
 

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Trade Development Facility 2 - Case Studies  
December 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  



 

Trade Development Facility 2 - Case Studies  

Page 2 

Table of Contents 

Table of Contents 2 

Abbreviations 3 

Overview 4 

The Case Studies 5 

 Ms Bounpheng 7 

1.1 Ms BOUNPHENG PHOMSOUVANH – FROM FOOD SELLER TO SHOP OWNER 7 

 Phaipayouk Handicraft 9 

2.1 PHAIPAYOUK HANDICRAFT – A GROWING FAMILY BUSINESS PRODUCING 

TRADITIONAL LAO PRODUCTS 9 

 DataCom 11 

3.1 DATACOM RECEIVES A BAF GRANT TO DEVELOP A MOBILE APP 11 

 Ms Thiphapone 13 

4.1 ENTERPRISE & DEVELOPMENT CONSULTANTS (EDC) 13 

 Khounta Sign 15 

5.1 Khounta SIGN 15 

 Lao Idea 17 

6.1 LAO IDEA 17 

 Viengthong Trading 19 

7.1 VIENGTHONG TRADING 19 

 
 

  



 

Trade Development Facility 2 - Case Studies  

Page 3 

Abbreviations 

TDF2   THE SECOND TRADE DEVELOPMENT FACILITY 

GSDC   THE GARMENT SKILLS DEVELOPMENT CENTRE 

BAF   THE BUSINESS ASSISTANCE FACILITY 
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Overview 

AID FOR TRADE IN THE AUSTRALIAN AID PROGRAM 

Trade has an impact on incomes – an increase in the volume of trade of 10 per cent can raise per 

capita income by over 5 per cent. Trade can boost employment, incomes and government revenue, 

because (among other things) trade translates to access to larger markets, higher returns on 

unskilled labour, greater competition, innovation and entrepreneurship, improved savings and 

capital flows, more discipline on and transparency from governments; and reductions in rent-

seeking activities. 

Because of the important positive benefits of trade on economic growth and poverty reduction, the 

Australian Government has set an aid for trade target that represents 20 per cent of the total aid 

budget by 2020. In Laos, Australian aid for trade objective is to build a stronger trade regime and 

more competitive private sector. Support to the Micro Small and Medium sized Enterprises (MSME) 

sector aims at improving their competiveness and ability to export, with a particular focus on women 

entrepreneurs. 

 

THE SECOND TRADE DEVELOPMENT FACILITY (TDF2) 

TDF-2 is a multi-donor project funded by Australia, the European Union, Germany, Ireland, the 

United States and the World Bank and implemented by the Ministry of Industry and Commerce 

focused on improving trade and private sector development in Lao PDR. 

The TDF-2 includes the Business Assistance Facility and the Garment Skills Development Centre. 

 

THE GARMENT SKILLS DEVELOPMENT CENTRE (GSDC) 

The Garment Skills Development Centre was established by TDF-1 in 2011 and has continued 

support from TDF-2 since 2013. Prior to this, although garment factories commenced operations in 

Laos in 1990 there was no centre established specifically for training in the industry. The Centre 

provides a number of courses including Sewing Operator (18 days, LAK 400,000), Supervisor (17 

days), (technical and soft skill/management), Pattern Making (LAK 3.5 million, 35 days), Quality 

Control, Industry Engineer, Quality Assurance and human resource management. The training 

centre is open 7 days per week. Students include individuals not yet working in factories, factory 

workers who want to start their own business, factory workers sent by companies to improve their 

skills, small business owners, managers and specialists including foreigners. 

 

THE BUSINESS ASSISTANCE FACILITY (BAF) 

The Business Assistance Facility is part of the “diversification and competitiveness” sub-component 

of TDF-2. BAF is designed to support individual firms build their skills and experience so that they 

can grow and become more competitive internationally. This is achieved through two main activities: 

(i) direct consulting services to individual firms regarding their business growth plans; and (ii) 

matching grants to assist individual firms to purchase specialized business development services in 

support of their growth plans. BAF commenced operations on 1st October 2013 and is scheduled to 

conclude on 31st March 2017. 
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The Case Studies 

LADLF conducted interviews with representatives of five small and medium enterprises that had 

received a BAF grant and two small enterprises that had staff complete training at the GSDC. The 

purpose of the interviews was to show how the TDF 2 supports Lao PDR enterprises to grow and 

become more competitive with a focus on issues of motivation, capacity, innovation and business 

environment.  

