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Executive Summary 

Purpose and design of the study 
 

The purpose of this study is to provide the National Committee for Rural Development and Poverty Eradication 
(NCRDPE), the Poverty Reduction Fund (PRF) implementers and development partners with a better 
understanding of the Sam Sang Directive in terms of its objectives, processes, and outcomes to date as well as 
practical challenges.  The study particularly focuses on identifying alignment between the PRF-II Community 
Driven Development (CDD) approach and the functional assignment and practical roles and responsibilities of 
government agencies and their staff under the directive at the province, district and village levels.  The study 
did not to assess the impact of the Sam Sang pilot on people or their livelihoods. 
 

The study was conducted between August and November 2015. Semi-structured interviews were framed 
around four key questions: 
 What is the understanding of the main purpose of the Sam Sang Directive and its expected outcomes? 
 How is the Sam Sang directive implemented in practice? 
 How does implementation of PRF-II and the resulting outputs align with the Sam Sang directive in terms of 

strategic intent, delivery processes, and geographical focus? 
 How could coordination and complementarity between Sam Sang and selected economic infrastructure and 

rural livelihoods programs be improved? 
 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposefully selected sample of 163 key informants (21% 
women), which included: national agencies and programs; provincial government, organisations and programs; 
district government, organisations and programs; village committees, organisations and programs; and donors.  
The study was conducted in a purposefully selected sample of provinces and districts with villages where Sam 
Sang or PRF II activities are implemented.  Many sampled locations also benefit from the District Development 
Fund (DDF).  To optimise logistics, Luang Namtha province was selected in the north and Saravan and 
Savannakhet provinces were selected in the south.  The sample of districts and villages reflected the selection 
criteria for the Sam Sang pilot, to include three development levels: good development, moderate development, 
and poor development.  The sample also included one Hero Village and a mix of ethnic minority, Lao Tai and 
blended villages. 
 

This study was conducted as a rapid appraisal with a limited budget and time frame.  The sample represents 
6% of the Sam Sang pilot districts (3/51) and 5% of the Sam Sang pilot villages (5/109).  The purposeful sample 
was large enough and sufficiently varied to gain a valid understanding of themes, challenges and opportunities 
but not sufficiently representative to provide more than a general guide to the early results from implementation 
of Sam Sang.  Few women or youth attended meetings or contributed their voice. 
 

The Sam Sang directive 
 

Politburo Resolution No.03/CPP/2012 seeks to accelerate local economic development through targeted 
dissemination of Party resolutions and Government of Lao PDR policies; decentralised public administration; 
and development of targeted villages.  The Sam Sang (“Three Builds”) directive proposes villages as the 
development unit, districts as the integration unit, and provinces as the strategic unit.  Subsequent guidance 
from the National Assembly, Prime Minister and the Guiding Committee for Sam Sang Pilot Projects suggest 
that Sam Sang is three things: (1) a political manifesto; (2) an approach to decentralised administration; and (3) 
a national targeted development program.  Sam Sang represents a significant policy change because it requires 
wide-ranging reforms to public administration functional assignments.  Because of this, the resolution was 
designed to be piloted, then its early implementation evaluated and reported to Leaders before they make 
decisions about scaled-up implementation.  The Sam Sang pilot, launched in October 2012 and completed in 
early 2015, directed 15 ministries to delegate more responsibilities, functions and resources to local 
administrations, particularly at district level.  The pilot was implemented nationwide in 109 targeted villages (out 
of 8,470) located in 51 targeted districts (out of 145).  Of those targeted villages, 30 are covered by the second 
Poverty Reduction Fund (PRF-II) and 22 have sub-projects implemented with PRF-II support. 
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Experience implementing Sam Sang pilots 
 

In summary the study found that: 
 There is mixed understanding of the Sam Sang directive in practice – recent studies highlight emerging 

lessons in the implementation of Sam Sang such as limited understanding on delegation of responsibilities 
from the central to provincial and district staff to support villagers in implementing pilot development projects; 
and limited transfer of fiscal responsibilities at this early stage.  This study found mixed understanding of Sam 
Sang, with the level of understanding varying between the political, administrative decentralisation and 
development dimensions of the directive. 
 Political dimension – well understood and driven by mass front organisations from national to village 

levels using their existing administrative budgets. 
 Administrative decentralisation – understood by central and line ministries as well as at provincial level 

although limited devolution of functions was identified by this study beyond revenue collection and 
establishment of village units and district division. 

 Delivering change for development – poorly understood.  Actions are mostly driven by political slogans 
rather than a comprehensive theory of change or logic responding to local context, needs or capacity.  Root 
causes of poverty and under-development were rarely identified, understood or acknowledged. 

 Pilot implementation of Sam Sang demonstrated its potential to deliver targets – the pilot focused the 
attention of Leaders and their staff on targeted districts and villages.  Even though this was a small selection 
of the poor villages and districts in Lao PDR, it demonstrated the potential in Sam Sang.  In particular, pilot 
implementation resulted in: 
 Deployment of district staff at village level 
 Strengthened village and district organisations 
 Preparation of village and district development plans 
 Devolved functions including revenue collection and investment approval 
 Implementation of plans for development results 
 Monitoring and evaluation. 

 Appropriate alignment between implementation of PRF-II and Sam Sang – PRF-II and Sam Sang have 
similar goals (rural development, poverty reduction; building village and district capacity to plan, implement 
and maintain infrastructure) but different approaches: (1) PRF II aligns with the MPI Participatory Planning 
Manual, uses a secure envelope of financing for targeted kum ban and villages as a catalyst for community 
driven development, and typically has 12-18 months between engagement and delivery of outputs; (2) Sam 
Sang uses the MPI Participatory Planning Manual and Sam Sang Guidance to strengthen village and district 
organisations, build capacity for administration, prepare development plans at village and district levels, seek 
finance for implementation, then implement projects as funds become available, monitor, operate and 
maintain, with a time between engagement and delivery of outputs up to 5 years.  Sam Sang piloted 
implementation in three categories of district and village with different levels of development (developed, 
middle-poor and poor) whereas PRF targets the poorest villages and districts.  PRF-II engages the district as 
an integrative unit.  However, the process is driven by PRF-II because that is where the funds come from, 
and power rests with those who control the funds.  Whilst this gets the job done, it disempowers the district 
staff and dilutes their assigned function under Sam Sang as the integrative unit.  The DDF approach, which 
is much smaller in scale and scope than PRF-II, allocates resources to the district administration for them to 
invest in implementation of a strengthened District Development Plan.  This approach gets the job done and 
also empowers the district staff to deliver their Sam Sang function as the integrative unit.  PRF-II engages 
the village as a development unit. 

