. If the child is a relative 

of the applicant, further submission through the district Justice office to the Adoption 

Committee is needed.  

Inter-country adoption was formally suspended by the Government of Lao PDR in 2012, 

new applications after are being considered on a case-by-case basis. Since the national 

registry for adoptive parents and eligible children for adoption has yet to be established, 

there have been very few new cases. 

Article 7: BIRTH REGISTRATION, 
NAME, NATIONALITY, CARE 

The child […] as far as possible, has the 

right to know and be cared for by his or 

her parents. 

Article 20: CHILDREN UNABLE TO 
LIVE WITH THEIR FAMILY 

A child temporarily or permanently 

deprived of his or her family 

environment, or in whose own best 

interests cannot be allowed to remain in 

that environment, shall be entitled to 

special protection and assistance 

provided by the State or if necessary 

placement in suitable institutions for the 

care of children that is continuous and 

respects the child’s culture and linguistic 

background. 

Article 21: ADOPTION 

Governments that recognize and/or 

permit the system of adoption shall 

ensure that the best interests of the child 

shall be the paramount consideration. 
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ADOPTION COMMITTEE 

In 2014, the Government of Lao PDR approved a new 

Decree on Adoption, establishing for the first time a 

comprehensive legal framework to strengthen the 

implementation and monitoring of domestic and inter-

country adoption procedures in Lao PDR. The 

Adoption Committee at the central level consists of 

four ministries: the Ministry of Justice (MOJ), Ministry 

of Health, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry 

of Labour and Social Welfare. Teams consist of 

members from these sectors also exist at sub-national 

levels. Applications are reviewed on a case-by-case 

basis based on the best interest of a child principle. 

ACTION 

In 2013, with support from the Government of France, UNICEF supported the MOJ to develop a new Adoption Decree that aligns with 

the international standards. The decree was signed by the Prime Minister in June 2014. Following the approval of the decree, the 

Adoption Committee consisting of members from justice, social welfare and health sectors were set up at national, provincial and 

district levels across the country.  

The Decree introduces new provisions related to what should be done before, during, and after the adoption, including the 

assessment of families and children by social services, the consideration of extended family support and other alternative care 

arrangements as well as counselling of birth parents and children etc. According to the Law on the Protection of the Rights and 

Interests of the Child (2007) and the Adoption Decree (2014), inter-country adoption is identified as the second last resort for children 

eligible for adoption, with the last resort being institutional care. 

UNICEF also supported the MOJ to develop a training manual on the Adoption Decree, which provides detailed guidance on the 

adoption process and the best interests of the child. Since then, eight training sessions were conducted for members of the sub-

national Adoption Committee in 12 provinces and 54 districts with a total of 177 participants (55F/122M). In addition, UNICEF 

continues to work with governments, the UN, development partners and civil society organizations to protect vulnerable families, to 

ensure that existing legal and policy frameworks are in place and to build the capacity of the social welfare, justice and law 

enforcement sectors through strengthening child protection systems overall. 
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ALTERNATIVE CARE OPTIONS IN LAO PDR 

(Informal) Kinship care: Positive child-care practices and strong 

family and community ties result in most children being raised 

within their families or extended families. Orphans are generally 

cared for by relatives, and may also be informally adopted by them. 

Support to relatives caregivers is however limited. 

Foster care/adoption: References to families following all the 

steps indicated are rare. Common use of the term ‘adoption’ refers 

to any care provided by relatives and non‐relatives regardless of 

duration and level of formalization is widespread. 

Residential care: By law, residential/institutional care should be 

used as the last resort in Lao PDR. However, it is often used as the 

solution in practice. Decisions to send children to residential care 

are generally made by parents, relatives, the head of the village or 

ministry officials depending on the child’s family and childcare 

situation. Children are often not consulted. When relatives are not 

available, the village authority may appoint a guardian or send the 

child to an orphanage or a Boarding School. 

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE COMMITTEE 

 

1. Review the application and check the conditions, background 

information, eligibility and adaptability of applicants. 

2. Supervise, monitor, inspect the teams at the provincial level. 

3. Assess and provide advice concerning adoption. 

4. Notify the results of adoption application to foreign applicants. 

5. Summarize the data of children without care and maintain the 

confidentiality of case information. 

6. Consider the approval for the probation placement of a child with a 

new family. 

7. Cooperate with other concerned sectors. 

8. Summarize and report on adoption to MOJ and the Government. 

9. Implement other rights and responsibilities as designated. 

CHALLENGES 

The policy and legal frameworks need to be further 

strengthened to ensure effective coordination and 

implementation by the government. 

Despite capacity-building activities, implementation of 

the Adoption Decree is challenging due to limitations 

in budgets and a lack of supportive services. 

Frequent rotation of staff, including the members of 

the Adoption Committee, affects the implementation 

of the legislation concerning adoption. New staff 

needs time and training to develop work knowledge 

and accumulate experience. 

The government has yet to establish the national 

registry for adoptive parents and eligible children for 

adoption as required by the Adoption Decree. 
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BACKGROUND 

Alternative care is any care arrangements, formal or informal, temporary or permanent, for a child who is living away from his or her 

parents or without parental care. All children not in the overnight care of at least one of their parents, for whatever reason and under 

whatever circumstances, are considered as children without parental care (UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children). These 

children are at a higher risk of discrimination, inadequate care, abuse and exploitation, and their well-being is often insufficiently monitored.  

Article 7 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that every child has the right to grow up in a family 

environment, to know and to be cared for by his or her parents. Article 20 provides that ‘a child temporarily or permanently deprived of his 

or her family environment, or in whose own best interest cannot be allowed to remain in that environment, shall be entitled to special 

protection and assistance provided by the State’ and the State Parties ‘shall in accordance with their national laws ensure alternative care 

for such a child’ to support the child to grow up in a loving, caring and supportive environment.  

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

In Lao PDR, 7.5% of children aged 0-17 live with neither biological parent (Lao Social 

Indicator Survey II 2017). The country has a strong tradition of family and community care for 

orphaned children or children needing exceptional care. There are two main traditional 

practices of alternative care: informally arranged guardianship by relatives and guardianship 

by non-relatives. According to the LSIS II, the majority of the children living with neither 

biological parent (number: 43,310), are staying in informal kinship care, which makes it 

difficult to monitor their status. Families, particularly grandparents, are the most common 

guardians of orphans, followed by aunts and uncles. If no relative can act as a guardian, 

another individual from the community will usually volunteer to take care of the child. In some 

instances, children themselves have become heads of their own households and main 

income earners.  

The Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR (2021) shows that institutional 

care is the only option available in villages, even though this should be a last resort according 

to the Law on Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children (2007). 
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TYPES OF ALTERNATIVE CARE IN GENERAL 

Residential care is any group living arrangement where 

children are looked after by paid staff in a specially 

designated facility. This care covers a wide variety of 

settings ranging from emergency shelters to orphanages, 

and in the Lao context, boarding schools and temples. 

Family or community-based care is a type of care 

provided by relatives, family’s close friends or the 

adopting family in a family setting environment. Examples 

include kinship care, foster care and adoption.  

KEY STATISTICS 

7.5% of children aged 0-17 live 

with neither biological parents 

Around 8,700 children are 

in monastic institutions 

Around 1,500 children are in 

SOS villages 

Around 10,000 children are 

in ethnic minority boarding 

schools 

Source: LSIS II, NCAWMC, Rapid Situation Assessment 

of Children without Parental Care in Lao PDR (2018) 
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NEXT STEPS 

Finalize the National Alternative Care Guidelines for 

Children in Lao PDR in line with the UN Alternative Care 

Guidelines. 

Raise public and frontline workers’ awareness on the 

impact of institutionalization as well as the benefit and 

right of every child to grow up in a loving, caring and 

protective home. 

Capacitate the social service workforce through regular 

training and coaching on alternative care and case 

management.  

Prevent unnecessary family separation and strengthen 

family resilience through parenting education, childcare 

support, social protection, etc.   

Improve MOLSW’s data collection, M&E and knowledge 

management capacity. 

Strengthen the child protection system by ensuring child 

protection, prevention, and responsive services are 

available in communities to address neglect and 

violence.  

Alternative care is a relatively new concept in the Lao context with mixed understanding. The result of Rapid Situation 

Assessment of Children without Parental Care in Lao PDR (2018) states that: 

• Key respondents had difficulties defining ‘children without care’.  

• 15% of the key informants had difficulties in coming up with any definition;  

• The remaining 85% defined it as ‘no care’, ‘no protection’, ‘neglected’, ‘no parents’;  

• Key informants thought that children without parental care in Lao PDR were mainly neglected children (19.2%) 

or orphans (18.4%); 

• Most people do not regard children in ethnic boarding schools, novice living in temples, and children living with 

extended family as children without parental care.  

• There is very limited data on the number of children living in institutions such as boarding schools, 

orphanages, drug rehabilitation centres, centres for children with disabilities, temples, detention facilities etc. 
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ACTION  

The Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) Concluding 

Observations suggested the Lao Government to adopt the 

guidelines on children left without parental care, only use residential 

care as a last resort, ensure systematic periodic review of the 

quality of care and regular training of relevant professionals on 

alternative care, ensure the child’s rights to be heard is guaranteed 

during the placement in the alternative care process, including 

children living in ‘pagodas’ and establish a monitoring mechanism 

and periodic review of the placement decision to ensure the best 

interest of a child.   

In response, from 2020, UNICEF has been supporting the Ministry 

of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW) to develop the National 

Alternative Care Guidelines for Children in Lao PDR in line with the 

UN Alternative Care Guidelines, as well as trainings for sub-

national social service workforce to assist children without parental 

care in line with the new guidelines.  

In 2020, the MOLSW has included a new chapter on alternative 

care to its standard para-social worker training module, targeting all 

sub-national Labour and Social Welfare staff working with and for 

children. 

Noting that children are increasingly left behind by parents seeking 

better opportunities in cities or abroad (13% of children aged 0-17 

have at least one parent living elsewhere in the country or abroad, 

LSIS II), UNICEF East Asia and the Pacific is conducting a regional 

 

situation assessment on children on the move, including a case 

study on children left behind in Luang Namtha, Luang Prabang 

and Vientiane Province.  

To deliver appropriate alternative care supports in the face of 

COVID-19, UNICEF, MOLSW and Friends International have 

entered a partnership to provide case management and family-

based care support to children without parental care and provide 

emergency assistance and vocational support to families struck 

by poverty.  

In addition, to support children in institutional care who are at a 

greater risk of cluster infection, USAID, the Government of Japan 

and UNICEF provided the MOLSW with essential hygiene and 

recreational kits for more than 1,000 children in seven residential 

care institutions and two protection shelters to fight COVID-19.  

LAWS 

The Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children 

(2007) and the Adoption Decree (2014) identified the alternative 

care for children without parental care with the following order of 

care options: 

1. Return to the child’s family or extended family; 

2. Foster care while waiting for a return to the child’s family, 

extended family or new family; 

3. Domestic adoption;  

4. Adoption of a child by a foreigner; and 

5. Putting a child in appropriate centres or institutions. 
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BACKGROUND 

Birth registration is the official recording of a child’s birth that establishes the existence of 

the child under the law. A name and nationality are every child’s right, enshrined in the CRC 

and other international treaties. Registering children at birth is the first step in securing their 

recognition before the law, safeguarding their rights, and ensuring that any violation of these 

rights does not go unnoticed. Birth certificates are proof of registration and the first form of 

legal identity, they are often required for accessing social services. It is also a continuous, 

permanent and universal recording that impacts a child’s life cycle, from early childhood to 

adulthood.  