The enterprises LADLF interviewed ranged from micro to medium size. They included an owner of a 

small shop selling flags and uniforms (Ms Bounpheng) and another selling bags and other products 

made from bamboo (Phaipayouk Handicraft), a small enterprise selling T-shirts (Lao Idea), a retailer 

of traditional medicine and herbs (Viengthong Trading), a consulting firm (EDC) and two medium 

sized enterprises including an IT company (DataCom) and a maker of advertising signs and 

billboards (Khounta Sign). All of the companies who applied for grants from the BAF submitted 

projects to purchase specialized business development services. 

The case studies show that the enterprises benefitted in a number of ways from the BAF grant or 

GSDC training. 

For example they benefited in terms of improved motivation. A number of the recipients of the BAF 

grant mentioned that prior to receiving the grant they did not believe it would ever be possible for a 

small to medium enterprise to receive Government support through the Government in Lao PDR. 

Statements were made by the company representatives such as “We always have to invest on our 

own”, “the Government is only interested in large enterprises”. Receiving a grant appears to have 

led to an improvement in the companies’ perception of their business environment which impacted 

on their motivation and, in turn, their confidence to invest and succeed. 

The BAF helped the companies to become familiar with the practice of innovating for growth. 

Among the majority of the enterprises, support from TDF-2 (BAF grant or GSDC training) was used 

to support innovation. For example: DataCom developed a new type of product (mobile application 

for IOS/Android); Lao Idea developed a new printing technique for their T-shirts; and a Phaipayouk 

Handicraft staff member learned how to make new tools for bag making. Some of the companies 

said that they might have paid for the business service themselves at some stage. However, with 

less risk to their own business they were more willing to innovate. Having gained experience in 

procuring services to support business innovation, the companies were keen to innovate again with 

the aim of expanding their business. Having received the first grant, all the companies had identified 

more new ideas for which they intend to invest in or seek an additional grant for. 

TDF-2 support also increased enterprise staff capacity which in turn facilitated business growth 

among some companies. For example, the micro enterprise owners who undertook training at the 

GSDC increased their skills in making garments and tools for bag making which led to increased 

turnover and employing more staff. The flag seller who did a pattern making course at the GSDC 

went from a one person operation to employing eight people. The T-shirt maker from Lao Idea who 

did a five day study tour on printing techniques in Thailand made an immediate improvement to the 

quality of his products.  

The larger companies used TDF-2 support to develop their management systems, which is crucial 

for companies as they shift from a family business to a medium sized modern enterprise. For 

example, Khounta Sign used the grant to implement ISO 9001 management system and DataCom 

were applying for another grant to implement Enterprise Resource Planning Software. Elements 



 

Trade Development Facility 2 - Case Studies  

Page 6 

such as modern management systems will be particularly important for Lao PDR firms to compete in 

the AEC market place.  

TDF-2 support also improved company relationships with their environment by helping to develop 

their networks of suppliers and clients. For example, Viengthong trading travelled to China to attend 

a trade fair and connect with new customers, DataCom brought in a trainer for application 

development from Thailand; and Lao Idea identified a new factory for sourcing better quality dye for 

T-shirt printing in Thailand. Broadening their business networks in the region will also put the 

companies in good stead for the AEC.  

The enterprises interviewed for these case studies face many challenges ranging from competition 

from imports and foreign enterprises to lack of skills, knowledge and support services. The onset of 

the AEC in 2016 will intensify some of these challenges particularly relating to competition from 

companies within ASEAN. However, it will also bring opportunities to access new customers, 

suppliers and knowledge. Companies accustomed to continually innovating, developing their skills 

and broadening their networks of suppliers will be better placed to compete in the open market 

place. By providing recipients with the opportunity to try something new with less risk to their 

business, the BAF helps companies innovate.  