 Coordination between Sam Sang and development programs – District administrations interviewed for 
this study had the capacity to support village planning processes and integrate these into a district 
development plan.  This creates an opportunity to use VDP and DDP prepared under a strengthened GoL 
process and focus development partner resources on implementation, operation and maintenance.  In 
particular, community participation and capacity building is likely to be more efficient and effective if it is 
centred on implementation rather than planning.  This approach would allow development partners to support 
district administrations and related mass front organisations with non-salary recurrent budget to strengthen 
their planning and implementation competencies complemented by capital budget contributions for the 
implementation of projects identified in VDP and DDP.  This approach has been demonstrated to be 
successful by PRF-II and DDF.  District staff interviewed for the study emphasised their capacity to act as the 
integrative unit – coordinating donor programs, foreign direct investment and government programs in their 
location so long as partners and investors consult with them.  District staff highlighted the inefficiency and 
high transaction costs involved with multiple plans produced for competing or overlapping investments.  They 
emphasised the importance of the District Coordination Committee as the mechanism for effective integration 
and efficient allocation of investment to implement village and district development plans.  
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Lessons learned 

This study identified the following lessons: 
 Step-by-step approach to implementation is good practice – Sam Sang is a complex innovation that will 

require a long time to be fully implemented. This was acknowledged from the start.  Pilot implementation in 
51 targeted districts and 109 targeted villages followed by an evaluation and then a larger-scale trial before 
scale-up to the national level conforms with international good practice.  The emphasis on monitoring and 
evaluation of the pilot, and the reporting by villages, districts and NCRDPE provides the foundation for 
learning and scale-up. 

 

 Continued work is needed for effective devolution and decentralisation – the decentralisation work 
under Sam Sang started well, with 15 targeted ministries issuing instructions for implementation of the Sam 
Sang pilot.  Amongst other things these assign functions to lower levels, especially provincial and district 
agencies.  Administrative decentralisation is currently driven by central and line Ministries.  The administrative 
(recurrent) budget is not yet allocated to account for changed functional assignment – ths is an essential next 
step if the early successes shown in the Sam Sang pilot are to be maintained.  The core principle is that funds 
should follow function (i.e. the tasks and duties assigned to lower levels).  There is an opportunity to learn 
from other countries in ASEAN (e.g. Indonesia, Vietnam) that have implemented decentralisation with the 
aim of improving local socio-economic development, service delivery and poverty reduction as well as 
maintaining political stability. 

 

 There is alignment between PRF CDD processes and Sam Sang – both Sam Sang and PRF-II use 
planning processes that are based on the MPI Participatory Planning Manual and Guidelines for District 
Socio-economic Development Planning.  The processes are aligned and there is close collaboration between 
PRF-II teams and offices responsible for planning and investment, rural development, and agriculture at both 
provincial and district levels.  PRF-II has a more defined and predictable budget than district agencies, and 
so tends to drive the process because it can commit to activities with certainty.  Whilst district staff are 
engaged, and the processes used by PRF-II are aligned, the balance of power is with PRF-II, which is 
unsustainable and demotivating for district staff.  Provincial and district staff interviewed valued the village 
plans developed with PRF-II support and also the capacity built through PRF-II activities for village operation 
and maintenance of physical infrastructure.  Several provincial and district informants suggested that PRF-II 
should focus on making effective use of existing village and district development plans (e.g. those prepared 
under Sam Sang) rather than prepare separate plans using an aligned process.  Because of uncertainty about 
the amount and timing of resources to implement projects identified in these development plans, several 
informants suggested that PRF-II investment in community driven development (CDD) would be more useful 
after investment decisions and resource allocations were confirmed.  In this way community engagement 
could focus on learning by doing implementation, operation and maintenance; as well as building solidarity 
and ownership through capacity development or organisational strengthening related to community-based 
contracting, operation and maintenance.  Government guidelines for implementation of the Sam Sang pilot 
emphasise monitoring and evaluation to inform management and track progress.  The PRF monitoring 
systems provides some examples of how this can be done efficiently and effectively, and may also provide a 
platform that Sam Sang could use in the future.  There is an opportunity for PRF to work closely with local 
government, particularly in the district covered by PRF as well as with other development partners, to ensure 
the effectiveness of Sam Sang implementation. 

 

 There is an opportunity to engage the private sector better – Sam Sang specifically acknowledges the 
role of the private sector in delivery of rural development and poverty eradication targets – especially through 
livelihoods and enterprise investments.  Government staff and village committee members interviewed for 
this study had limited experience with the private sector and were not equipped to broker or negotiate 
arrangements for effective private sector investment for development.  There is an opportunity for 
development partners to work with NCRDPE to include more private sector deal-making capacity at provincial 
and district levels, particularly in the offices responsible for planning and rural development.  This could 
include identifying opportunities for private sector engagement, preparing clear information to attract private 
investors, and ensuring appropriate enabling regulations are in place.  Examples from other ASEAN 
countries, especially Indonesia, provide relevant models to adapt to the Lao PDR context. 

 

 There are challenges to achieve NSEDP VIII targets relevant to Sam Sang – the NSEDP (2016-2020) 
includes rural development and poverty eradication targets relevant to Sam Sang.  To achieve these targets 
will require significant investment of capital, staff and non-salary recurrent (administrative) budget.  This study 
identified concerns expressed by government staff, especially at district level, about the lack of financial 
resources available for implementation.  Districts are generally capable of preparing coordinated plans and 
meeting other Sam Sang objectives, as are Provinces, but without funds, especially from the capital and non-
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salary recurrent budget, to implement activities and deliver services the poverty reduction and graduation 
from LDC status will rely on ODA and NGOs.  This reliance is emphasised by the revenue and expenditure 
projections to 2020, which highlight no increase in capital spending, modest increases in recurrent salary 
spending and steady allocation on non-salary recurrent budget.  Expecting villages to become more self-
reliant for investment in Sam Sang is ambitious when the very small scale of annual income is considered – 
for example of the villages interviewed for this study, Phouchalae Village has annual income of around LAK3.5 
million (~USD425); Pachudone Village has around LAK4.4 million (~USD500), and Lathor Village has around 
LAK2.5 million (~USD300). 