If not registered at birth, children do not exist. With no proof of who they are and how old 

they are, children are likely to face different challenges, including limited access to basic 

social services. Also, ‘invisible’ children have little resource before the law, being extremely 

vulnerable to all forms of violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation, including child labour, 

child trafficking, child marriage, injustice within the juvenile justice and penal system, and 

family separation in emergencies. 

The impact of birth registration goes beyond the individual. Data on the number and location 

of children born each year helps the government generate national policies and 

programmes that are evidence-based and well-targeted. It is also instrumental to the 

government in planning ahead for a wide range of services such as health, education and 

social protection, and monitor the results for children, families and communities. 

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

In Lao PDR, ‘registration’ is usually understood as registration in the ‘family book’ by the 

Ministry of Public Security (MOPS) and not necessarily the possession of a birth certificate. 

Established in 2011, the Ministry of Home Affairs (MOHA) has the responsibility to oversee 

the civil registration system in the country. Civil registration services are available at the 

central, provincial, and district levels. 

According to the Lao Social Indicator Survey II 2017 (LSIS II), 73% of all children under the 

age of five are reported to be registered either in the family book or by civil authorities. Of 

children registered, 54.5% are reported to have a birth certificate, only 26.1% are able to 

show a certificate. Children from rural households are less likely to be registered compared 

to those from the urban setting, which can prolong their marginalization and vulnerability. 

Only 1 in 10 mothers/caretakers knows how to register births with civil authorities.  

In Lao PDR, birth certificates are not widely known and not a requirement for accessing 

basic social services such as healthcare and education. While birth registration and birth 

certificates for children under 18 are free by the law, there is associated administrative cost, 

such as printing fee for birth certificates; which parents are expected to pay for.  

CRC ARTICLE 7: BIRTH REGISTRATION, 
NAME, NATIONALITY & CARE 

The child shall be registered immediately 

after birth and shall have the right from birth 

to a name, the right to acquire a nationality 

and the right to know and be cared for by 

his or her parents. 

 

SDG TARGET 16.9 

By 2030 provide legal identity for all 

including free birth registrations. 
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Only 1 in 10 mothers/ caretakers knows 

how to register births with civil authorities 

97% of highest education 

mothers have their children 

registered, compared to 56% of 

lowest education mothers. 

Children under 
5 who are 
registered 

90% of children from 

urban areas are 

registered, compared 

to 60% of children 

from rural areas.  

KEY STATISTICS 

Source: LSIS II, 2017 
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ACTION 

Chaired by the Prime Minister, the Citizen Management Inter-

ministerial Coordinating Committee is a steering committee led by 

MOHA and is composed of seven ministries including MOHA, 

Ministry of Public Security, Ministry of Education and Sports, 

Ministry of Health (MOH), Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of 

Justice and the Lao Statistics Bureau (LSB) under the Ministry of 

Planning and Investment. The main responsibility of the Committee 

is inter-ministerial coordination, taking the leadership on matters 

related to citizen management, and proposing different policy 

recommendations on civil registration. One key achievement of the 

Committee is the revision and dissemination of the Family 

Registration Law (amended in 2018). MOHA is also developing an 

electronic civil registration system (eCRVS) to be implemented 

across the country by 2022.  

In 2012, the LSB with support from UNICEF, UNFPA, WHO, IOM 

and Plan International, completed a “Situation Assessment of Civil 

Registration System in Lao PDR”. The Government adopted the 

National Civil Administration and Vital Statistics Strategy 2016–2025 

which includes mobile registration aims at reaching families in 

remote and hard-to-reach areas.  

UNICEF’s strategic actions are geared towards strengthening the 

national child protection system to reduce the obstacles of 

registering every child at birth. Actions in support of birth registration 

include legal and policy reform; civil registry strategic planning, 

capacity building and awareness-raising; the integration of birth 

registration into other services, such as health and education; 

community-based registration and social mobilization campaigns. 

Innovative approaches are also considered, including SMS 

technology and supporting government to develop online birth 

registration information systems. Recent achievements include: 
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“We must count every child, 

because every child counts.” 

• Inclusion of birth registration indicators in the National Plan 

of Mothers and Children (2021-2025) for high-level 

monitoring; 

• Establishment of mobile registration desks in disaster 

affected areas to bring the service closer to communities; 

• Issuing birth certificates to around 3,000 children displaced 

by the 2018 flooding who are living in temporary shelters 

in Attapeu Province; 

• Provision of IT equipment to MOHA to modernize birth 

registration; 

• Collaboration with MOH and WHO to update the birth 

notification form;  

• Key advocacy messages included in the para-social work 

training module for sub-national social workers; 

• Integration of birth registration messages into the 

parenting education package developed by the Lao 

Women’s Union and UNICEF; and 

• Regular monitoring of the child’s birth registration status by 

the Child Protection Networks, who are village volunteers.  

CHALLENGES 

Lao PDR has one of the lowest rates of birth registration in south-

east Asia. The main obstacles to registration are the lack of 

community knowledge, compounded by confusion with the family 

book system that exists in parallel with the CRVS system, 

physical accessibility and administrative costs associated with 

registration and lack of clear procedures. In addition, the local 

system does not result in a systematic collection of data within a 

national archive: there is no transfer of data to a provincial or 

central location or analysis of vital statistics for government 

planning. There is also no system linking local or district data 

registration with the LSB or ministries at the national level. Sub-

national level sends data to central level manually based on 

regular reporting periods such as bi-annual/ annually, or based on 

ad-hoc requests.  

Duplication of efforts, parallel registrations and especially a lack of 

standardization between provinces, and the use of inconsistent 

registration forms are some of the most relevant challenges. Lack 

of funding, regular capacity-building opportunities, and 

modernized equipment for the government staff at all levels also 

hinder the quality of services.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child recommends the 

Government of Lao PDR to: 

Raise community awareness on the importance of birth 

registration;  

Simplify the procedure, including by continuing to 

establish mobile registration structures; 

Eliminate hidden fees and costs associated with 

registration that negatively affect birth registration rates;  

Allocate adequate human and financial resources, in 

particular to MOHA, to accelerate the birth registration 

of children and issuance of birth certificates. 
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BACKGROUND 

Child labour is a subset of working children. It can be harmful to a child’s physical, 

mental, spiritual, moral and social development. Article 32 of the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child recognizes the right of every child to be protected from economic 

exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to interfere with the child’s 

education or is harmful to the child’s health. 

Child labour is the combined product of many factors, such as poverty, social norms 

condoning it, lack of decent work opportunities for adults and adolescents, migration, 

and emergencies. Child labour reinforces intergenerational cycles of poverty, 

undermines national economies, and impedes achieving progress towards the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It is not only a cause but also a consequence 

of social inequities reinforced by discrimination. 

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

Child labour refers to children working either (a) under hazardous working conditions or 

(b) working for more hours than would be expected from those in their age group in 

economic activities or household chores. In Lao PDR, child labour is largely a rural 

phenomenon. According to the National Child Labour Survey 2010, the majority (74%) 

of working children aged 5-17 years live in rural areas with road access; 15% live in 

rural areas without road access; 11% live in urban areas. As much as 90% of child 

workers are employed in the agriculture, forestry, and fishing sectors.  

The Labour Law (amended in 2013) defines child labour as “youth labour (aged 12-17)

unauthorized to work in dangerous jobs or sectors, working overtime, or undertaking 

hard labour, including children under the age of 12 undertaking economic work”. The 

law sets the minimum age for working children at 14 years and permits the employment 

of children from 12 years of age on ‘light work’. The law does not allow a child under 18 

years of age to work in hazardous working conditions or for longer than 48 hours per 

week. There is also a significant gap between the legal minimum age for admission to 

employment (14 years, 12 years for light work) and the age of completion of 

compulsory education (11 or 12 years). Children who do not or cannot continue their 

education may start working illegally before reaching the minimum age for employment. 

Child workers are highly vulnerable to exploitation, violence, and abuse as they mostly 

work in the informal sector and because of their age. In Lao PDR, 95% of children in 

child labour had discontinued or never attended school, and almost half of all working 

children work under hazardous conditions (Lao Social Indicator Survey II, 2017). 

UNICEF LAO PDR | CHILD PROTECTION | CHILD LABOUR | MAR 2022 

SDG 8: DECENT WORK 
AND ECONOMIC GROWTH 
 

Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive 
employment and decent 
work for all. 

KEY STATISTICS 

49% of working children aged 

5-17 years old work under 

hazardous conditions 

2% of all working children 

received work-related injuries or 

illnesses attributed to their work 

95% of children in child labour 

had discontinued or dropped 

out (71.5%) or never attended 

school (24.2%) 

42% of all children aged 5-17 

years old work in conditions not 

appropriate for their age 

Source: Lao Social Indicator Survey II (2017) 

5% of children (12-14 years) 

are involved in household 

chores for over 28 hours a week 
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CHALLENGES 

Cultural acceptance of child labour and poverty are major 

challenges in eliminating child labour. Due to limited livelihood 

options, children often play a role in supporting chores, farming 

and family business. Close monitoring is needed to ensure that 

children are not exploited and that existing frameworks are 

effectively operationalized. 

 

ACTIONS AGAINST CHILD LABOUR 

Since joining the ILO in 1964, Lao PDR has ratified eight ILO 

Conventions, including five of the eight ILO Core Conventions, 

covering forced labour, equality, discrimination, and child labour. 

Lao PDR has ratified two ILO Conventions to end child labour: 

Convention No.138 concerning the Minimum Age for Admission to 

Employment, and Convention No.182 on the Worst Forms of Child 

Labour. 

The Government undertook a National Child Labour Survey 2010 

and promulgated the National Strategy and Plan of Action on 

Prevention and Elimination of the Child Labour for the Period 

2014-2020 in 2014. A new National Plan of Action is under 

development. 

UNICEF works with the government to establish appropriate legal 

and policy frameworks to guide national actions against child 

labour. Based on the Assessment of the Child Protection System 

in Lao PDR (2021), UNICEF is supporting the Child Protection 

and Assistance Committee (CPAC) and the Ministry of Labour 

and Social Welfare (MOLSW) to develop the National Plan of 

Action for Child Protection System Strengthening (2022-2026), 

which supports a holistic child protection system approach to child 

labour. 

In 2021, with support from UNICEF, the MOLSW updated the 

reporting form, referral pathway, and the training module for the 

Child Protection Networks (CPNs) consist of village volunteers, to 

allow timely and quality data collection and refer children engaged 

in child labour to counselling, education and appropriate 

vocational training opportunities.  
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Hazardous work is classified as followed: 

• All types of mining 

• Production activities that use chemicals, explosives or 
toxic substances 

• Work involving the handling of human corpses 

• Overtime work 

• Work in environments with excessive noise 

• Work in places serving alcohol or with gambling 

• Work at night from 10pm to 6am the next day 

• Work that is specified in Article 51 (direct exposure to 
radiation or dangerous communicable diseases; direct 
exposure to vapor [or] smoke dangerous to health; direct 
exposure to dangerous materials and chemicals, such 
as explosives; working in pits, or underground tunnels, 
underwater or at high elevations; working in abnormally 
hot or cold places; and working directly with constantly 
vibrating equipment) 

 

Source: Labour Law (amended in 2013) 

WORKING CHILDREN AND CHILD LABOUR 

The National Child Labour Survey 2010 applied the term child 

labour to children aged 5-17 years engaged in the following types 

of economic activities: 

• Children who worked for more than 48 hours in a week; 

• Children engaged in hazardous industries such as mining 
and construction; 

• Children engaged in specified hazardous occupations;  

• Children aged 5-13 years engaged in economic activities for 
any number of hours. 

Other working children who are economically active are not 

considered as child labour. They are called “working children 

other than child labour.” Child labour is one component of 

working children. 