 

 

 

  

Figure 1: First designs of the new Android mobile 

application developed by the programmers of DataCom, 

recipient of a BAF grant. 

Figure 2: Viengthong Trading 

promoting Lao traditional medicine 

and herbs at a Trade Fair in China, 

thanks to the support of a BAF 

grant 

Figure 3: Mr Son explaining how he 

improved quality and productivity of his 

workshop after attending the GSDC training. 
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 Ms Bounpheng 

This case study focuses on how Ms Bounpheng a seller of flags completed the Pattern Making for 

Women’s Clothing course at the Garment Skills Development Centre (GSDC) and went on to open 

a shop selling women’s clothes, to supply uniforms to local organisations and to employ eight 

people. 

1.1 Ms BOUNPHENG PHOMSOUVANH – FROM FOOD SELLER TO SHOP OWNER 

Ms Bounpheng Phomsouvanh was working as a food seller but her dream was to become a tailor. 

10 years ago she began buying and selling flags. Then she realized flags were not difficult to sew 

and that she could make more money by making them herself. Three years ago she opened a small 

shop in Vientiane and employed one staff member to help her run the shop. After this, several 

customers began asking her for clothes. She didn’t have skills to make clothes but the requests kept 

reminding her of her dream to be a tailor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT CHANGED?  

Ms Bounpheng decided to take action to realise her dream. Between July and October 2014 she 

attended the 35 day course on Pattern Making for Female Clothes at the GSDC. She attended 

sessions on the weekend so that she could keep running her shop during the week. The cost of the 

training, which was LAK3.5 million, Ms Bounpheng paid herself. At the training Ms Bounpheng met 

Miss Sinc who was working as a sewing operator in a factory but also had aspirations to become a 

tailor and open her own business. After meeting at the training Miss Sinc came to work for Ms 

Bounpheng and is now her right-hand assistant. 

Since doing the training Ms Bounpheng has expanded the scope of her business. She still makes 

flags but also produces uniforms including white school shirts and the blue shirts for the JPRL Youth 

Organisation uniform which school students and Government workers wear every Friday. Ms 

Bounpheng sells directly from her shop and takes orders from schools. She now has eight staff 

working at her shop. The shop is open from 7am to 7pm, seven days a week and is at full capacity 

meeting all the orders.  

Figure 4: Ms Bounpheng started her business sewing 

flags. 
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Since the training Ms Bounpheng has doubled her turnover from around LAK 500,000 per day to 

LAK 1 million per day. The retail price of a shirt is LAK 60,000 to 100,000 depending on the pattern. 

Ms Bounpheng estimates that the production costs of the shirts are LAK 30,000 per shirt, which 

leaves a sustainable margin on each shirt sold. 

 

WHAT’S NEXT?  

Ms Bounpheng is thinking of recruiting more staff. In response to customer demand, she would like 

to produce traditional Sinhs (skirts worn by females in Laos). She would like to be able to take on 

bigger orders from schools. She often has bigger orders but cannot accept them because of lack of 

capacity. 

Both Ms Bounpheng and Miss Sinc would like to attend a second training on Pattern Making for 

Male Clothes at the GSDC. Currently there are unable to provide for male customers but would like 

to be able to because designs for male clothes are simpler and less time consuming. 

Having the opportunity to attend the training in pattern making at the GSDC has made a huge 

difference to Ms Bounpheng’s livelihood. With her new skills in dress making and pattern making Ms 

Bounpheng was able to double her turnover and employ eight new people.  Moreover, Ms 

Bounpheng wishes to continue to develop her skills to further expand her business through more 

training at the GSDC. Examples such as these show how essential good quality, locally available, 

skills training is for growing the SME sector. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Ms Bounpheng and Ms Sinc proudly showing the 

shirts they produce for the Youth Organisation. 