 

 The PRF-III 4+4 Policy remains valid if applied case-by-case – donors supporting PRF-II worked with 
NCRDPE to introduce a 4+4 policy to safeguard against involuntary resettlement.  Few villages have been 
resettled or relocated under the Sam Sang pilot.  However, changes to village administration are ongoing, 
with the number of villages in Lao PDR reducing from 8,654 in 2011 to 8,470 in 2015.28  Most of these 
changes do not require or involve resettlement.  There are three broad approaches to changing village 
administration identified by GoL staff: (1) Consolidation – the most common practice, which involves 
amalgamating neighbouring hamlets and villages under one official stamp and one village committee without 
any relocation; (2) Re-allocation – difficult and uncommon, which involves communities without a permanent 
location being allocated land and location for permanent settlement; and (3) Relocation – most difficult and 
least common, which involves hamlets relocating to a new village in a new area, sometimes with access to 
different natural resources.  PRF staff interviewed for this study considered that the 4+4 policy remained 
relevant to safeguard future ODA investment in PRF, but that it should be applied on a case-by-case basis.  
Provincial and district staff interviewed for this study emphasised that it was livelihoods and access to 
resources that was most important to people – they were willing to move voluntarily if the new location 
provided better opportunities or access to better resources. 

 

Conclusions 

The summary conclusions from this rapid appraisal of experience implementing Sam Sang in practice include: 

 Sam Sang is part of the solution: engage with it – Sam Sang is integral to rural development and poverty 
reduction as well as engagement of rural communities for development in Lao PDR.  Sam Sang has three 
complementary dimensions: political, administrative decentralisation and development. 

 Functional assignment and funds for decentralisation – effective decentralisation requires clear, 
negotiated and agreed functional assignment between national, provincial and district levels.  To be effective 
it also requires that funds follow function. Plans and capacity without resources to implement or use them are 
impotent. 

 Districts are the core focus for efficient delivery – as identified in the Politburo Resolution, meaningful 
change at village and household levels requires effective engagement with district administrations. 

 Keep going with decentralisation – the Sam Sang guidance acknowledges that this will take time (for 
example: “  granting authority, handing over responsibilities and allocating benefits/budgets to lower levels 
must be done persistently as the results of implementation take years to fully manifest.  After the pilot period, 
important lessons can be learned and they will be used in adopting new legislation for improving governance 
and administration-management of Lao PDR.”10 

 Focus on delivery, use and respect existing plans – in a resource-constrained environment, invest less 
in planning and more in engaging the community to learn by doing through implementation.  Sam Sang will 
be most effective if Leaders respect and use plans developed through formal, processes under the Sam Sang 
directive and its related regulations and processes. 

 Focus CDD on implementation rather than planning – Sam Sang is a means for rural communities, and 
the village and district administrations designed to support them, to engage and develop a voice in the 
strategic choices and political processes that determine what is done for social and economic development 
in Lao PDR as well as how it is delivered. 

 Mass front organisations are useful partners for change – communicating lessons learned and 
opportunities for improvement from the household and village to central and Leadership levels as well as 
supporting the efficient dissemination of policy and other advice from central to local levels.  In the Lao PDR 
context, they effectively bridge the administrative and political dimensions of public sector change 
management. 

 Review the criteria defining developed villages and districts – use the experience from the Sam Sang 
pilot and the recently agreed SDGs to update Decree 285/PM/2009 and identify a minimum standard for 
villages in Lao PDR that will meet the graduation criteria for LDC by 2020 – these could then be used to fast-
track implementation to achieve LDC graduation and focus participatory processes on implementation, 
operation and maintenance. 
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 Context 

1.1 Government of Lao PDR priorities 

Meeting Least Developed Country (LDC) graduation criteria by 2020 is central to modernisation plans of the 

Government of Lao PDR (GoL). The economy has grown at a steady 8% supported by credit expansion and 

foreign direct investment.  Lao PDR has also made modest progress towards achieving the Millennium 

Development Goals.  The draft National Socio-Economic Development Plan (NSEDP VIII) for the period 2016-

2020 confirms the progress made by GoL and the people of Lao PDR in their development.  In that draft NSEDP 

VIII the GoL identifies some challenges to achievement of targets proposed for 2016-2020: 

 the challenge of reducing the proportion of poor households, especially in rural areas 

 the challenge of addressing inequality between urban and rural people, especially those in the most 
disadvantaged districts 

 the challenge of developing skills and providing finance to enable young women and men and other people 
in Lao PDR to build enterprises, achieve their potential and contribute to the economy. 

 

The draft NSEDP VIII includes plans designed to address these challenges as well as disaster risk reduction 

and natural resource management.  Central to this is the Sam Sang Directive and its related policies, regulations 

and administrative changes.  These are designed to respond to the three contextual challenges above. 

1.2 Poverty eradication 

Lao PDR is one of the poorer countries in South East Asia with per capita gross national income of USD1,650 

in 2014.1  The proportion of the population living in poverty has fallen steadily. Recent estimates from the Lao 

PDR Expenditure and Consumption Survey (LECS V) carried out in 2012/13 show a decline in the national 

poverty headcount rate (using the national poverty line) from 27.6% in 2007/8 to 23.2% in 2012/13.  The 

proportion of the population living below USD1.25/day is estimated at 28% of whom more than two thirds live in 

rural areas.2 

The vulnerability of people living in poverty is indicated by their food security. It is estimated that 13% of the 

population is food insecure but that 66% are at risk of food insecurity.  For example, a recent study in Sepon 

District (Savannakhet Province) and Lao Ngam District (Saravan Province) identified an average of 5.2 months 

when rural households did not have sufficient rice for subsistence.3  Malnutrition remains a challenge in Lao 

PDR, especially for women and children in rural areas: 43.8% of children under 5 years old are stunted 

(comprising 27.2% of children in urban areas, 47.4% of children in rural areas with a road, and 53.5% of children 

in rural areas without a road).  Child stunting and human under-nutrition is worse than other ASEAN countries 

in the same income group.4  While Lao PDR has a steadily increasing Human Development Index, human 

development lags behind economic development. 

1.3 Inequality, especially between rural and urban people 

Poverty remains higher in rural areas, at 28.6%, compared to 10.0% in urban areas. Nationally, a majority of 

poor people live in rural areas, which accounted for 87.6% of all poor people in Lao PDR, despite accounting 

for 71.2% of the population. Poverty in Lao PDR is also geographically concentrated: partly driven by topography 

(e.g. remote or mountainous regions in the north and south). Isolation impacts access to services: in rural areas 

without road access, less than half of six-year olds entered grade one in 2012. Only 48% of rural villages without 

road have access to primary schools compared to 66% of rural villages with roads.2  There is also inequality 

between women and men, with financial, education and health outcomes different between the sexes. 