Prevalence of Child Labour, By Area, Region, Age, School Attendance, Mother’s Education, and 

Ethnolinguistic Group 
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BACKGROUND 

‘Child Marriage’ or ‘early marriage’ is defined as the marriage of a girl or boy before the age of 18 and refers to both formal marriages and 

informal unions in which children less than 18 years of age live with a partner as if married. 

Early marriage is a violation of child rights. The right to free and full consent to marriage is recognized in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights and many subsequent instruments. Consent cannot be “free and full” when at least one partner is not sufficiently mature to 

make this decision because of age. 

For both girls and boys, early marriage has profound physical, intellectual, psychological and emotional impacts, cutting off educational 

opportunities and chances for personal growth. For girls, it will almost certainly mean pregnancy with an increased risk of infant and 

maternal mortality. Early marriage is also likely to lead to a lifetime of domestic and sexual subservience over which they have no control 

and increases the risk of domestic violence. Because they cannot abstain from sex or insist on condom use, child brides are often 

exposed to such serious health risks as sexually transmitted infections and increasingly, HIV/AIDS. 

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

Lao PDR has one of the highest proportions of child marriage and the 

highest adolescent birth rate in the region, despite the practice being 

prohibited by the Family Law and Penal Code (minimum legal age for 

marriage is 18). 

Education is the strongest determinant related to early marriage. Young 

women with no education are over 20 times more likely to marry early 

compared to those with higher education. 38% of women in the North were 

married before the age of 18. Over twice as many women are married 

before 18 in rural areas without road (49%) than in urban areas (21%).  

Strong determinants of early marriage are low levels of education, poverty, 

limited opportunities for adolescents, and social norms and attitudes 

including ethnic and local practices. Ensuring that girls complete at least 

secondary education and are healthy are prerequisites to break the 

intergenerational cycle of deprivation caused by early pregnancy. 

Due to COVID-19, UNFPA estimates an increase in the number of 

unintended pregnancies in 2020-2021 by 15% (44,322) in the best-case 

scenario and potentially by up to 24% (68,541) based on the extrapolation 

of administrative data. Of the unintended pregnancies, 35% are expected 

to occur among females aged 15–24 years. (IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON 

REIMAGINING GENDER | UNICEF Lao People's Democratic Republic) 
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33% of women 

age 20 - 24 had 

union or marriage 

before 18 years 

old 

More than half of all women aged 

20-24 with no education married 

before 18, compared to 2% of 

women with higher education 

The highest rate of women who got married 

before the age of 18 is among those from 

Hmong-Mien headed households 

56.9% 

Laos’ adolescent birth rate is highest in ASEAN 

83 per 1,000 

Source: Lao Social Indicator Survey II (LSIS II), 2017; 
The Situation of Children and Women in Lao PDR, 2020. 

LAO PDR • CHILD PROTECTION • MAR 2022 

Factsheet - Child Marriage 

10 

https://www.unicef.org/laos/reports/impact-covid-19-reimagining-gender
https://www.unicef.org/laos/reports/impact-covid-19-reimagining-gender
https://www.unicef.org/laos/reports/impact-covid-19-reimagining-gender


ACTION 

The Penal Code (revised in 2017) prohibits and penalizes any 

marriage before 18 in Lao PDR. However, early marriage is still 

practiced, especially in rural areas and among ethnic groups, 

as people are not fully aware of its disadvantages and the law.   

To resolve the issue, UNICEF is supporting the Government of 

Lao PDR to put several programmes in place. The Ministry of 

Justice has been educating and raising village authorities’ 

awareness regarding the relevant legislations and their role in 

early marriage prevention.  

The Lao Women’s Union’s (LWU) helpline [1362] and the 

Protection Centre for Women and Children in Vientiane Capital 

and Luang Namtha Province provide case management 

support to children and women who are experiencing violence, 

exploitation and harmful practices, including child marriage and 

forced marriage. UNICEF and partners are supporting the LWU 

to expand helpline services in provinces, however, the 

coverage is still limited. 

To provide parents with the knowledge and tools to care for 

and protect children, the LWU with support from UNICEF 

recently launched the Love and Care for Every Child (LCEC) 

Parenting package, which includes messages on the benefit of 

delaying early marriage and the importance of keeping girls at 

school. 

The Ministry of Home Affairs is implementing the National Plan 

of Action on Civil Registration, including birth registration and 

marriage certification, central to combating child marriage by 

establishing children’s age on official record and training civil 

authorities on the minimum age of marriage. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

To address child marriage in Lao PDR, the Committee of the Rights of the Child recommended the Government to enforce the 

minimum age of marriage set in the Family Law at 18 and raise awareness of all stakeholders on the harmful effects of child marriage 

on the physical and mental health and well-being of children. The committee also recommends programmes to encourage children to 

use helplines or engage village Child Protection Networks (CPN) for help when the marriage issue arises.  

There is a need to take a multi-sectoral approach to prioritize strategies that empower adolescent girls, engage men and boys to 

reduce early marriage and adolescent pregnancy, and enable girls to complete their education, such as: 

Reward girls from disadvantaged communities to complete secondary education, for example, scholarships, 

stipends, and entry into special employment programmes; 

Provide adolescent and youth-friendly health services, including sexual and reproductive health information and 

services as well as comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) promoting positive masculinities and healthy 

sexuality and relationships; 

Incorporate key behaviour change messages in outreach campaigns for parents, adolescents, teachers, social 

workers, village leaders on the benefit of delayed marriage and pregnancy; 

Provide social protection services to poor and vulnerable families and adolescents as a way to overcome 

poverty; 

Provide child-friendly platforms for girls to raise their voices on issues related to their well-being and engage with 

positive role models for girls who have benefited from higher education. 
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A SYSTEM APPROACH 

In line with the National Plan of Action on Child Protection System 

Strengthening 2022-2026 and the Strategic Guidelines for the 

Social Service Workforce Development in Lao PDR, the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Welfare and UNICEF recognize the importance 

of strengthening child protection systems and the capacity of 

social workers to identify, prevent and respond to various child 

protection risks, including child marriage. Currently, the system 

model is being piloted in Attapeu with support from KOICA and 

Xienkhouang province with support from UNICEF Australia, with a 

focus on establishing and operationalizing the village Child 

Protection Network (CPN) to address child protection risks, 

including child marriage.   

From 2020, the National Commission for the Advancement of 

Women, Mothers-Children (NCAWMC) has been conducting a 

study on child marriage and teenage pregnancy to understand 

adolescent pathways and driving factors, including gender norms, 

in collaboration with several NGOs (Plan International, ChlidFund, 

Save the Children, World Vision and Care International) and with 

technical support from UNFPA and UNICEF.   

NCAWMC is also implementing life skills training for adolescent 

girls and boys in Attapeu Province with support from UNICEF and 

KOICA. The training aims to increase awareness, agency and 

voices of young people on different protection risks and make risk-

informed decisions. The training also offers life opportunities to 

young people instead of early marriage. Adolescent girls and boys 

are referred to opportunities to continue education, vocational 

training and livelihood development supports based on their 

interests, needs and wishes. 
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BACKGROUND 

Children make up one-third of all Internet users globally. While the Internet, mobile 

phones and other electronic media provide children and young people with 

unprecedented levels of access to information, culture, communication and 

entertainment, new protection risks arise. The Internet and associated technologies 

have provided significant new opportunities for abusers to access and make contact 

with children online. 

Most alarming is the threat of online child sexual exploitation and abuse (online 

CSEA). Online platforms provide easy and low cost means for child sex offenders to 

contact their potential victims. Children may be victimized through the production, 

distribution and consumption of sexual abuse material, or they may be groomed for 

sexual exploitation.  

Cyberbullying, hate speech, violent content and other forms of online violence and 

risks can pose negative effects to young people’s mental health. Meaningful 

connectivity and online safety education are crucial to children’s physical and mental 

health and well-being. 

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

According to the Digital Report 2020, 79% of the population in Lao PDR has a mobile 

phone, with internet penetration and social media use standing at 43% of the 

population. Despite the increasing prevalence of the Internet, online protection is an 

emerging topic with limited data, legal instruments, and policy frameworks available. 

Other than the UN CRC General Comment No.25 (2021), few international instruments 

address child online protection (COP) but the CSEA element. Lao PDR ratified the 

Optional Protocol to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of 

Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography in 2006; and adopted the 

Declaration on the Protection of Children from All Forms of Online Child Abuse and 

Exploitation in 2019.  

In the national legal context, the Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of 

Children 2007 states that “sex with a child by paying or giving of any type of benefit or 

the production, distribution, import and export of child pornography is punishable by 

fine or imprisonment”. Despite citing "causing damages via online social media" and 

"dissemination of pornography" as offences, the Law on Prevention and Combating of 

Cyber Crime (2015) does not have specific articles addressing most COP risks, 

including online CSEA. There is no legal definition nor legislation specific to child 

pornography, and the possession of child pornography is not criminalized. 

The prevalence of the Internet and the sensitive, cross-regional/national and illegal 

nature of online violence, especially CSEA, leave the true magnitude of these crimes 

hidden. Most children and families do not report such cases because of stigma, fear, 

low awareness, and the lack of trust in authorities. 
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UN CRC General Comment No.25 (2021): 

States parties should implement the CRC in relation 
to the digital environment and provide guidance on 
relevant legislative, policy and other measures to 
ensure full compliance with their obligations in the 
light of the opportunities, risks and challenges in 
promoting, respecting, protecting and fulfilling all 
children’s rights in the digital environment. 

 

Common Online Protection Risks 

• Content Risks: exposure to pornography, 
inaccurate information, criminal content, self-
harm content, deviant behaviours, etc. 

• Contact Risks from adults or peers: cyber-
bullying or harassment, sexual exploitation and 
abuse, defamation, etc. 

• Contract Risks: exposure to inappropriate 
contractual relationships, embedded 
marketing, violation of personal data, etc. 

• Conduct Risks: sharing of self-generated 
sexual content, hostile peer activities, etc.. 

KEY STATISTICS ON CSEA 

27% 
of female sex workers reported 
having their first commercial sexual 
experience at a mean age of 17. 

Source: The Situation of Children and Women (2020),  

The Violence Against Children Survey (2016) 

15% of children 
received the support 
needed to recover 
from experiences of 
sexual abuse. 

Circumstantial evidence suggests 
that the majority of girls, boys, and 
transgenders in commercial sexual 
exploitation are below 25 years old. 

AGE 
25 

1 in 10 experience 
some form of sexual 
abuse as a child. 
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COMMERCIAL SEXUAL EXPLOITATION IN THE DIGITAL ENVIRONMENT 

Commercial sex work is a criminal offence in Lao PDR. Anecdotal evidence suggests that child pornography is available for download 

to mobile phones and memory sticks from CD shops throughout the country. Lao boys engaged in commercial sex sell pornographic 

content online to foreign clients and receive payments through electronic transfer services. These sites also link foreign sex tourists 

with Lao children. Tips on which guesthouses or hotels allow such activities and the appropriate bribe rate for hotel and guesthouse 

guards are shared online (The Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Lao PDR, 2011). Limited employment and education 

opportunities, increasing prevalence of mobile phones and internet make contact with children easier for child sex offenders.  

ACTIONS 

The Government, with support from UNICEF and other partners, 

is working to develop a child protection system strengthening 

approach to address all forms of violence, abuse, and exploitation 

of children, including those happening online. This involves 

developing and strengthening laws, policies, regulations, services 

and capacities, particularly in the social welfare and child justice 

sectors, also in health, education and security, establishing key 

roles and responsibilities and improving coordination between the 

different actors involved in protecting children. 

Examples of notable achievements to strengthen child online 

protection include the Ministry of Post and Telecommunications’ 

development of Guidelines on how to use social media safely in 

line with the Law on the Prevention and Combating Cyber Crime. 