Figure 6: One of the people Ms 

Bounpheng employs at her shop. 
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 Phaipayouk Handicraft 

This case study focuses on how Mr Son from Phaipayouk Handicraft, a maker of bags and other 

products made from bamboo, attended the Industry Engineering course at the Garment Skills 

Development Centre (GSDC) and went on to produce new tools which increased the company’s 

efficiency, quality and turnover. 

2.1 PHAIPAYOUK HANDICRAFT – A GROWING FAMILY BUSINESS PRODUCING 

TRADITIONAL LAO PRODUCTS 

 

Phaipayouk Handicraft was created in 1999 and is managed by Ms Khankeo and her brother Mr 

Son. Their business produces bags, wallets and covers for notebooks made from bamboo and 

traditional Lao weaving. The company produces more than 100 different items with exclusive 

designs created by Ms Khankeo. They average 1,000 pieces per month. Their buyers are mainly 

shops in Talat Sao Mall as well as the famous Saoban fair trade handicraft shop in Vientiane. 

The company employs 10 people and 10 subcontractors who work from home. Almost all the 

employees are women. 

 

THE INDUSTRY ENGINEERING COURSE AT THE GSDC 

Mr Son, Deputy Manager of the company, attended a five day Industry Engineering course at the 

GSDC in July 2015. Mr Son learned to make stainless steel tools that attach to the sewing machine 

to enable mechanization of operations formally undertaken by hand such as the production of 

handles for bags and embroidered or woven edging. The GSDC provided the raw material to create 

the tools during the course and some extra material so that the students could create more tools in 

their business after the training was finished.  

The cost of the course was LAK 700,000 which was paid by Phaipayouk Handicraft. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Bags made of bamboo and traditional 

embroidery. 
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WHAT CHANGED?  

Based on the skills that he learned at the training, Mr Son went on to create modified tools designed 

specifically to make the Phaipayouk Handicraft products. He stated: “I am very happy I learned to 

produce tools. It is very good because now I can adapt the tools to all our needs. I can produce 

bigger or smaller tools.”  

Completing the training allowed Phaipayouk to mechanise many operations which improved 

productivity. Whereas sewing a border took 10 minutes before Mr Son had his new tools it now 

takes only 6 minutes. On average it now takes 30% less time to make a bag than before. At the time 

of the interview, the company had received a big order of for notebooks (900 pieces). Before it 

would have taken 60 days but now that they have the new tools their order will be delivered in 40 

days.  

The new tools also led to an improvement in quality and a reduction in the number of customers 

returning products which in turn led to productivity improvements. The staff now work faster 

because they have more confidence they can do the job right the first time.  

 

WHAT’S NEXT?  

Mr Son and his sister, Ms Khankeo, managing director and owner, have other ideas to grow the 

business which they are starting to implement. Mr Son would like to attend another course to make 

more complicated tools as he only learned to make basic tools in the initial course. The owner, Ms 

Khankeo, plans for the company to start producing women’s clothes. In August 2015 she attended 

the 35 day course on Pattern Making for Female Clothes at the GSDC. They also plan to set up a 

shopfront in the traditional Lao 70 year old house where they live in the tourist area to retail their 

own products. 

Phaipayouk Handicraft has increased their productivity and turnover because of their access to new 

technology and their investment in Mr Son’s attendance at the GSDC course in industry 

engineering. The company is now striving to use innovation to grow the business. This case study 

shows how good quality skills training provided locally can have a positive effect on the growth of a 

small business. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Mr Son in the workshop 

supervising the production of new folder 

covers. 

Figure 9: This tool was created to 

mechanically glue the border of the cover. 
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 DataCom 

This case study focuses on how DataCom, an IT company based in Laos received a BAF grant for 

senior engineers to learn how to make mobile applications and developed two mobile applications 

for IOS and Android. 

3.1 DATACOM RECEIVES A BAF GRANT TO DEVELOP A MOBILE APP 

DataCom is a successful, 100% Lao-owned, business generating $8 million in revenue and 

employing more than 70 staff including 30 engineers. DataCom provides a full range of IT services 

and products such as servers, storage and network, notebooks, laptops and software, banking 

solutions including ATM machines, consulting services including network and data centre design, 

network optimisation and system design, application maintenance and support. They were the first 

authorized Dell distributor in Laos in 1997. Other partners include APC, Oracle, Samsung, Toshiba, 

Emerson and Microsoft. While their revenue is high at USD 8 million a year, according to project 

manager Manilay Vanphavong, the profit margin is still small due to continuous investments to 

develop human resources and new technology. 