                                                

 

1 World Bank (2015) World Development Indicators.  http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators/wdi-2014  Accessed November 10,2015. 
2 LSB (2015) Poverty Profile in Lao PDR: Poverty Report for the Lao Consumption and Expenditure Survey 2012-13.  Lao Statistics Bureau, World Bank and Australian Aid, Vientiane, 

Lao PDR. [pp x, 1, 3, 6]. 
3 HPA (2015) Nutrition Baseline Report - Resilient Livelihoods for the Rural Poor Project in Sepon District, Savannakhet Province and Lao Ngam District, Saravane Province.  Health 

Poverty Action, World Education and Australian Aid, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
4 Lao PDR (2012) Lao Social Indicator Survey 2011-12. Lao Statistics Bureau, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators/wdi-2014
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The rural economy continues to be characterised by subsistence agriculture, with production focusing on rice. 

Land is more productive for crops in lowland areas, while shifting cultivation is used in the uplands but is slowly 

being replaced by land development for rainfed paddy rice and other permanent crops. Most households 

possess small numbers of animals, usually for nutrition or as a safety net when cash is needed for emergencies.  

The forests and rivers of Lao PDR provide a rich source of nutrition for many poor households. The rapid 

transformation of the Lao PDR economy impacts the lives of the rural population. Economic livelihoods among 

the rural population vary between ethnic groups and upland and lowland areas. Men and women play different 

roles in the household economy, which leads to differing impacts on each sex as a result of the transformations 

in the broader environment.5 

1.4 Youth 

The people of Lao PDR are mostly young – 60% are estimated to be under 25 years of age with almost 70% of 

the young living in rural areas.  In Lao PDR approximately 16% of youth have no formal education, and 39% of 

15-24 year olds have not completed primary education.6 The literacy gap is largest between young people who 

live in urban areas (91% literacy rate) and those in rural areas without road access (48%).  Across geographic, 

age, wealth and ethnic groups, girls and women are proportionately less literate than men.7 

Employment opportunities vary significantly between urban, rural and off-road (remote) locations and between 

men and women. The skills of young people are often not suited to the types of work available, and more 

traditional employment opportunities, such as subsistence farming do not provide opportunities to exit the 

poverty cycle. Increasing numbers of young people, in particular girls, migrate for work within and outside the 

country, often without adequate safeguards for health and legal status requirements. 

1.5 Fiscal space for investment in development 

The financial resources available to GoL 

for investment in development are limited 

and likely to be further constrained in the 

period to 2020.  The overall GoL budget 

balance is in deficit, with the size of the 

current account deficit increasing after 

2013 when public service salaries and 

allowances were increased significantly 

(Chart 1).  Public expenditure, including 

debt servicing, is projected to reach 

slightly more than 30% of GDP in the 

period 2016-2020 while revenue is 

projected to remain below 25% of GDP in 

the same period.8 

Chart 1: Fiscal space for rural development 

 

Source: World Bank (2015) Lao Economic Monitor Q215.  Vientiane, Lao PDR. [p44] 

 
The limited fiscal space, and demands for capital, salary and debt service expenditure mean that there is limited 

non-salary recurrent budget to support investments for poverty reduction, service delivery and economic growth.  

Informants for this study emphasised the challenges they face trying to implement government policies and 

programs in this resource-constrained environment. 

                                                

 

5 LADLF (2014) Social Protection in the Lao PDR: Frameworks, Vulnerabilities, Coping Strategies and Gaps.  Lao Australia Development Learning Facility, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
6 http://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/EPDC%20NEP_Laos.pdf Accessed 15 Jan 2015. 
7 UNDP (2013) Human Development Report. United Nations Development Program, New York, USA 
8 IMF (2015) Article IV Consultations Report.  International Monetary Fund, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 

http://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/EPDC%20NEP_Laos.pdf
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 Purpose and design of the study 

2.1 Purpose of the Sam Sang study 

The purpose of this study is to provide the National Committee for Rural Development and Poverty Eradication 
(NCRDPE), the Poverty Reduction Fund (PRF) implementers and development partners with a better 
understanding of the Sam Sang Directive in terms of its objectives, processes, and outcomes to date as well as 
practical challenges.  The study particularly focuses on identifying alignment between the PRF-II Community 
Driven Development (CDD) approach and the functional assignment and practical roles and responsibilities of 
government agencies and their staff under the directive at the province, district and village levels.  In this way, 
the study helps NCRDPE identify elements of the PRF CDD approach that could be used to address practical 
challenges in the implementation of the Sam Sang directive.  The study is also designed to identify opportunities 
to make use of social capital developed through PRF-II CDD investments to strengthen scaled-up 
implementation of Sam Sang in the period 2016-2020.  This includes exploring opportunities to ensure 
communities are able to make informed choices and so enhance the benefits of Sam Sang in terms of rural 
development and poverty reduction, strengthened and decentralised administration, and building the capacity 
and solidarity of rural communities in Lao PDR. 
 

The study did not to assess the impact of the Sam Sang pilot on people or their livelihoods. 
 

2.2 Design of the study 
The study was conducted between August and November 2015. Semi-structured interviews were framed 
around four key questions (Annex 5): 
 What is the understanding of the main purpose of the Sam Sang Directive and its expected outcomes? 
 How is the Sam Sang directive implemented in practice? 
 How does implementation of PRF-II and the resulting outputs align with the Sam Sang directive in terms of 

strategic intent, delivery processes, and geographical focus? 
 How could coordination and complementarity between Sam Sang and selected economic infrastructure and 

rural livelihoods programs be improved? 
 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposefully selected sample of 164 key informants (21% 
women) (Chart 2, Annex 4), which included: 
 National agencies and programs – NCRDPE, Ministry of Home Affairs, PRF-II, District Development Fund 

(UNCDF). 
 Provincial government, organisations and programs – Directors of relevant provincial agencies including 

planning, rural development, agriculture/forestry; and local leaders from the Lao PDR National Front, the Lao 
PDR Women’s Union and the Lao PDR Youth Union. Also PRF provincial coordinators. 