UNICEF also supported the development, capacity building and 

dissemination of the Guidelines on Protection, Assistance and 

Referral for Victims of Trafficking in Person.  

In terms of assistance to the victims of CSEA, UNICEF and 

partners supported the strengthening of provincial reporting and 

counselling services through the Lao Women’s Union Counselling 

and Protection Centres and Lao Youth Union hotline services. 

UNICEF also has an ongoing partnership with Friends 

International in providing direct services and shelter 

accommodation for child victims of sexual exploitation. 

For prevention, UNICEF has been collaborating with the National 

Commission for the Advancement of Women, Mothers and 

Children (NCAWMC) to implement the training for adolescents on 

social and life skills development for nearly 190 adolescent girls 

and boys in Attapeu province. Co-developed with the Ministry of 

Education and Sports, Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of 

Information, Culture and Tourism, topics include the use of 

technology, the Internet and social media, as well as relationship 

building skills, consent and boundary setting and where to seek 

help in case of sexual violence. 

To address this challenge, there is a need to build the capacity 

of the relevant authorities, such as the Ministry of Technology 

and Communication (MTC) and the Lao Computer Emergency 

Response Team (Lao CERT) to receive reports on online CSEA, 

make necessary referrals, remove harmful materials online and 

collect disaggregated data. 

At the community level, CPNs nationwide have a role in 

educating the public about online protection risks including 

CSEA. Capacity building of the CPNs is needed for awareness-

raising and effective management of these cases.  

Awareness raising on online sexual exploitation and other forms 

of abuse such as cyberbullying is needed to alleviate deep-

rooted social norms and attitudes that make interference in 

sensitive matters difficult, even when harmful to children. 

Collaboration with the Education sector and Media sector is a 

key to addressing this awareness gap. 

1) Develop legislation or guidelines on child online 

protection; 

2) Strengthen regional and international cooperation to 

combat transnational online violence; 

3) Capacitate multi-sectoral stakeholders to address 

online protection risks; 

4) Ensure accessibility and utilization of timely and 

quality service and assistance to victims of online 

violence; and 

5) Prevent online violence through targeted education, 

community mobilization, awareness raising, skills 

training and social norm changing interventions at 

all levels. 

PRIORITIES 

The NCAWMC with support from UNICEF developed the National 

Plan of Action on the Elimination and Prevention of Violence 

against Children (2021-2025). Approved in 2021, the NPA calls 

for urgent actions to better protect children in Lao PDR from all 

forms of COP risks and capacitate them to use the Internet safely 

in an enabling environment in the following areas: 

CHALLENGES 

Lao PDR still lacks baseline data on the scale and nature of 

online violence against children, including CSEA. This limits the 

development of evidence-based interventions, as well as the 

monitoring and evaluation of progress made. Resources and 

capacity for a credible, case management based response 

system are not currently available. With rapid economic 

development and technology advancement, Lao PDR is 

becoming more open to foreigners, which may expose children 

more to sex tourists and paedophiles both on- and off-line. 
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BACKGROUND 

Child Protection Networks (CPNs, also known as Village Child Protection and 

Assistance Committees — VCPACs) came into being in Lao PDR in 2004 under the 

leadership of the Department of Social Welfare in the Ministry of Labour and Social 

Welfare (MOLSW) with support from UNICEF. They were subsequently formally 

integrated into the child protection system under the “Ministerial Agreement on 

Establishment of Child Protection Networks” in 2017. According to MOLSW, as of 

2021, CPNs have been established in 2,184 villages, which is approximately 26% of all 

villages in Lao PDR (#8,507). The establishment and strengthening of CPNs have 

been an important component in the national child protection strategy in Lao PDR. 

The Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children (2007) further 

establishes Child Protection and Assistance Committees (CPACs) to manage and 

monitor the situation of children, through a network of committees at the village level. 

Article 36 of the Law identifies the Committees as having the following key duties: 

• To receive reports on children who are at risk of harm and children in need 

of special protection;  

• To assist children and families in need of special protection; 

• To advise, monitor and regularly inspect the care and assistance given to 

children through various services and to collect statistics on children that 

are at risk of harm or in need of special protection. 

In 2011, the “Minimum Standards for the Operation of CPNs” were approved by the 

MOLSW. The minimum standards outline the structure, function, and reporting 

requirements. A village-level CPN usually comprises of 8 members: it is headed by the 

(deputy) village chief, with 2 vice-chairpersons and 5 members. All engagement in the 

CPN is on a voluntary basis.  

The majority of cases addressed by the CPNs involves children who are particularly 

vulnerable and “at-risk” of suffering significant harm, for example, orphanhood, 

disabilities, out-of-school, living in the street, living with HIV, early pregnancy/marriage, 

children in conflict with the law, substance use and violence against children. 

CPN ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

Identification Reporting Referral Home visits Basic 

counselling 

Advocacy Data 

collection 
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CPNs were established to “build the 

capacity of communities to identify 

children that are especially vulnerable 

and “at-risk” of suffering significant harm 

and refer them to appropriate support 

services either within or outside of the 

community.” - Minimum Standards for 

Child Protection Networks, MOLSW, 

2011. Starting in 2022, CPN and 

VCPAC are used interchangeably. 

Child Protection 

Network (CPN) 

 

Chairperson of CPN 

(Deputy) Village Chief 

Vice Chairpersons of CPN 

Village Labour and Social Welfare 

Village Women Union 

Members 

Village Front for National Development 

Village Security Unit 

Director of School 

Village Health Worker 

Village Youth Union Secretary 

CPN STRUCTURE 
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engagement of child representatives in the CPN 
to create a permanent channel for child 
participation on a regular basis. 
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CAPACITY BUILDING 

With UNICEF’s support, CPNs in 430 villages have been equipped 

with basic knowledge to identify and refer cases of children in need of 

care and protection, particularly related to violence, disabilities, 

substance abuse, HIV infection, unexploded ordnance and 

emergencies. The national CPN training module and the CPN 

advocacy toolkits also cover the topics such as child rights, child 

protection, child development, alternative care, communication with 

children, supportive child protection legislation, and the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).  

OPERATIONALIZING CPN 

Since 2019, supported by KOICA, UNICEF and MOLSW have been 

working in Attapeu Province to pilot a child protection system model 

with a focus on strengthening the CPNs. Comprehensive and long-

term support is provided to them in 80 villages across five districts in 

Attapeu Province, including:  

Individual job aid tools (e.g. identification materials, 

guidelines communication, and transportation support) 

Mentoring and coaching support on case management 

by Friends International, UNICEF’s CSO partner 

Regular training using the national CPN training module 

CPN advocacy toolkit  

 

SOPs and home visit guidelines, code of conduct, referral pathways, 

reporting forms and child case recording forms were developed to 

standardize and systemize the CPN services. Community awareness-

raising activities are implemented to promote the support offered by 

CPN, their roles and responsibilities so that community members are 

aware of the services available and ways to seek help.  

Building on the current gains in Attapeu Province, Xiengkhouang 

Province has decided to replicate the CPN operationalization model. 

WHAT EVIDENCE TELLS US 

An evaluation of the CPN in 2009 identified CPN as “a valid and 

important step forward towards protecting children”, but also noted 

that substantial investment is still needed to support CPNs in 

becoming sustainable units, staffed by volunteers to protect children. 

In 2011, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child recommended 

continued efforts be made to strengthen and expand the CPNs to 

provide assistance to families, with a particular focus on families in 

situations of poverty, or isolation, through counselling, and other 

awareness-raising programmes. 

The Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR (2021)

identified the lack of funding and resources as the major challenge for 

CPNs. Since most CPN members are also part of other village-level 

committees, the multiple memberships leave them with limited time 

and capacity to carry out their CPN roles and responsibilities. CPN 

members reported that much of their current workload focuses on 

data collection and reporting. More support is required for better case 

management and performance of other duties. 

Social norms are another challenge faced by CPNs. Families 

prefer to handle cases privately and informally, and there is little 

expectation from community members or children of any other 

form of help. A significant gap exists in the provision of support 

to vulnerable families to prevent problems before they occur. 

The assessment also points out that an effective and 

sustainable child protection system at the local level cannot rely 

on the CPN model alone. National child protection stakeholders, 

including both Government and NGOs concur with this finding 

and are eager to explore supplementary strategies as part of the 

child protection system visioning process. The Core 

Recommendations for Strengthening the Child Protection 

System in Lao PDR suggests main solutions to strengthening 

the child protection system at different levels.  

SUSTAINABILITY 

As an integral part of the child protection system and part of the 

national social service workforce, CPNs are government-led 

volunteers serving as the front liners for child protection at the 

village level. Investing into CPNs is prioritized in the vision paper 

- Core Recommendations for Strengthening the Child Protection 

System in Lao PDR (2021), National Plan of Action for Child 

Protection System Strengthening (2022-2026) and the Strategic 

Guidelines for the Social Service Workforce Development (2022-

2026). The national and provincial CPAC will be the main 

Government body to oversee all child protection interventions in 

Lao PDR, including CPN activities, and provide guidance to 

CSOs, INGOs, UN, development partners and other 

stakeholders so that any efforts to strengthen CPN are aligned 

with the Government strategic plans. Considered as the front 

liners for child protection by bringing social service closer to 

children in need, it is expected that CPN will contribute to 

significantly reducing violence, abuse, neglect and other child 

protection risks in Lao PDR with increased resources for 

capacity building and service operation. 

MAP OF CPN AREAS SUPPORTED BY UNICEF 

Vientiane 
Capital 

Savannakhet 

Champasack 

Attapeu 

XiengKhouang 

Luang Namtha 

Oudomxay 

Vientiane 
Province 
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BACKGROUND 

Child protection – defined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) as 

“preventing and responding to violence, exploitation and abuse against children” – is 

central to UNICEF’s mandate. Historically, UNICEF and partners targeted their child 

protection efforts mainly at specific issues, or specific populations. Over the past 

decade, the need for more sustainable outcomes produced a gradual shift towards a 

more holistic, comprehensive approach. Since then, child protection system 

strengthening (CPSS) has been a strategic approach of the overall child protection 

work of UNICEF. 

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

Lao PDR has made significant progress towards establishing a legal framework for 

child protection since ratifying the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1991. 

The current legal framework is based on the Law on the Protection of the Interests and 

Rights of Children (2007) and the Law on Preventing and Combatting Violence against 

Women and Children (2015). However, while policies and laws exist to protect children, 

the implementation, enforcement and monitoring of these policies and laws are often 

limited. This is attributed to structural factors, lack of awareness and clarity on specific 

roles and responsibilities, limited capacity and resources, both human and financial.  

Issued in Oct 2018, the Concluding Observations on the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child (CRC) and the recommendations from the Special Rapporteur on the sale of 

children, child prostitution and child pornography call the Government of Lao PDR to 

build a comprehensive child protection system that provides care and recovery for 

vulnerable children ensuring their access to social and justice services.  

A significant challenge to building and operationalizing the child protection system is 

the lack of qualified child protection service providers, especially social workers. Social 

work is critical to the development of a child protection system and will ensure better 

identification, referral and assistance for children at risk or in situations of significant 

harm. There are also frequent mentions of the role of social workers within the juvenile 

justice system. Although it is widely acknowledged that effective implementation of the 

laws is dependent on the qualified and trained staff, the profession and role of social 

workers in Lao PDR are just emerging and largely under-resourced. There are very few 

qualified social workers in Lao PDR and a majority of government and NGO staff 

involved in child protection at the local level are volunteers. While volunteers can play a 

useful role at the community level, this has significant implications on the quality, 

sustainability and professionalization of social service provision for child protection in 

the country. 