 

THE BAF GRANT 

DataCom applied for a BAF grant to develop the capacity of staff to design applications for mobile 

devices. CEO, Mr Thanongsinh Kankaya, had a plan to develop a mobile application since late 

2014 but did not have the skills among his staff. Mobile application development is very new in 

Laos. DataCom has been looking for one extra skilled programmer for a year already but had not 

been able to find someone who could design mobile applications. 

DataCom used the BAF grant to hire a Thai sub-contractor to develop the IOS application and to 

train two DataCom staff to develop the Android app. The trainees were two skilled programmers of 

DataCom, one is a supervisor programmer graduated from Singapore and the other one graduated 

from the University of Thailand. The training was carried out in early April 2015 to a total cost of 

USD 7100. 50% of the cost was supported by BAF. Two trainers came three times including a 

preparation and skills assessment stage as well as step 1 and step 2 of training. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Freshly trained DataCom programmers 

developing a new mobile app. 
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WHAT CHANGED? 

After the training DataCom developed two mobile applications. The first was KinYu, a Lao directory 

with hotels, restaurants and tourist attractions in English and Lao language targeting foreign tourists 

and locals. The app will be launched in December 2015. It is planned that Chinese language will 

also be added. 

Another application, a monitoring tool, is also being developed based on a request from one of their 

new clients but the contents are still confidential.  

  

WHAT’S NEXT? 

To improve their profit margins DataCom need to improve their finance and management system 

and for this purpose they would like to implement Enterprise Resource Planning software. The 

software is very expensive so they would to obtain assistance from BAF to purchase it and train 

their staff.  

Accessing the BAF has boosted motivation in DataCom.”We are so proud. It is the first time an 

organization recognizes our hard work and supports us” said project manager Manilay Vanphavong 

Continuous innovation is essential for companies in the IT industry. But for DataCom, a company 

that generates considerable revenue but has tight profit margins, it has been challenging to take on 

the risks and extra costs to implement management’s new ideas. These challenges are 

compounded by the reality of operating in the Lao PDR where there is a lack of technical skills and 

other support services. Accessing the BAF has helped the company to implement one of their new 

ideas – the development of two apps – as well as develop the skills of their high level staff. 

Successfully implementing one innovation project may lead to improved motivation and confidence 

to undertaken further innovation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Datacom newly renovated office and shop in 

Vientiane. 

Figure 12: First designs of the KinYu app – It is an in-

house development project, so DataCom will sell 

advertising space to finance it. 

Launching is scheduled in December 2015 
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 Ms Thiphapone 

This case study focuses on Ms Thiphapone from EDC and how, with support from the BAF, she 

attended a training on “Coaching Skills for Leaders and Managers” at the Asian Institute of 

Management in Manila which led to an increase in the value that her company placed on HR 

training. 

4.1 ENTERPRISE & DEVELOPMENT CONSULTANTS (EDC) 

EDC is a 100% Lao consulting business. Created in 2000, EDC has 4 shareholders who both co-

manage and consult for the company. EDC has 13 staff and a network of associates with institutes 

in Laos such as ICT and the Faculty of Agriculture as well as consulting firms from other countries in 

Asian such as Vietnam, Thailand, Philippines and Japan. 

The company provides consulting in four areas including enterprise development & trade promotion, 

project development and management, capacity development for organisations and translation and 

event management.  

EDCs clients include international development organisations such as Swisscontact, SNV, ADB and 

the World Bank, Government agencies such as the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Industry 

and Commerce and the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry and the private sector including 

companies such as LBC, RMA, MMG and the Lao National Chamber of Commerce and Industry. 

 

THE BAF GRANT 

EDC heard about the BAF grant when the BAF coordinator presented at a workshop organised by 

EDC and informed participants about the BAF.  