 District government, organisations and programs – District Governors and Vice Governors, Directors and 
Deputy Directors from relevant divisions (including District Planning Office, Rural Development Office, and 
District Agriculture and Forestry Office), and local leaders from the Lao PDR National Front, the Lao PDR 
Women’s Union and the Lao PDR Youth Union.  PRF district coordinators and CDD coordinators also 
contributed to semi-structured interviews and informed our analysis. 

 Village committees, organisations and programs – The Village Chief and head of relevant village units 
(e.g. production, security, economic and human development) as well as local leaders from the LNF, the LWU 
and the LYU.  Also PRF coordinators at village and kum ban levels. 

 Donors – World Bank, UNCDF, UNDP. 
 

Because of the limited time and budget, the sample of districts and villages selected reflected the selection 
criteria for the Sam Sang pilot, to include three development levels: good development, moderate development, 
and poor development.  The sample also included one Hero Village and a mix of ethnic minority, Lao Tai and 
blended villages. 
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Chart 2: Informants for the study 

 
 

The study was conducted in a purposefully selected sample of provinces and districts with villages where Sam 
Sang or PRF II activities are implemented.  Many sampled locations also benefit from the District Development 
Fund (DDF).  To optimise logistics, Luang Namtha province was selected in the north and Saravan and 
Savannakhet provinces were selected in the south.  The sample of provinces, districts and villages used for the 
study is presented in Chart 3. 
 

Chart 3: Locations for implementation of the study 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Province District Villages 

Luang Namtha Nalae Phouchalae, Longkanh 1/ 

Savannakhet Sepon Lathor, Phoxai 

Saravan Ta Oy Talouak, Pachudone 

   

PRF-I – Phouchalae, Longkanh, 
Lathor, Talouak, Pachudone 
 

PRF-II – Phouchalae, Longkanh, 
Lathor, Talouak, Pachudone 
 

DDF – Phouchalae, Longkanh, 
Talouak, Pachudone 

1/ It was not possible to travel to Longkanh because the road was closed by flooding and a landslide. 

2.3 Limitations 

This study was conducted as a rapid appraisal with a limited budget and time frame.  The sample represents 
6% of the Sam Sang pilot districts (3/51) and 5% of the Sam Sang pilot villages (5/109).  The purposeful sample 
was large enough and varied enough (Section 2.2) to gain a valid understanding of themes, challenges and 
opportunities but not sufficiently representative to provide more than a general guide to the early results from 
implementation of Sam Sang. Given the purpose of the study, semi-structured interviews were mostly held with 
public sector staff or political officials.  Some village residents attended discussions and some contributed their 
voice, but this was exceptional.  Few women or youth attended meetings or contributed their voice.  The study 
did not assess the impact of the Sam Sang pilot on people or their livelihoods. 
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 The Sam Sang directive 

Politburo Resolution (No.03/CPP issued 15, February 2012) seeks to accelerate local economic development 

through targeted dissemination of Party resolutions and Government of Lao PDR policies; decentralised public 

administration; and development of targeted villages.  The Sam Sang (“Three Builds”) directive proposes 

villages as the development unit (i.e. delivery of rural development outputs), districts as the integration unit (i.e. 

coordination across sector agencies to ensure effective and efficient delivery in villages), and provinces as the 

strategic unit (i.e. resource allocation priorities).  The Politburo Resolution reinforces and complements 

instructions issued by the Prime Minister in 20009 and the 2003 Law on Local Administration No. 03/NA. 

Subsequent guidance from the National Assembly (Resolution of the NA Standing Committee No. 050/NA SC, 

dated June 13, 2012), Prime Minister (PM Ordinance No. 16/PM, dated June 15, 2012) and the Guiding 

Committee for Sam Sang Pilot Projects at the Central Level10 and instructions issued by central and line 

ministries11 12 suggest that Sam Sang is three things: 

 A political manifesto – for example, in his speech on February 5, 2013, HE President Choummaly Sayason 
said that “Sam Sang is the deep comprehensive revolution under a new development context. It is called 
revolution because Sam Sang includes both short-term and long term strategies. Its strategic mission aims 
at securing the Lao PDR regime. The securitisation of the regime is the fundamental condition for achieving 
our ambitious goals: National Prosperity, people’s spiritual and economic wellbeing, solidarity, democracy, 
justice and civilisation”.10 

 An approach to decentralised administration – for example, in his February 5, 2013 speech, the President 
said that “Sam Sang is to enable or empower local authorities.  The adoption of Sam Sang is to strengthen 
the leading role and ruling capacity of the ruling Party. In addition to that, Sam Sang aims to increase the 
effectiveness of the government in management-administration. Therefore, authorities, mandates and 
benefits will be appropriately decentralised and redistributed to local Party committees and authorities.”10  This 
advice is complemented by central agency instructions to enable decentralised administrative functions – for 
example relating to local tax collection and sharing11 or developing and managing public investments.12 

 A national targeted development program – for example, in his February 5, 2013 speech, the President 
said that “Sam Sang is to support the new transition period of development [i.e. transition to meeting criteria 
for graduation from LDC status] so that each province, district and village….will make a real difference and 
change for the development of our nation”.10 

Sam Sang represents a significant policy change because it requires wide-ranging reforms to public 

administration functional assignments.  Because of this, the resolution was designed to be piloted, then its early 

implementation evaluated and reported to Leaders before they make decisions about scaled-up implementation.  

The Sam Sang pilot, launched in October 2012 and completed in early 2015, directed 15 ministries to delegate 

more responsibilities, functions and resources to local administrations, particularly at district level. Income 

generation and commercial production are among the priority development projects of the Sam Sang pilot (e.g. 

documentation for the pilot emphasises each pilot district and village should have prioritised development 

programs and good processing programs12).  The pilot was implemented nationwide in 109 targeted villages 

(out of 8,470) located in 51 targeted districts (out of 145).  Of those targeted villages, 30 are covered by the 

second Poverty Reduction Fund (PRF-II) and 22 have sub-projects implemented with PRF-II support.13 

                                                

 

9 Instruction 01/PM/2000 – Instruction of the Prime Minister regarding the policies to build the province as the strategic unit, the district as budget-planning unit, and the village as the 

implementation unit.  Government of Lao PDR, Vientiane, Lao PDR. [Signed: March 11, 2000]. 
10 Sam Sang Guiding Committee (2013) Guidance on Sam Sang including a speech by H.E. Choummaly Sayason, President of Lao PDR.  National Committee for Rural Development 

and Poverty Eradication, Vientiane, Lao PDR. [Unofficial translation from original Lao to English]. 
11 MoF (2012) Instruction 2202/MOF/2012 Instructions on Piloting Sam Sang in Finance Sector.  Ministry of Finance, Vientiane, Lao PDR. [Unofficial Translation, pp10, 11]. 
12 MPI (2012) Instruction 2233/MPI/2012 Instructions on Piloting Sam Sang in Planning and Investment Sector.  Ministry of Planning & Investment, Lao PDR. [Unofficial Translation, pp 