Impact of COVID-19: 

According to UNICEF’s report in 2020, COVID

-19 has caused disruptions to child protection 

services in more than 100 countries, including 

Lao PDR. Disrupted services include vital 

violence prevention and response services, 

such as case management, referral services 

and home visits by social workers to children 

and women at risk of abuse. 
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Definition of “Child Protection System”: 

 

Central formal and informal structures, 

functions and capacities that have been 

assembled to prevent and respond to 

violence, abuse, neglect, and exploitation of 

children. It generally consists of: 

Human resources 

Laws and policies 

Finance 

Governance 

Protection and response services 

Case management 

Monitoring and data collection 

Source: Final Report, Strengthening Child Protection 

System Evaluation of UNICEF Strategies and Programme 

Performance, 2018 
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STRATEGIC AND EVIDENCE-BASED PLANNING 

Since 2019, the Lao Government with UNICEF and partners 

have embarked on an ambitious process to assess, vision, plan 

and pilot to strengthen the child protection system. To do so, the 

Child Protection and Assistance Committee (CPAC) formed the 

national multi-sectoral working committee to conduct the 

Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR (2021) 

to identify critical system and workforce gaps. Based on the 

findings, CPAC produced the Core Recommendations for 

Strengthening the Child Protection System in Lao PDR, defining 

the country’s first-ever vision statement for the child protection 

system.  

Subsequently, the recommendations informed the development 

of the National Plan of Action on Child Protection System 

Strengthening (2022-2026) with four priority goals:  

1) Strengthened framework, tools and evidence to legislate, 

plan, coordinate and monitor the child protection system; 

2) Development, professionalization and operationalization 

of the social service workforce; 

3) Improved child protection, prevention, and response 

services;  

4) Monitoring, data collection and evidence generation for 

child protection. 

TIMELINE 

DEVELOPING SOCIAL SERVICE WORKFORCE  

UNICEF develops and supports the social service workforce, 

assisting the government with policy, legislation, regulatory 

frameworks, high-level advocacy and human resources. Some of 

our key support areas include the following: 

− Support to the MOLSW to develop the Strategic Guidelines 

on the Social Service Workforce Development in Lao PDR; 

− Conduct a frontline worker survey to inform the development 

of the ASEAN Roadmap for the Implementation of the Ha 

Noi Declaration on Strengthening Social Work; 

− Evaluate and improve the quality of the bachelor programme 

on Social Work through the partnership with the National 

University of Laos to set the foundation of an accreditation 

system for professional and para social workers; 

− Collaborate with the regional office and ASEAN to launch a 

joint #StandTogetherforSocialWorkers campaign to celebrate 

and reinforce the importance of social workers and the work 

they do; and 

− Develop and deliver the National Para-Social Worker 

Training Module and the Child Protection Networks Training 

and Advocacy Toolkits. 

NEXT STEPS 

→ Support to develop a law on social work; 

→ Create a national registration, certification and 

licensing system for social workers; 
→ Establish a professional social worker association; 
→ Develop the child protection information 

management system (CPIMS), while continuing to 

mainstream key child protection indicators in the 

Lao Social Indicator Survey to monitor child 

protection in a regular and sustainable manner; 

→ Develop and deliver in-service training for 

professional and para-professional social workers, 

focusing on soft skills such as ICT, data 

management and social and behaviour change 

communication (SBCC) skills; 
→ Advocate for increased resource allocation and 

positions within the government; and 
→ Evaluate and document the pilot implementation 

of CPSS for further roll-out of the CPSS across 

the country. 

PILOT MODELING 

From 2019, the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW) 

and UNICEF started implementing a child protection system 

model in Attapeu Province, supported by KOICA, focusing on: 

− Streamlining and strengthening coordination and reporting 

at the sub-national level through CPAC; 

− Establishing and training the village Child Protection 

Network (CPN), who are village volunteers; 

− Provide social workers with job aid tools, coaching and 

mentoring support and regular training; and 

− Improve preventive and response service delivery through 

case management.  

Since 2020, this model has been replicated in Xiengkhouang 

Province with a stronger linkage with Social Protection.  
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2019: Inception and Assessment 

− Multisectoral working group for CPSS, led by MOLSW 

supported by UNICEF 

− Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR 

2020: Visioning 

Core Recommendations for Strengthening 

the Child Protection System (CPSS) 

2020 – 2023: Pilot Implementation 

Pilot model implementation and documentation in two provinces 

(Attapeu and Xienkhouang Province) 

2021: Planning and Human Resource Strategy 

− National Plan of Action for CPSS 2022-2026 
− Strategic Guidelines for the Social Service 

Workforce Development in Lao PDR 2022-2026 
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BACKGROUND 

Child victims of trafficking are recruited, transported, transferred, harboured or received for 

the purpose of exploitation. They may be forced to work in sweatshops, on construction 

sites or in houses as domestic servants; on the streets as child beggars, on farms, in 

traveling sales crews or restaurants and hotels. Some are forced to work in brothels and 

strip clubs or for escort and massage services. 

Child trafficking can seriously affect the physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social 

development of a child; it is frequently hidden, denied or ignored. According to the Global 

Estimates of Modern Slavery (2017), children represented 37% (5.7 million) of people who 

were forced to marry, and 18% of those were subjected to forced labour exploitation. 

Trafficking exposes children to violence, sexual abuse and HIV infection and violates their 

rights to be protected, grow up in a family environment and have access to education. 

When the family member or caregiver is the trafficker, the exploitation is often normalized 

and accepted within the family culture, sometimes spanning generations. This 

normalization of exploitation may also occur when familial trafficking is tied to economic 

and cultural factors, such as in some cases of forced child labor in agriculture. 

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

Lao PDR is a source, and to a much lesser extent, a transit and destination 

country for women, children, and men who are subjected to forced prostitution 

and forced labour. Victims of trafficking from Lao PDR, especially young 

women and girls, are often found in conditions of sexual servitude in Thailand’s 

commercial sex trade and forced labour in domestic service, garment factories, 

and agricultural industries. Lao boys and men who are victims of trafficking 

often end up in forced labour in Thailand’s fishing and construction industries. 

Within the country, sex trafficking of Lao women and girls remains a problem 

particularly in the vicinity of large infrastructural project sites, special economic 

zones and casinos (US TIP Report, 2021). 

The most identified forms of trafficking in Lao PDR include fraudulent 

marriage, labour exploitation, sex trafficking, and other forms of exploitation. 

Children and youths are often unaware that a person can be trafficked by 

someone they know well. In recent years, Lao PDR sees a boom in 

commercial surrogacy after neighbouring Thailand and Cambodia banned the 

practice — it is a new area with limited legislative and policy frameworks. 

From 2014-2020, the government received 357 Lao trafficking victims, which 

included 130 children (NPA on Mothers and Children 2021). 

CRC ARTICLE 35: protect children from 
abduction, sale and trafficking. 

The COVID-19 pandemic increases children’s 

vulnerability to trafficking. Due to economic 

downturn, Children may face higher risk or pressure 

for engaging in work or forced marriage due to lost 

family income. A UNICEF global survey in 2020 also 

shows a reduction in the government and NGO 

protection services. 

Children tend to spend more time online to 

overcome the effects of isolation during lockdowns 

and schools closures. Online recruitment and 

grooming are increasing utilized by traffickers to 

approach children. Reports from several countries in 

East Asia demonstrated drastic increases in online 

commercial sexual exploitation and sex trafficking, 

including online sexual exploitation of children, and 

demand for and distribution of child sexual 

exploitation material, including contents involving 

human trafficking victims. 

IMPACT OF COVID-19 
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SDG 8.7 Take immediate and effective 

measures to eradicate forced labour, end 

modern slavery and human trafficking and 

secure the prohibition and elimination of the 

worst forms of child labour, including 

recruitment and use of child soldiers, and 

by 2025 end child labour in all its form. 

SDG 16.2 End abuse, exploitation, 

trafficking and all forms of violence against 

and torture of children. 

LAO PDR • CHILD PROTECTION • MAR 2022 

Factsheet - Child Trafficking 

18 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-trafficking-in-persons-report/
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/covid-19-causes-disruptions-child-protection-services-more-100-countries-unicef


ACTIONS AGAINST CHILD TRAFFICKING  

The revised Penal Code (Article 215) criminalized sex 

trafficking and labour trafficking and prescribed increased 

penalties, imprisonment and fines. If the offense involved a 

child victim, an increased fine range of ‘USD10,780 - 53,880’ is 

applied. The 2016 Anti-Trafficking Law entitled victims to 

shelter, legal counseling, medical services, education or 

vocational training, and financial assistance for reintegration, 

regardless of sex or nationality. 

The central mechanism in Lao PDR for responding to trafficking 

in persons is the National Steering Committee (NSC) on 

Human Trafficking. Other mechanism includes the Anti-

Trafficking Department (ATD) under the Ministry of Public 

Security (MoPS), provincial ATD, and district networks (village 

authorities, police officers and other organizations). The 

National Secretariat to the NSC also works with the Ministry of 

Justice, Supreme People’s Prosecutor, People’s Supreme 

Court, Lao Women’s Union and Ministry of Labour and Social 

Welfare for legal aid, rehabilitation and reintegration. It also 

collaborates with international organizations and neighbouring 

countries.  

UNICEF is the co-chair of the Human Trafficking Working 

Group (HTWG) together with the International Organization for 

Migration (IOM) and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA). The 

HTWG consists of members across the United Nations, Lao 

Government, International Non-Governmental Organizations 

(INGOs), Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and other 

development partners. The working group meets quarterly to 

provide updates on counter-trafficking efforts at different levels 

and review best practices as well as lessons learned. 

In December 2020, the government conducted awareness-

raising on child sex tourism for 50-60 representatives from local 

anti-trafficking committees, tourism businesses, restaurants, 

and hoteliers in Champasak and Salavan provinces, then held 

similar activities in Vientiane Capital and Savannakhet in March 

and April 2021, respectively. UNICEF has been supporting the 

LWU hotline (1362) for domestic and gender-based violence 

and human trafficking; the hotline received 60-100 calls a day. 

UNICEF has also provided comprehensive support to the 

shelters, including case management, counselling, legal aid, 

and referral to employment based on each child’s individual 

assessments and best interests. 
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The Lao government implemented its 2016-2020 National Plan of 

Action to Prevent and Combat Trafficking in Persons and 

continued to consult with civil society organizations—for a new 

plan covering 2021-2025. In April 2020, the government approved 

the National Guideline for the Protection, Assistance and Referral 

for Victims of Trafficking—which were developed with support 

from UNICEF and in consultation with the civil society—to 

establish uniform, protective procedures for referring victims to 

services with the opportunity to seek justice. 

To better understand the reality of child trafficking across the 

region, UNICEF East Asia and the Pacific is conducting a 

situation analysis on children left behind by migration and affected 

by trafficking and exploitation in 2021. The study targets areas 

along the Lao-China railway construction sites to assess 

children’s vulnerabilities near high mobility spots. UNICEF has 

also continued its efforts to strengthen the child protection and 

social protection system to address child trafficking and other 

protection issues through a sustainable system approach. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Committee of the Rights of the Child recommends the Lao 

Government to:  

Provide the necessary financial and human resources to 

implement the Trafficking in Persons Law and the 

National Plan of Action, focusing on vulnerable groups of 

children, including children of poor or low-income 

families; 

Strengthen the capacity of police officers, border officials, 

consular service officials, labour inspectors and social 

workers to identify child victims of trafficking; 

Promote measures for increased collaboration among 

communities and resources to provide child victims with 

free legal aid and the support of child psychologists and 

social workers in shelters that cater for the needs of child 

victims; and 

Ensure accountability by prosecuting trafficking offenses.   