EDC applied for the BAF in May 2015 for one of their consultants/shareholders, Mrs Thiphaphone, 

to attend training on Coaching Skills for Leaders and Managers at the Asian Institute of 

Management in Manila, Philippines. It was a 3 day program. Mrs Thiphaphone attended along with 

17 participants from the Philippines. EDC was the only foreign participant. The total cost of the 

training was $3,000 (including airfare, accommodation, and training), 50% of which was supported 

by the BAF grant. The content of the training covered coaching theory with illustration from real life 

cases. 

 

WHAT CHANGED? 

Ms Thiphaphone felt that from the training. During the training, she was exposed to real cases from 

other participants relating to different industries such as manufacturing, hospital, government, 

private companies and had to apply the coaching skills in each different context. This helped Ms 

Thiphaphone to develop her training skills for different clients. 

EDC would not have joined the training without the BAF grant. It was the first time they considered 

training of this kind. As a positive result of this training, EDC Human Resources Manager is now 

considering other training to improve the skills of their staff. They will look for co-financing again as 

the company cannot support the full cost alone.   
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WHAT’S NEXT? 

Ms Thiphaphone informally shared her learning from the training with her colleagues. Through this 

and other networking she feels that the BAF is becoming well known in the consulting and business 

sector: 

 “In meetings or in workshops, when the people talk about co-finance and getting assistance, I often 

hear about the BAF grant. Business people talk about the BAF grant” 

For EDC, applying for and receiving the BAF has triggered an orientation for the company to 

upgrade their skills through formal training sourced in the ASEAN region. This should lead, in turn, 

to an improvement in the quality of the consulting they provide. As a well networked company they 

are also spreading the word about the BAF so that a wider range of companies have the opportunity 

to apply for the BAF which may help to improve the targeting and effectiveness of the BAF. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Participants of the Coaching Skills for Leaders 

and Managers training – Manila - May 27-29, 2015 

Figure 14: A training workshop organised by EDC 
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 Khounta Sign 

This case study explores how Khounta Sign received a BAF grant to undergo ISO 9001 training and 

certification, which puts them in a good position to face the opportunities and increased competition 

which will be brought by the commencement of the Asian Economic Community in 2016. 

5.1 Khounta SIGN 

Khounta Sign is a family business that has been in operation for 25 years managed by Mr Vongnam 

Vongvilay. The company makes signs, billboards and other promotional display items such as 

menus and table tops. They also produce decorative floats for festivals and parades. They have 

many clients all over Laos including Beer Lao, Samsung and many shops, restaurants and bars. 

Khounta Sign employs 40 people who work from a warehouse in Vientiane. The warehouse has 

computerized cutting and printing machines made in China and Japan. Mr Vongvilay sourced these 

machines by attending Expos in Kunming and Guangzhou, China. 

 

THE BAF GRANT 

Mr Vongvilay heard about the BAF grant through the Laos Branch of the BNI. The BNI is an 

international association which supports business networking. BNI Laos meets every Tuesday 

morning. A guest speaker from the Department of SMEs at the Ministry of Industry and Commerce 

spoke at one of the BNI meetings and informed members about the BAF.  

Khounta Sign has been operating as a family business but Mr Vongvilay felt it was getting too big to 

control this way and needed a management system. For this reason, Mr Vongvilay applied for a 

grant from the BAF to develop a management system that meets ISO 9001 standard. Mr Vongvilay 

had been wanting to do the training and implement the system for 10 years and would have done it 

at some stage but the availability of the BAF grant motivated him to act. Beer Lao use the ISO 9001 

standard and they are one of Khounta Sign’s biggest clients. Other large Vientiane based 

companies such as BCEL and Lao Telecom also use the ISO 9001. The initial course that they 

attended was for the ISO Audit. The ISO team came and did training for the staff and they received 

a certificate. The second part of the ISO training and certification for which they received a BAF 

grant includes Clean Management System training which will be conducted in December 2015. 

 

WHAT CHANGED? 