4-6]. 
13 PRF II (2015) Monitoring information from the PRF-II Management Information System.  Poverty Reduction Fund, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
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 Experience implementing Sam Sang pilots 

4.1 Understanding of the Sam Sang directive 

Recent studies highlight emerging lessons in the implementation of Sam Sang such as limited understanding 
on delegation of responsibilities from the central to provincial and district staff to support villagers in 
implementing pilot development projects; and limited transfer of fiscal responsibilities at this early stage.14  This 
study found mixed understanding of Sam Sang, with the level of understanding varying between the political, 
administrative decentralisation and development dimensions of the directive: 
 Political dimension – well understood and driven by mass front organisations from national to village levels 

using their existing administrative budgets.  There was no additional budget for the work required to support 
implementation of the Sam Sang pilot.  This seemed to be the first focus of pilot implementation. 

 Administrative decentralisation – understood by central and line ministries as well as at provincial level 
although limited devolution of functions was identified by this study beyond revenue collection (consistent 
with implementing Instruction No. 2202/MOF/2012 – e.g. village collection of local taxes and retention of 40% 
of revenue [Box 1, Annex 2]) and establishment of village units and district divisions (consistent with 
implementing Instruction No. 01/MOHA/2012 from MoHA).  Partly because of competition for scarce financial 
resources and power in relationships with FDI/concessionaires but also because of capacity constraints (e.g. 
limited skills and resources to deliver functions) at lower levels. 

 Delivering change for development – poorly understood.  Actions are mostly driven by political slogans 
(e.g. 3 Good Women, 4 Breakthroughs, 4 Objectives and 4 Targets), PM Decree 285 criteria for a developed 
village, or MDGs rather than a comprehensive theory of change or logic responding to local context, needs 
or capacity.  Root causes of poverty and under-development (e.g. poor agricultural practices, isolation from 
markets, limited financial literacy or experience in a monetised economy, limited non-salary recurrent budget 
for district staff to support village development, limited capital budget to implement projects in village and 
district development plans) were rarely identified, understood or acknowledged. 

 

4.2 Pilot implementation of Sam Sang in practice 

Deployment of district staff at village level 

Implementation of Sam Sang started with organisation strengthening and capacity building in selected provincial 
and district offices, often with political instruction from mass front organisations (i.e. Lao National Front, Lao 
Women’s Union and Lao Youth Union) as well as technical support from central and line ministries.  Following 
this, some provinces and districts allocated staff to work at lower levels to support planning, implementation and 
supervision of activities under the Sam Sang pilot.  For example, Sepon District assigned 41 district staff to work 
in the three targeted Sam Sang villages, and also recruited 10 additional staff as “smart staff” to strengthen 
district implementation of Sam Sang.  District staff welcomed the opportunity to work on targeted tasks – Sam 
Sang did not change their behaviour but it allowed them to implement their assigned functions with the limited 
recurrent budget allocations available for Sam Sang (e.g. Ta Oy District received an extra LAK35 million 
administrative budget in 2013/14 and 2014/15 from Saravan Province to implement Sam Sang, which included 
LAK200,000/month for each of the 15 district divisions to enable staff to visit targeted villages and support 
implementation of Sam Sang in those locations). 
 
Strengthened village and district organisation 

Provincial, district and mass front organisation staff worked with lower level organisations to strengthen their 
understanding of Sam Sang, national programs (e.g. 4 Breakthroughs, 3 Good Women, 4 Youth Objectives and 
Targets), and government laws and regulations.  The training included a focus on solidarity and consensus 
building, as well as technical competencies needed to effectively administer at district and village levels.  This 
is consistent with the political and administrative dimensions of Sam Sang, which require district and village 
cadres to understand the functions assigned to them and the related regulatory instruments and processes.  
This work is on-going but staff from each province, district and village committee interviewed for this study were 
better informed about national and sub-national governance.  Building organisational capacity in the two 
dimensions of competency required to function as a public servant in Lao PDR (the political and the 

                                                

 

14 MoHA (2015) Analysis of the District Development Fund mechanism integrating into government systems.  Ministry of Home Affairs, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
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administrative) is appropriate and seems to be effective.  Early evidence from the improved application of 
regulations and procedures for revenue collection at district level (Annex 2) suggests that lessons learned at 
this early stage are starting to translate into behaviour changes. 
 

Under Sam Sang, the position of Village Head, the members of the Village Committee, and the 5 units under 
the committee are more formally engaged.  Under instructions from the Ministry of Home Affairs, the village 
chief and village committee members are paid a monthly allowance (e.g. in Phouchalae Village the Village Chief 
is paid LAK500,000 per month [as village party secretary and head of Sam Sang village] and in Pachudone 
Village the Village Chief is paid LAK300,000 per month [see also Annex 2]).  This compares to current MoHA 
arrangements in which the head of a normal village is paid LAK150,000 per month. A village chief who is also 
a member of the district party committee is paid up to LAK1,000,000 per month.  More work is needed to regulate 
village committee wages and allowances to minimise conflicts of interest and ensure accountability.  To date, 
only in some targeted villages, heads of villages and heads of units of the village administrations have received 
allowances and other financial support. 
 
Preparation of village and district development plans 

District organisation was strengthened to form 15 divisions aligned with the 15 central and line ministries 
instructed to implement the Sam Sang pilot.  Some districts clearly understood the role of the district as an 
integrative unit.  For example, the 15 divisions in Ta Oy District hold a formal coordination meeting every 3 
months, chaired by the District Governor.  This meeting is used to coordination allocation of budget for 
implementation of projects under village development funds, coordinate planning to ensure efficiency, and also 
coordinate supervision and monitoring work by district staff.  Similarly, in Nalae and Sepon districts, the district 
divisions conduct an annual District Planning and Coordination Meeting, usually with kum ban and village chiefs, 
to review progress, set priorities and manage against duplication and inappropriate priorities. 
 