PUSH AND PULL FACTORS 

Traffickers in rural communities often lure Lao women and girls with false promises of work opportunities or marriage — typically 

through marriage brokers — to nationals in neighbouring countries, primarily China, and then subject them to sex or labour 

trafficking. Children from poor, rural areas are especially vulnerable. Students often have little incentive to continue their education, 

especially given the legal work age of 14 and the lure of higher wages abroad. Traffickers also exploit Vietnamese, Chinese, and 

Lao women and children in sex trafficking in major Lao cities and in close proximity to national borders, casinos, and special 

economic zones (SEZs) — to meet the demand of international tourists and migrant workers. 

Lack of education and job opportunities, family dysfunction/poverty, substance abuse, sexual abuse, domestic violence and gender 

discrimination all play a role in creating situations that make children vulnerable to trafficking. Children lacking birth certificates are 

also at particular risk of trafficking and are amongst those most difficult for authorities to trace and protect.  
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SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

Lao PDR ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(CRPD) in September 2009. In the same year, the National Committee for Disabled 

People and the Elderly (NCDE) was established and tasked to coordinate activities 

with ministries and local authorities to protect, rehabilitate and support people with 

disabilities. The NCDE was later renamed as the National Commission for People 

with Disabilities (NCPD). In 2011, the National Policy on Inclusive Education and 

the National Strategy and Action Plan on Inclusive Education 2011-2015 were 

approved by the Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES). Both documents 

promote a more equitable education system and the inclusion of children with 

disabilities. The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW) and the NCPD, 

work closely with other relevant ministries (MOH, MOES, and others), UN, 

development partners, CSOs, etc. to safeguard the rights of persons with 

disabilities in Lao PDR. 

One persistent challenge is the lack of quantitative and qualitative data on children 

with disabilities and their needs. According to the Lao Social Indicator Survey II 

(2017), 2% of children aged 2 to 4 have functional difficulty in at least one domain 

(seeing, hearing, walking, fine motor, communicating, learning, playing, and 

controlling behaviour). In rural areas without roads, 3.8% of children have functional 

difficulty in at least one domain. There are disparities between the North (1.7%) and 

the South (4.3%). In Sekong Province, the percentage increases up to 22%.  

Many causes of disability in childhood could be prevented by better maternal and 

post-natal health care and nutrition services. Road accidents, especially involving 

motorbikes and unexploded ordnance (UXO) accidents also contribute to the 

number of children with disabilities, particularly among young people. 

In Lao PDR, children with disabilities are less likely to access education, and those 

with severe disabilities often have no access to educational opportunities. 

According to the Disability Monograph of Lao PDR (2020), 4 out of 10 children with 

disabilities (43.16%) never enrolled in primary school compared to only 1 in 10 in 

the rest of the population (9.6%). Existing inclusive education does not fully fulfill 

their needs, particularly the number of teachers, learning/ teaching curriculum and 

accessibility of inclusive schools. Socio-economic factors such as gender, ethnicity, 

poverty and distance to schools play a large part in determining the time a child will 

stay in school. Physical access to school buildings and bathroom facilities becomes 

yet another barrier for children’s educational attainment. A child with disabilities 

staying at home alone may become more vulnerable to violence, abuse, and 

neglect. 
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Article 23: Children with Disabilities 

A mentally or physically disabled child 

should enjoy a full and decent life, in 

conditions that ensure dignity, promote 

self-reliance and facilitate the child’s 

active participation in the community. 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

GOALS (SDGs) 

CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF 

THE CHILD (CRC) 

KEY STATISTICS 

4 out of 10 children with 
disabilities never enrolled 
in primary school 

52.9% of persons with disabilities 
are literate, compared to 86% of 
overall population 

2 in 3 children with disabilities 
discontinue education after 
primary school graduation 

Source: Disability Monograph of Lao PDR, 2020 

3.7% of all persons with disabilities 
attended school 
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TIMELINE 
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2009 

Lao PDR ratified CRPD 

and established the 

National Committee for 

Disabled People and the 

Elderly (NCDE). 

2011 

A National Policy on Inclusive 

Education and a National Strategy 

and Action Plan on Inclusive 

Education 2011-2015 were 

approved by the MOES. 

2012 

Lao PDR signed its 

commitment to the Asian and 

Pacific Decade of Persons with 

Disabilities (2013-2020) and 

the Incheon Strategy. 

2013 

The Decree on the 

Organization of the 

National Commission for 

People with Disabilities 

(NCPD) came into effect. 

2014 

The National Decree on 

Persons with Disabilities 

was approved by the Lao 

Government. 

2015 

Lao PDR amended the 

Constitution and the 

Decree on Persons 

with Disabilities. 

2019 

The Law on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities 

was promulgated. 

2020 

The National Plan of 

Action on Persons with 

Disabilities (2021 -2030) 

was promulgated. 

EFFORTS TO STRENGTHEN LAWS AND POLICIES 

The Lao Government has approved and adopted a series of 

decrees and laws to better protect the rights of persons with 

disabilities, including children with disabilities.  

The National Decree on Persons with Disabilities, approved in 

2014, underpins the rights of people with disabilities to equal 

access and opportunity in training and employment, and in other 

related areas. The Law on Persons With Disabilities (2019) defines 

the rights, protection and development of persons with disabilities, 

including children. The Law stipulates clearly that people with 

disabilities (including children with disabilities) shall receive medical 

treatment, including prevention of diseases, examination and 

diagnosis at hospitals, health centres, clinics and rehabilitation 

facilities as defined in the relevant laws. 

In October 2020, the Government issued Decree No 539/Gvnt. on 

Promulgation of the Policy, Strategy and the National Plan of Action 

on Persons with Disabilities (2021 - 2030). The Policy, Strategy and 

National Plan of Action focus on 8 strategies and programmes for 

persons with disabilities, including children with disabilities: (1) 

Community awareness-raising and information sharing; (2) Data 

and statistics; (3) Health; (4) Establishment of basic facilities for 

persons with disabilities to have access to the environment, 

communication, information and services; (5) Vocational training 

and employment; (6) Social protection; (7) Recreation and sports; 

and (8) State management of persons with disability. 

CHALLENGES 

Many barriers remain for people with disabilities, such as access to 

healthcare, employment, information, public services and transport. 

Reasons behind this include the lack of funding and equipment, 

limited capacity development for service providers, limited legal 

framework to implement international conventions, lack of data, 

monitoring and evaluation of policies and low recognition of 

disability. 

Stigmatization is one of the prevalent barriers to education for 

children with disabilities, as the family and the children fear negative 

reactions from the community, teachers or other students. 

Awareness-raising and social norm interventions for local 

communities about the nature of disability are crucial to promoting 

universal access to education. 

Many parents are unaware of the support needed and available 

for their children. Wider dissemination of information in disability-

friendly forms is needed to address the knowledge gap at the 

village and local levels.  

OUR ACTIONS 

With support from DFAT and UNICEF Australia, UNICEF Lao 

PDR has supported the Government to implement a low-cost 

family support service model for children with disabilities in 13 

villages in Khoun District, Xiengkhouang Province and five 

villages in Nong District, Savannakhet Province since 2017. A 

total of 106 children with disabilities has benefited from regular 

visits by a mobile technical team from the Ministry of Labour and 

Social Welfare (MOLSW), Ministry of Health (MOH) and the 

Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES). The regular services 

include medical check-ups, diagnosis on the type of disability, 

developing a community-based rehabilitation plan for children with 

disabilities, psychosocial counselling for both children and 

families, referrals to other services, including education and 

parenting education, and community education on the rights of 

children with disabilities and non-discrimination. From 2021 to 

2024, the project continues in Xiengkhouang Province, focusing 

on the child protection system strengthening and linking with cash 

assistance to families with children with disabilities. 

During COVID-19, UNICEF and the Ministry of Information, 

Culture and Tourism (MICT) developed and disseminated TV and 

radio programmes and public speaking announcements in sign 

language with Lao, Hmong and Khmu subtitles for children with 

communicational disabilities. Encouraging reporting and service-

seeking behaivour, the message reached nearly 3.4 million 

people (approximately 50% of the population in Lao PDR) in 

2020.  

In 2021, UNICEF and the UN Country Team in Lao PDR 

supported the Government in preparing a quality CRPD report, 

which is due in August 2022. UNICEF also provides regular 

support to the National Commission for the Advancement of 

Women, Mothers and Children (NCAWMC) to include the voices 

of children with disabilities into the CRC reporting and 

implementation review process through child rights consultation 

with children and the youth.  
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BACKGROUND 

Poverty, family breakdown, migration, substance abuse and lack of education and 

employment opportunities expose children to an increased risk of coming into conflict 

with the law. Children in conflict with the law should be treated in a manner that 

respects their inherent dignity and takes into account the needs of their age. Punitive 

responses, such as deprivation of liberty, should be avoided wherever possible and 

priority should be given to community-based solutions that promote social reintegration 

and the child assuming a constructive role in society. Children in contact with the law 

as victims or witnesses are entitled to special protection and measures to promote 

their physical and psychological recovery. 

CRC Article 37: Protection Children form 

Inhumane Treatment and Detention  

Governments shall ensure that no child shall be 

subjected to […] capital punishment nor life 

imprisonment without the possibility of release. The 

arrest, detention or imprisonment of a child shall be 

in conformity with the law and shall be used only as a 

measure of last resort and for the shortest 

appropriate time. 

CRC Article 40: Juvenile Justice 
A child accused or guilty of breaking the law must be 

treated with dignity and respect. They have the right 

to legal assistance and a fair trial that takes account 

of their age and the desirability of promoting the 

child’s reintegration into society. Where possible, try 

to avoid prosecution, including child custody. 

SDG Target 16.3: Promote the rule of law 
and ensure equal access to justice 

LEGAL PROVISION  

In Lao PDR, the provisions related to child justice are found in different laws including: 

• The Criminal Law (2005)  

• The Criminal Procedure Law (amended 2012)  

• The Family Law (amended 2008) 

• The Labour Law (amended 2013)  

• The Law on Development and Protection of Women and Children (2004)  

• The Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children (2007)  

• The Law on Juvenile Criminal Procedure (2014) 

• The Penal Code (amended 2017) 

These laws foresee both pre-trial and post-trial diversion options for children in conflict 

with the law as well as some special provisions for child victims and witnesses. In Lao 

PDR, mediation is widely used as a means to divert children in conflict with the law 

from a formal justice system and detention. While these measures are legally 

specified, there is still insufficient capacity, expertise and experience for developing 

these diversion options and procedures in practice, especially due to the limitation of 

social services for children in contact with the law.  

Article 68 of the Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children (2007) 

provides the establishment of juvenile courts in each province to handle cases 

involving children. In 2003, the Supreme Court established Child Court Chambers at 

the central and provincial level to deal specifically with cases involving children and 

continue working towards the establishment of Juvenile Courts in every province. In 

2019, the People’s Supreme Prosecutor initiated the establishment of the Child 

Prosecutor Units at the central and local levels and the capacity building of 

prosecutors across the country on child rights and justice. 

KEY STATISTICS (2015 – June 2019) 
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Source: NCAWMC 2020 

1,170 juvenile cases handled by court 

189 children deprived of liberty 

1,204 children accused (21F/ 1,183M) 

Substance 
abuse 

Stealing  Breaking 
traffic rules 

Common types of juvenile cases 
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The limited capacity of the prosecutors and judges in handling 

cases involving children makes the application of child-friendly and 

gender-sensitive procedures challenging. Between 2015 - 2019, 

1,170 cases of allegations and disputes involving children/ juveniles 

were sent to the People's Court nationwide, involving 1,204 

children accused and 189 children deprived of their liberty (any 

form of detention or imprisonment or the placement of a person in a 

public or private custodial setting which that person is not permitted 

to leave at will by order of any judicial, administrative or other 

authority). The rest were fined and provided with re-education 

sessions. 