Mr Vongvilay, received a grant of USD 9600 for the two sets of training and certification. The grant 

was to cover 50% of the cost of the training. Aside from benefits from improving the management 

systems, having completed the training generates a positive reaction from clients who feel more 

comfortable knowing that the company follows an internationally recognized management standard. 
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WHAT’S NEXT? 

Looking forward, Mr Vongvilay sees the commencement of the Asian Economic Community in 2016 

which will result in the opening of borders among ASEAN for the free movement of goods, services 

and people, as an opportunity for his business as well as a potential challenge. He foresees that 

foreign companies will come to Laos and compete with his business. At the same time, he sees the 

AEC as an opportunity to attract international business. To help reach clients from ASEAN he would 

like to improve his website by adding more English language content. For this project he intends to 

apply for another BAF grant.  

Mr Vongvilay believes that the international businesses who are likely to have a greater presence in 

Laos after the commencement of the AEC will feel more comfortable dealing with local companies 

that have adopted international standards so it is timely that Khounta Sign are undergoing ISO 

training and certification with support of the BAF.  

Unlike some other businesses, Mr Vongvilay was not surprised to be able to access a grant from the 

BAF as he understood that the SME Department at the Ministry of Industry and Commerce provide 

assistance for businesses to undertake study tours and short courses etc. Unfortunately, however, 

according to Mr Vongvilay, most businesses don’t know how to approach the SME Department 

unless they are part of a business network or association. The business network, BNI of which Mr 

Vongvilay is a member, helps him to link with business services. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Khounta Sign employs 40 people 

Figure 16: Mr Vongvilay proudly showing 

his ‘ISO 9001-2008 Internal Quality Audit’ 

certificate 
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 Lao Idea 

This case study looks at how Mr Suvanhny from the T-shirt company Lao Idea received a BAF grant 

to study T-shirt printing in Thailand and as a result improved the quality of his T-shirt designs. 

6.1 LAO IDEA 

Mr Suvanhny started his business five years ago, selling T-shirts at the night market in Vientiane 

where he would sell about 10 – 20 T-shirts per night. Then he opened a shop near the cultural 

centre, three stalls at the night market and a shop and production workshop near That Luang 

temple. Lao Idea specialises in 100% cotton T-shirts with printed logos related to Laos and 

Vientiane. The T-shirts are different from the other ones sold at markets in Laos which are imported 

from Thailand and China and made from poly-cotton blends.  Mr Suvanhny employs 15 people to 

sew and print the designs on the T-shirts and work in his different retail outlets. 

The customers of Lao Idea are 90% Lao and 10% foreigners. The biggest sales period is the Boat 

Festival, late October when crowds gather along the Mekong River to watch teams racing traditional 

boats and many stalls are set up in the surrounding area. It is not unusual for him to sell up to 400 

T-shirts per day during that week. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE BAF GRANT 

Mr Suvanhny heard about the grant when a World Bank representative informed him about the BAF 

while interviewing him on another matter. He applied to the BAF for a grant to study printing 

techniques at a T-shirt dye maker and printing facility in Thailand. Having taught himself to print the 

T-shirts and having never received any formal training he wanted to improve his skills and upgrade 

his designs. He did research on garment factories, dying and printing houses and identified an 

appropriate facility. BAF paid for 50% of the cost of the training (travel, accommodation costs etc.). 

The amount of his grant was USD 300. 

 

WHAT CHANGED? 

Mr Suvanhny was very pleased to receive a grant. Based on his past experience he did not think he 

would ever receive outside support for his business. He thought the government and financial sector 

were only interested in large businesses. He had never been able to access a loan from a bank 

because, being from a poor village, didn’t have enough collateral behind him.  

Figure 17: Lao Idea shop in That 

Luang. 
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Mr Suvanhny also benefitted from the skills and knowledge he gained from attending the course. He 

improved his designs as he learned to do more sophisticated motifs. He also learned how to use 

and source better quality dyes and cloth. 

 

WHAT’S NEXT? 

The study tour to Thailand was only five days so Mr Suvanhny didn’t learn everything he wanted to 

learn. As he can’t afford to return on his own, he may apply for another grant. 