District teams interviewed for this study understood the need for coordinated planning and implementation, both 
vertically (i.e. between national, provincial, district and village agencies) and horizontally ( i.e. between 
organisational divisions in a district).  They have the skills and competencies to deliver the functions assigned 
to them under Sam Sang and to manage horizontal coordination.  Division staff in each district acknowledged 
that both vertical and horizontal coordination are a challenge in a resource-constrained environment: 
 Multiple planning increases transaction costs for villagers – donor projects delivered through line 

ministries often require separate village planning work because donors and NGOs rarely use existing village 
or district development plans. 

 Uncertainty about the amount or timing of government budget can result in duplication – examples 
were identified in several districts where projects supported by donors (e.g. building a school classroom or 
clinic) duplicated projects approved under government budget because donor projects had a more certain 
budget, which was allocated after approval of a government-funded project but before disbursement of 
government funds would allow construction of the public investment output. 

 Priorities identified by villagers can be over-ridden by donor programs – examples were also identified 
where projects were implemented in villages with donor funds even though the outputs were assigned a lower 
priority in village development plans. 

 
Devolved functions including revenue collection and investment approval 

One innovation under Sam Sang is devolution of tax and customs duty collection, with sharing of revenue 
between village, district and provincial authorities.  For example, at the end of FY 2011-2012, the Tax 
Department transferred tax collection and related management functions for 638 companies to Vientiane Capital 
and 45 companies to relevant provinces.  After devolution of management functions, taxes, including related 
fees and service charges, are divided as follows: 80% is deposited to central-level State budget and planned at 
the central level, 20% is deposited to State budget revenue of provinces and Vientiane Capital and planned at 
provincial and Vientiane Capital level.15 
 

Ministry of Finance Instruction 2202/MoF/2012 on piloting Sam Sang instructs, amongst other things, that 
income taxes and flat-rate fees, collected by District Tax Offices and Village Finance Units, are to be divided 
between villages (40%) and the district (60%) (I-2-A[1.5 and 1.6]).  In addition, the instruction requires taxes on 
income from sale of small wood, charcoal and fuelwoods (state assets) to be planned at the district level and 
collected by the village finance unit (I-2-A [4.4]).16  This devolution of revenue collection and sharing piloted 

                                                

 

15 MoF (2012) Instruction of State Budget Department on Planning, Implementation, and Summary of State Budget in Piloting of Sam Sang.  Ministry of Finance, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 

[Unofficial Translation, Clause A2, p4]. 
16 MoF (2012) Instruction 2202/MOF/2012 Instructions on Piloting Sam Sang in Finance Sector.  Ministry of Finance, Vientiane, Lao PDR. [Unofficial Translation, pp10, 11]. 



 

Sam Sang in practice: early lessons from pilot implementation  

Page 8 

under Sam Sang makes a contribution – resulting in increased tax collection and increased village revenue (Box 
1, Annex 2). 
 

Box 1: Devolved tax collection – experience in Phouchalae Village 

Phouchalae Village in Nalae District, Luang Namtha Province is a Sam Sang target village.  Since March 
2013 the Village Committee has collected revenue, steadily increasing from LAK2.7 million in 2013 to LAK3.6 
million in 2015.  Tax and fee revenue collections are recorded in the Village Record Book, and used to inform 
revenue plans for the following year.  These data are used to report variance from plan and support learning 
for continuous improvement.  The main sources of revenue collected by Phouchalae Village relate to land 
use, particularly wet season rice, dry season corn (maize), bamboo and cash crops such as peuak tieng, dok 
khem.  Other tax and fees come from income tax levied on small local enterprises as well as livestock (cows) 
and small tractors. 
 

Expenditure relates to the three components of a village fund.  For the Phouchalae Village Development 
Fund, most expenditure was allocated to local salaries for villagers working under one or more of the Village 
Committee work units.  The second largest amount was spent on village administration, particularly for 
electricity and fuel as well as for allowances relating to attending meetings and fieldworks. The remaining 
amounts in the village fund were used for village development activities such as a village irrigation system 
and funds for education purposes (Annex 2). 
 

The accumulated expenditure between March 2013 and September 2015 was LAK5.6 million (about 
USD700) which accounted for 61% of the total revenue collected during the period (LAK9.2 million). 
 

The tax and fee revenue collected by villages, and the related expenditures, are small amounts, however 
there is an increase in revenue collected “with Sam Sang” in Phouchalae village – although this could simply 
be because of better economic conditions (e.g. good cropping season, better crop prices) than improve tax 
collection efficiency.  In interviews for this study, the Village Committee was clearly motivated by the 
devolution of some financial functions to the village level. 

 

The 40% share of revenue kept by the village motivates more effective revenue collection.  For example, in 
Pachudone Village in Ta Oy District, land use tax collected before Sam Sang was LAK5,000/ha but after Sam 
Sang this increased to LAK15,000/ha.  Similarly, in Dongsavan Village in Sepon District, village revenue 
collection before Sam Sang was around LAK16 million a year, all of which was sent to the District, but with Sam 
Sang revenue has steadily increased and in 2015 exceeded LAK90 million (Annex 2). 
 

The share of revenue kept by the village is used for: (1) payments to people working under each unit head (local 
“salaries”); (2) administration costs in the village (e.g. electricity and fuel for meetings); and implementation of 
development projects in the Village Development Plan through the Village Development Fund.  In addition, 
members of the Village Committee are paid a government salary as prescribed by the Ministry of Home Affairs 
instructions for implementation of Sam Sang. 
 

Similarly, under the Investment Law and Instruction 2233/MPI/2012 a district has devolved responsibility for 
approving, monitoring and reporting investments worth less than LAK5 billion.  This provide an incentive for 
districts to develop skills in engaging the private sector, working with private sector investors during the 
preparation of District Development Plans, and advocating for a business environment that is attractive to private 
investors. 
 

Regulatory change is a useful first step that has started to drive behaviour change at the district level (e.g. more 

coordinated planning at village level) and at the village level (e.g. revenue collection [Box 1]).  There is a risk 

that devolved roles and responsibilities are not met with skills and application of existing laws and regulations 

to ensure quality development.  There is also a risk that recurrent budget is allocated to the level responsible 

for implementing devolved functions. 

Implementation of plans for development results 

Informants for this study at province, district and village levels consistently expressed concerns about the limited 
budget available for capital investment in projects identified in the village and district development plans as well 
as recurrent budget to enable district staff to support and supervise village planning and implementation.  This 
emphasises the importance of donor programs (e.g. PRF-II, IFAD, DFAT and DDF) that target implementation 
of village development plans in the poorest villages. 
 