Children are usually detained in adult prisons where separation 

based on age or gender, or education and/or vocational training 

opportunities tailored to their needs are very limited. Many are held 

for long periods in pre-trial detention, without knowing the reasons 

for and length of their detention. Deprivation of liberty in adult 

facilities exposes juveniles to contact with and harassment by adult 

offenders, as well as the risks associated with poor conditions in 

detention. Not all children have legal representation and therefore 

lack means of defending and protecting their rights including a 

timely adjudication of their case and appropriate sentencing. Up to 

2021, there are 317 qualified lawyers (F72/M245) in Lao PDR. 

Many of them have limited knowledge and expertise in handling 

cases involving children.  

 

 

VILLAGE MEDIATION UNITS (VMU) 

In Lao PDR, many cases involving children in conflict with the law 

are diverted from the formal justice system through mediation. 

Mediation by the village head or Village Mediation Units (VMU) is 

widely used to handle minor disputes and criminal offences. 

The Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children 

(2007) provides that children who committed minor offences, which 

carry a penalty or prison term of no more than three years, should 

not be referred to the courts. The same Law also provides for the 

establishment of Village Child Mediation Units (VCMU) to handle 

such cases. Due to resource limitations, in most villages VMUs (in 

lieu of VCMUs) are responsible for warning/educating the child 

offender, mediating civil disputes, mediating cases involving 

children who committed minor offences, monitoring/encouraging 

the compensation of damages, and monitoring children accused of 

an offence as well as children who have served their sentence. The 

VMU also works with the Child Protection Network (CPN) to handle 

cases of child victims of abuse, violence and exploitation, such as 

identification, reporting and follow-up. 

ACTIONS  

In Lao PDR, the Juvenile Justice Coordination Committee (JJCC) 

takes the lead in coordinating, planning, developing and 

implementing key laws, policies and programmes related to 

children in contact with the law. JJCC is located under the Office 

of People’s Supreme Prosecutor, headed by the General 

Prosecutor of Lao PDR, comprised of the Ministry of Justice, 

Ministry of Public Security, Supreme People’s Prosecutor and the 

People’s Supreme Court. Working with the Child Protection and 

Assistance Committee (CPAC), JJCC also aims to strengthen the 

community-based child protection services for vulnerable children 

to ensure that they are protected from harm and abuse and have 

access to legal services as needed. 

Implemented with the support from DFAT and UNICEF Australia, 

UNICEF Lao PDR and JJCC have implemented the community-

based legal aid service for women and children in Vientiane 

capital since 2017, which has been expanded to 35 target villages 

in Savannakhet and Xiengkhuang provinces. Through the project, 

141 children in contact with the law benefited from community-

based diversion, and 5,532 people were reached by awareness-

raising activities on justice for children.  

One major achievement of the project is the development and 

institutionalization of the training of child rights and justice for 

children for law enforcement actors. Child rights and child justice  

were integrated into the curriculum for the Police Academy, the 

Research and Training Institute for Prosecutors, the Research 

and Training Institute for Judges, and the National Judicial 

Training Institute. As a result, 1,604 justice sector officials 

received training on adjusting organizational structures, improving 

the legal manual for legal proceedings of juvenile cases, and 

communication with children. 
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UNICEF Lao PDR was the first country office globally to pledge for the release of children in detention 

during COVID-19. After series of discussions, the Government decided to stop arresting children with 

minor offences during the COVID-19 outbreak to protect the best interest of children in conflict with the 

law and lessen the pressure in reducing the risk of community infection in detention facilities which are 

normally over crowded.  

PROTECTING CHILDREN IN DETENTION DURING COVID-19 
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VILLAGE MEDIATION UNITS 

VMU: 8,469 units (2019) 

Children referred to VMU: over 300 (2018-2021) 

Members: village head, deputy village head, LNFD, LWU, 
LYU, elders, village security, village military 

Role of VMU members: To handle and mediate cases 
involving adults and children at the village level and make 
referrals. 

Challenges:  

• Only some members received relevant trainings. 

• Gaps in data collection and reporting/supervision system. 
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BACKGROUND 

Promoting good mental health is essential to the wellbeing and fulfilment of the rights of all 

children. ‘Mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS)’ is any type of local or outside 

support that aims to protect or promote psychosocial well-being and/or prevent or treat 

mental health conditions. According to WHO, mental health conditions affect one in four 

people over a lifetime and are responsible for more than 10% of the global burden of 

disease. The risk for mental health conditions and psychosocial problems among children 

and adolescents is exacerbated when they are exposed to poverty, violence, disease or 

humanitarian crises. The diagram below shows the different levels of MHPSS services:  

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

Circumstantial evidence suggests that mental health problems, including suicide and 

substance use and abuse by young people, are major issues in Lao PDR. Available 

estimates by the WHO indicate the suicide mortality rate in Lao PDR as 5.7 and 11.4 per 

100,000 for females and males respectively. Actual numbers are expected to be higher as 

the practice is culturally condemned and may be under-reported (LSIS II 2017). 

Among the many factors affecting children and adolescents’ well-being, exposure to 

violent discipline is a major hindrance. It can cause immediate impacts to long-term harms 

that children carry forward into adult life. Children who experienced emotional violence or 

sexual abuse reported higher rates of intentionally hurting themselves or ever thinking of 

suicide than those who did not experience such violence in childhood. Violence hampers 

children’s development, learning abilities and school performance; it inhibits positive 

relationships, provokes low self-esteem, emotional distress and depression; and, at times, 

it leads to risk-taking and self-harm. Natural disasters, poverty, and diseases are other 

common challenges to children’s physical, psychological and emotional well-being. 

In Lao PDR, psychosocial support is usually undertaken by an individual’s family and 

community. Stigma towards mental conditions still exists, and there are limited 

discussions on mental health. This results in the relatively low service uptake in MHPSS 

services, as people are reluctant to seek external support. There are also a limited 

number of professional mental health experts.   
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Source: IASC Guidelines on MHPSS in Emergency Settings 

Specialized services  

Focused (person-to person) non-specialized supports  

Strengthening community and family supports  

Social considerations in basic services and security  

CRC Article 39: Children have the right 

to recovery from trauma and 

reintegration 
Government shall take all appropriate measures 

to promote physical and psychological recovery 

and social reintegration of a child victim of any 

form of neglect, exploitation, or abuse; torture or 

any other form of cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment; or armed conflicts. 

 

SDG Target 3.4: Promote mental health 
and well-being 

KEY FACTS:  
VIOLENCE AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Mothers and fathers, both 
biological and step-parents, 
are the most identified 
perpetrator of emotional 
violence 

Girls and boys who 
experienced violence in 
the past 12 months were 
significantly more likely to 
contemplate self-harm 
and/or suicide 

Source: Violence Against Children Survey (2016) 

1 in 4 children experienced 
emotional violence at home 

Experienced 
multiple 
incidents of 
emotional violence 

LAO PDR • CHILD PROTECTION • MAR 2022 

Factsheet - Mental Health and Psychosocial Support 

24 

https://www.unicef.org/laos/reports/vacsurvey-laos


Currently, specialized MHPSS services available in Lao PDR include 

counselling hotline services (LWU: 1362 and LYU: 1554) and shelters. 

The work is mainly carried out by (para-) social workers, frontline health 

workers, hotline counsellors and volunteers. At the Lao Women’s Union 

(LWU)’s Counselling and Protection Centre for Women and Children in 

Vientiane Capital and Luang Namtha province, over 5,700 counselling 

sessions were requested from 2014 to 2020, involving 158 children under 

the age of 18. The shelter offers counselling services to families and 

children, protecting and assisting victims and survivors of violence, 

providing legal aid free of charge, and supporting rehabilitation and 

reintegration. The Lao Youth Union (LYU) also provides counselling to 

adolescents and young people via their hotline and mobile texting. 

WITH UNICEF’S SUPPORT : 

• 3,711 people received mobile counselling 

through LYU helpline in 2021. 

• 616 people (419F 197M) received hotline 

counselling service through LWU in 2021. 

Source: LYU, LWU 2021 
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ACTIONS 

UNICEF’s MHPSS approach promotes inclusion for people of all ages, genders, abilities, ethnicities and living situations. Children and 

adolescents are particularly prioritized, and all sectors are encouraged to incorporate MHPSS approaches to support children and 

family’s mental health and well-being. 

In 2020, the Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism (MICT) and UNICEF developed and disseminated 
TV/ radio programmes and public service announcements (PSA) on mental health and psychosocial wellbeing 
through community loudspeakers in 4,800 villages, which reached more than 3.4 million people. 

AWARENESS RAISING 

MOLSW, supported by KOICA and UNICEF, developed the training module on PFA and MHPSS for frontline 

workers from multiple sectors including Social Welfare, Health, Education, LWU, LYU, police, and CSOs. 

Nearly 100 people across the sectors were trained using this manual in 2021, the training will be further rolled 

out nationwide at the sub-national levels. 

CAPACITY BUILDING 

As part of the Attapeu flood emergency response in 2018, UNICEF and the Government of Lao PDR 

established the first Child-Friendly Spaces (CFS) in Lao PDR, providing safe space and psychosocial support 

for more than 3,000 children. Also, LWU provided mobile counselling for the flood-affected population. 

Psychosocial First Aid (PFA) training was provided to 60 frontline workers from the government, UN, INGOs, 

and CSOs to ensure services are made available to different strata of the flood-affected population. 

EMERGENCY RESPONSE 

UNICEF supports the Lao Women’s Union (LWU) and the Lao Youth Union (LYU) to expand helpline 

services in Bolikhamsay, Khammouane, Oudomxay, Luangnamtha and Luangprabang province. In 2021, 

LYU launched a four-digit number (1554), free of charge thanks to UNICEF’s support to remove financial 

barriers for young people in accessing counselling support in COVID-19. The counselling is also offered in 

ethnic languages. 

SERVICE PROVISION 
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, the LYU helpline analysis shows an increased level of stress, depression, 

fear, and anxiety due to missing school, difficulty in finding a job, family conflict, reduced income, amongst 

others. To raise awareness, UNICEF’s parenting and MHPSS posters were disseminated through LWU, MOH 

and MOLSW networks. In partnership with the National Commission for the Advancement of Women, Mothers 

and Children (NCAWMC), UNICEF is engaging with monks to promote peace and psychosocial well-being. To 

ensure the continuity of services, UNICEF provided PPE and IT equipment for social workers in 12 provinces. 

These supplies are intended to increase the capacity and ability of social workers to provide mobile 

counselling, online case management and referrals. 

COVID-19 RESPONSE 
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BACKGROUND 

Unexploded ordnance (UXO) are explosive weapons that failed to detonate when they were 

fired, dropped, launched or projected, and still pose a risk of exploding. UXO contamination 

in Lao PDR consists of large bombs, rockets, grenades, artillery munitions, mortars, 

landmines, cluster munitions and submunitions. 

Lao PDR is the most bombed country per capita in the world. During the Second IndoChina 

War/ Vietnam war, more than 270 million bombs were dropped, up to 30% failed to detonate. 

Over 50,000 people have been killed or injured by UXO since 1964. According to the 

National Regulatory Authority (NRA) for UXO, more than 40% of victims in the post-conflict 

era are children. There are an estimated 12,000 living UXO victims who have ongoing needs 

in Lao PDR, yet it is not clear how many of them are children. 

Children are particularly vulnerable to UXO in various ways. When they are too young to read 

or illiterate, they could not understand warning signs posted. Not knowing what UXOs are, 

some children pick them up out of curiosity. In 2019, the majority of UXO accidents were 

caused by children playing with UXO, most of the time not knowing that the item was a UXO 

(NRA, 2019). Also, children are far more likely to die from their mine injuries than adults. Of 

those maimed children who survive, few will receive prostheses that keep up with the 

continued growth of their stunted limbs. 