However, in the immediate future, he has other pressing priorities. He needs to spend money on his 

printing machines and improve his marketing strategy. He faces big competition from imports 

produced in Thailand, Vietnam and China, exacerbated by what he sees as Lao customers’ lack of 

faith in the quality of products from their own country. He has faced big challenges in marketing. 

This includes the difficulty in being able to find and afford a shop in a prime location. Shops in the 

centre of town cost USD 15,000 a year to rent and usually are filled 3 days after becoming vacant. 

He is also trying to work out how to cost effectively market his products outside Vientiane. Another 

challenge is how to prevent his designs from being copied which tends to happen when he sells 

from a booth at a festival. He plans to register his designs for copyright.  

The Lao Idea company gained a great deal from a small investment due to a grant from the BAF. 

However as a small local company without an extensive business network Mr Suvanhny still faces 

many challenges to grow his business. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Mr Suvanhny with some of his latest designs 

Figure 19: Mr Suvanhny improved his T-shirt logos 

designs after the BAF supported field trip to Thailand 
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 Viengthong Trading 

This case study focuses on Viengthong Trading, a company trading in Lao traditional medicine and 

how, with support of the BAF, they reached new clients by attending a trade fair in Kunshan, 

Kunming, China. 

7.1 VIENGTHONG TRADING 

Viengthong Trading are a producer and buyer of traditional Lao medicine. They are a family 

business with a shop in Vientiane and a workshop and storage 20 km from Vientiane. The company 

started 15 years ago when Mr Prapat Protprommart, the owner and managing director and his 

family began collecting medicinal herbs and roots from Laos and exporting to India, China, Vietnam 

and Thailand. 10 years ago they began transforming these herbs into traditional medicine and 

products such as essential oils, massage oil, shampoo, soup, sauna herbs and balm. Now they sell 

both raw materials and final products. Their clients include wholesalers for traditional medicine stalls 

at the market, buyers who sell in other provinces and customers who come directly to their shop. 

Orders also come through their website from Thailand, China and Laos. 

 

THE BAF GRANT 

Viengthong Trading applied for a grant to attend a trade fair in Kunshan, Jiangsu Province, China. 

They were informed about the BAF Grant from a staff member at the Department of the Trade 

Promotion in the Ministry of Industry and Commerce who asked them to join a trade fair abroad. The 

grant paid for 50% of all costs associated with the attendance of Mr Protprommart and his wife at 

the trade fair including airfares, accommodation, a translator, cost of transporting material for their 

display stall at the fair and rent for the booth.  

Around 10 companies from Laos joined the fair including two other companies selling traditional 

medicine as well as companies selling wood furniture, silver jewellery, rice and canned food.  

Viengthong Trading also applied for and received a second grant which was to produce a brochure 

to present products in English, Lao and Chinese. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: Viengthong Trading booth at the Trade Fair in 

China 
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WHAT CHANGED? 

The company made little immediate financial profit from the fair but they gained many potential new 

Chinese customers and China is a huge market for traditional medicine. Many customers who 

visited Viengthong’s booth at the Fair were surprised to discover that some products familiar to them 

were actually from Laos. Thai and Vietnamese companies have been sourcing, packing and 

sending herbs to China so that customers did not know that the herbs actually originated in Laos. 

Because it has remaining forest, Laos is an important source of naturally grown quality medicinal 

herbs. 

 

WHAT’S NEXT? 

Attending the trade fair in Kunshan triggered an expansion for the Viengthong trading company to 

connect with new customers abroad. In addition, Mr Protprommart appreciated the gesture by the 

Government to reach out and support his company. Previously, his perception of the Government 

was that they were only interested in macro projects, big factories and big companies, not small 

family businesses but this has changed since receiving the grant. Therefore the BAF may be 

helping to bridge a gap between the Government and private sector. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21: Tree mushrooms drying at Viengthong Trading – Laos is a 

country where the forest is still a natural source of traditional medicine 

herbs and roots 

Figure 22: Mr Prapat in his shop in Vientiane, next to Hospital 103 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