UXO SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

UXO contamination severely affects economic development in Lao PDR. It represents a 

major obstacle for infrastructure building and socio-economic development. According to the 

NRA in 2017, about 37% of the country (about 87,000 km2) is contaminated by different types 

of UXO. 41 out of 46 of the poorest districts in Lao PDR are contaminated by UXO. Lao PDR 

ratified the Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) on 18 March 2009. It was among the first 

30 ratifications that triggered the entry into force of the CCM on 1 August 2010. Lao PDR is 

not yet a signatory to the Mine Ban Treaty.  

There is a lack of assessment regarding the awareness of UXO, however, a study conducted 

by UNICEF on UXO Risk Education Needs Assessment (2006) shows that there is a high 

level of awareness and understanding among both adults and children and the risks 

associated with coming into contact with UXO. Despite these known risks, however, many 

people interact with active or potentially active ordnance on a daily basis. The assessment 

demonstrated that behaviors towards UXO are made within a complex and interlocking milieu 

of economic, social, political and cultural factors.  

The Government of Lao PDR has given priority to the problem, utilizing both internal 

resources and external support to help local people achieve a safer and more peaceful life. In 

2021, Lao PDR achieved a further reduction of UXO accidents and victims with 33 casualties, 

of which 17 were children. 

Convention on the Rights of the 

Child Article 39: Children who have 

been neglected, abused or exploited 

should receive special help to 

physically and psychologically recover 

and reintegrate into society. Particular 

attention should be paid to restoring the 

health, self-respect and dignity of the 

child. 

Convention on Cluster Munitions 

Article 5 requires States Parties to 

provide age- and gender-sensitive 

assistance, including medical care, 

rehabilitation and psychological support 

to victims. 

Map of UXO Bombing in Lao PDR          
(NRA, 2021) 
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Number of UXO Casualties from 2015 to 2019 (Source: NRA, 2020) 

 

 

Year Accidents 

Children 

Children 
Total 

Adult 

Adult 
Total 

Total  
Casualties 

Death Injured Death Injured 

Boy Girl Boy Girl Male Female Male Female 

2015 27 2 - 16 1 19 6 1 15 1 23 42 

2016 35 8 - 24 5 37 2 - 17 3 22 59 

2017 19 - 1 11 6 18 3 - 12 8 23 41 

2018 17 - - 4 5 9 2 1 4 8 15 24 

2019 20 1 - 4 5 10 8 - 5 2 15 25 

Total 118         93         98 191 

The project is now expanded until the year 2024 by linking the 

child protection services with cash transfers to households with 

children with disabilities in Xiengkhouang Province. 

LIFE SAFE FROM UXO 

The Government of Lao PDR has made UXO 

clearance and poverty reduction the 

government's main priority. In 2015, the Lao 

Government adopted an additional specific 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) for 

Lao PDR, SDG 18 on “Lives Safe from UXO”: 

  

18.1 - Zero annual casualties from UXO accidents; 

18.2 - Clear all UXO contamination from high priority areas and 

villages defined as ‘poor’; 

18.3 - Meet the health and livelihoods needs of all identified 

UXO survivors; and 

18.4 - Ensure all remaining UXO activities can be fully funded 

by the Government of Laos. 

One of the main targets of SDG 18 is to build the Lao 

Government’s capacity to fund UXO activities on its own. This 

target has been incorporated into the 8th and 9th National Socio-

Economic Development Plan (NSEDP).  

As per the UN Sustainable Development Cooperation 

Framework 2022-2026, UN in Lao PDR aims to contribute to the 

achievement of the Inclusive Prosperity outcome, corresponding 

to the 9th NSEDP. One of the priority outputs is “UXOs and 

Rural Development” to be jointly implemented by FAO, IFAD, 

UNDP and UNICEF. It calls for strengthened government 

capacity to identify, survey and clear UXOs and conduct mine 

risk education for children. 

Disability due to UXO accidents has gone down dramatically as 

casualties have been reduced by 85% over the last decade. More 

than 53,000 hectares of land have been cleared of UXO and more 

than 1.3 million UXO items have been destroyed. Effective risk 

education and the clearance of high-risk areas have reduced the 

number of people killed or injured from more than 1,000 a year in 

the 1970s to less than 30 a year in 2019 (Source: NRA, 2020). 

CHALLENGES 

The Lao Government estimates that less than 2% of the 

contaminated territory has been cleared in the four decades since 

the bombing ended. Improving the capacity of the NRA for UXO and 

related government agencies towards the development of a more 

strategic and sustainable response to survivor/victim assistance is 

urgently needed.  

ACTIONS 

The Government has approved the Decree for Persons with 

Disability in 2014. The Decree underpins the rights of people with 

disabilities, including children. The Government also developed a 

National Plan to achieve its UXO clearance and development 

objectives called "The Safe Path Forward II" for the period 2011 to 

2020.  

As a prevention and awareness-raising activity, UXO risk education 

should be also promoted. UNICEF continues to engage in providing 

technical and financial support to the national implementation and 

coordination body regarding UXO risk education and protection of 

women, children and their families from the effects of UXO. 

To support children with disabilities, including children affected by 

UXO, UNICEF has worked with the Ministry of Labour and Social 

Welfare and the Ministry of Health through a project “Strengthening 

Community-based Child Protection Services for Vulnerable Children 

(2017-2020)” supported by DFAT and UNICEF Australia. 106 

children with disabilities and their families in Xiengkhouang and 

Savannakhet Province benefitted from the project, including 

rehabilitation exercises, health check-ups, and awareness-raising. 
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WHAT IS VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN (VAC)? 

Violence against children refers to all forms of harm to children, including 

physical, sexual and emotional violence and neglect. Violence can take place in 

homes, families, schools, care and justice settings, workplaces, and 

communities. Perpetrators include parents, family members, teachers, 

caretakers, law enforcement authorities and other children. 

Violence against children takes place in every country and at all levels of society. 

Too often, it is an invisible problem as it occurs within homes and families or 

because people turn a blind eye to it, or simply fail to report it due to fear or 

stigma. Since much violence is hidden from public view—and is too often 

tolerated—the true scale of the problem remains difficult to assess. 

SITUATION IN LAO PDR 

Violence in childhood is a common reality in Lao PDR. The 2017 Lao Social 

Indicator Survey II (LSIS II) found that 69% of Lao children aged 1-14 are subject 

to at least one form of psychological aggression or physical punishment in the 

past one month. In parallel, a significant positive change is reflected in the 

reduced percentage of adult caregivers who believe physical punishment is 

needed to raise a child, from 42% to 25%. 

The Violence Against Children Survey in Lao PDR (2016), conducted with 

support from UNICEF, reveals that emotional violence is the most reported form 

of violence, followed by physical violence. 75% of girls and boys aged 13 to 17 

who are sexually abused reported that their first incident happened when they 

were 13 years old or younger. Children also do not know where to seek help: 

only 5.2% of girls know where to get help if they are sexually abused, and no 

girls reported receiving help. 

According to the UNESCO’s report, bullying at school affects around 13% of 

secondary school children, with boys being bullied more often (15.2%) than girls 

(11.3%). Such bullying mainly takes the form of physical violence (36.3%).  

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the pre-existing vulnerabilities of girls 

and women in Lao PDR. The 2020 COVID-19 Impact Assessment on Women, 

Children and Adolescents in Lao PDR shows a dire need for gender-based 

violence and protection services across the country. Service delivery capacity is 

very limited due to the COVID-19 containment measures, school closure and 

limited services available at the local level. 

Key Statistics on VAC in Lao PDR 

 

1 in 5 children experienced emotional 

violence 

 

1 in 6 children experienced at least 

one form of physical violence 

 

1 in 14 girls and 1 in 8 boys 

experienced some form of sexual abuse 

Source: Violence Against Children Survey in Lao PDR (2016) 

 
 
 
 
1 in 7 children aged 1-14 experienced at least 

one form of psychological or physical violence 

 

 

 
 

1 in 4 caregivers believe that physical 

punishment is necessary to raise a child 

Source: Lao Social Indicator Survey II (2017) 

13% of secondary school children 

experienced bullying in school 

 

Source: The Situation of Children and Women of Lao PDR 

(2020)  
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IMPACT OF VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN 

Lao PDR ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991, 

which specifies that every child, everywhere, has the right to survive, grow 

and be protected from all forms of violence. 

There is significant evidence that violence experienced as a child can have a 

profound impact on the children’s emotional, behavioural, physical and social 

development in the short and long term, impacting their transition to 

adulthood. 

Violence against children not only has an adverse impact on the individuals, 

but also poses a high cost to the state. Research in East Asia and the 

Pacific, commissioned by UNICEF, found that child maltreatment is costing 

lower-middle-income countries like Lao PDR as much as 3% of GDP. 
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Factors Leading to Violence against Children: 

• Poor law enforcement 

• Poverty, inequality, and social exclusion 

• Low parental education levels 

• Family separation and parental difficulties 

• Inadequate family-support and community-based child protection 

services 

• Social tolerance of violence 

• Social norms and reluctance to report incidents 

• Inadequate reporting mechanisms and lack of awareness 

• Gender inequality 

Source: The Assessment of the Child Protection System in Lao PDR (2021) 

 IN LAO PDR, OUR ACTIONS INCLUDE: 

Building evidence 

Strategic planning 

Law and policy reforms 

System strengthening 

Capacity building 

Addressing social norms 

Engaging children and their families 

Creating safe environments 

Parenting education 

Income generation and poverty reduction 

Digitalizing M&E and reporting  

ACTIONS AGAINST VAC 

The Lao Government has adopted the Law on Preventing and Combatting 

Violence against Women and Children (2015) which prohibits physical, 

emotional, sexual, and economic violence against women and children in all 

settings. The revised Penal Code (2017) also prohibits corporal punishment 

in schools and the penal system.  

The National Commission for the Advancement of Women, Mothers and 

Children (NCAWMC) with support from UNICEF developed the National 

Plan of Action on the Prevention and Elimination of Violence against 

Children (2021-2025). The Plan focuses on (1) enhancing the multi-sectoral 

coordination and monitoring; (2) preventing and responding to online 

violence; (3) preventing and responding to violence in schools; and (4) 

preventing and responding to violence in homes and communities.  

UNICEF also supports the Lao Women’s Union (LWU) hotline (1362) which 

receives 60-100 calls a day on violence against women and children. At the 

LWU Counselling and Protection Centre for Women and Children in 

Vientiane Capital and Luang Namtha province, over 5,700 counselling 

sessions were requested from 2014 to 2020, involving 158 children under 

the age of 18 (Source: LWU). The shelter offers counselling services to 

victims and survivors of violence and provide legal aid free of charge, 

rehabilitation, and reintegration support. 

To address violence against children in school, 

NCAWMC with support from the Ministry of Education 

and Sports and Child Fund issued the National 

Guidelines on the Prevention and Response to Violence 

against Children in Secondary Schools in 2020.  

In Attapeu province, where a child protection system 

model is being piloted with support from KOICA and 

UNICEF, the Lao Women’s Union is educating parents 

and caregivers on positive discipline and providing them 

with financial empowerment training to reduce household 

poverty. At the same time, the National Commission for 

the Advancement of Women, Mothers-Children is 

engaging young people through adolescent life skills 

training. The training aims to increase awareness, agency 

and voices of young people on various protection risks, 

support peer networks at the school and community level 

and make risk-informed decisions.  

In November 2021, the Lao Women’s Union and the 

Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare presented at the 

regional INSPIRE conference to end violence against 

children during COVID-19 and beyond to share its best 

practices on (1) integrating violence against children 

messaging into the parenting education programme and 

(2) strengthening the social service workforce to 

effectively prevent and respond to violence against 

children. 
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