Despite these concerns, the Sam Sang pilot has resulted in development results for the targeted villages (Box 
2) and the process of village and district targeting, thorough preparation of development plans and selective 
project implementation, consistent with the MPI Participatory Planning Manual18, is effective.  
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Chart 4: Village record keeping – Phouchalae 

  

 
Budget allocation for implementation of Sam Sang pilots, even though modest, made a difference.  For example, 
Saravan Province allocated LAK3 billion to each target district for implementation of Sam Sang.  Savannakhet 
Province allocated LAK9 billion to implement 40 projects identified in districts and villages targeted under Sam 
Sang.  To date 25 of those projects (representing capital investment of LAK5 billion) have been completed.  
These include village meeting halls, a school, small irrigation systems, land preparation for paddy rice 
production and a health clinic.17  Similarly, in Sepon District 45 projects under the District Development Plan 
were implemented, of which 16 are new projects and 29 are on-going projects.  Likewise, in Ta Oy District LAK2 
billion was allocated for land preparation to increase land for paddy rice.  Resources for implementation come 
from GoL as well as donors (e.g. PRF-II, IFAD, ADB and DFAT).  In addition, mass front organisations allocated 
budget for implementation of Sam Sang in target districts and target villages.  For example, in Saravan Province, 
the Lao Women’s Union allocated LAK6 million per district (year 1) to engage young women and LAK3 million 
per district (year 2) to support small and medium-sized enterprises. 
 

It was not possible to review the detailed implementation budgets of these projects to compare the unit costs 
with those for PRF-II in the same province. 
 

Monitoring and evaluation 

The Sam Sang directive and related instructions emphasise monitoring and evaluation to support learning and 
inform decisions following the pilot.  Each province, district and village interviewed for this study kept records of 
progress (e.g. Chart 4, Annex 2) and results (e.g. Box 2), which were reported in annual and pilot reports.  More 
importantly, evidence from village monitoring records suggests that lessons from one year were used to improve 
the accuracy and quality of plans for the next year (Annex 2).  This represents good practice. 
 
Pilot implementation of Sam Sang was evaluated during 2015 and the evaluation report was presented to 
Leaders at a meeting in Vientiane on November 25 and 26, 2015.  The meeting was attended by His Excellency 
President Choummaly Sayasone, and other high-ranking Leaders.  Vice President Bounnhang Vorachit, who is 
also head of the Leading Committee for the Sam Sang pilot delivered the report on results from implementing 
the campaign and the pilot project over the past three years.  An evaluation of this type relies on a thorough 
monitoring  
 

  

                                                

 

17 Savannakhet Province (2015) Evaluation of Sam Sang Pilot in 9 villages.  Savannakhet Provincial Government, Lao PDR. 
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Box 2: Development results from pilot implementation – Sam Sang in Sepon District 

Districts and villages participating in the Sam Sang pilot prepared evaluation reports of their performance 
between 2012/13 and 2015/16.  Each report sets out progress against political, security, economic production 
and cultural/society targets in Sam Sang plans prepared for the pilot. 
 

The Sepon District report highlights the development results from pilot implementation of Sam Sang in three 
target villages.  Key development results that highlight the potential of Sam Sang for rural development and 
poverty reduction include: 
1. 41 district staff assigned to work in 3 villages to support Sam Sang activities 
2. 10 additional district staff recruited as “smart staff” to strengthen district implementation of Sam Sang 
3. 128 households in Phoxai (68% of total) and 198 households in Densavan (93%) donated rice for the 

village rice bank 
4. Increase in the number of production groups in Lathor village (from 8 in 2012 to 12 in 2015); Phoxai (from 

6 to 17); and Densavan (from 8 to 17) 
5. Reduction in the number of poor families in Lathor village (from 80 in 2012 to 75 in 2015); Phoxai (20 to 

8); and Densavan (28 to 16) 
6. Increase in the number of families classified as “developed families” in Lathor village (from 0 in 2012 to 7 

in 2015); Phoxai (86 to 128); and Densavan (69 to 181) 
7. Implemented 7 projects in the District Development Plan worth LAK6.3 billion with government budget 
8. Increased agricultural land for paddy rice from 165.5ha in 2012 to 199ha in 2015 with average wet season 

rice yield 2.5t/ha and average dry season yield (where irrigation is available) of 3.5t/ha 
9. Increase commercial agriculture in 3 Sam Sang villages for a total increase in rubber plantations (from 

18.5ha in 2012 to 50ha in 2015); cassava (from 20 ha to 57ha); and banana (from 14 to 200ha) with 
resulting increases in income for farmers.  For example, the new banana plantations earned farmers 
LAK876 million in 2014.  Sam Sang also resulted in increased livestock production. 

10. Increase in village fund participation and savings: from 223 members and LAK48.3 million in 2012 to 332 
members and LAK1,311.4 million in 2015. 

11. Increase in total village tax collection for 3 villages (from LAK28.4 million in 2012 to LAK57.9 million in 
2015) and related increase in village expenditures equivalent to the 40% share of revenue collected that 
is retained by the villages (in 2015 LAK23.2 million). 

Source: Sepon District Evaluation Report for Sam Sang Pilot at 2014/15 and Plan for 2015/16. [pp1-5] 

 

4.3 Alignment between implementation of PRF-II and Sam Sang 

PRF-II and Sam Sang have similar goals (rural development, poverty reduction; building village and district 
capacity to plan, implement and maintain infrastructure) but different approaches (Chart 5): 
 PRF II aligns with the GoL Participatory Planning Manual18 but uses a secure envelope of financing for 

targeted kum ban and villages as a catalyst for community engagement, participatory planning, 
implementation, monitoring and operation/maintenance.  The time between engagement and delivery of 
outputs is typically 12-18 months. 

 Sam Sang uses the GoL Participatory Planning Manual18 and Sam Sang Guidance to strengthen village and 
district organisations, build capacity for administration (especially in 5 village units and 15 district divisions), 
prepare development plans at village and district levels, seek finance for implementation, then implement 
projects as funds become available, monitor, operate and maintain.  The time between engagement and 
delivery of outputs can be up to 5 years. 

 Sam Sang piloted implementation in three categories of district and village with different levels of development 
(developed, middle-poor and poor) whereas PRF targets the poorest villages and districts. 

 

PRF-II engages the district as an integrative unit.  For example, in Nalae District PRF-II supports an annual 
district coordination and planning workshop to review kum ban and village plans, facilitated coordination 
between 15 district divisions, and prepare an annual work plan together.  The process is consistent with the 
Sam Sang Directive (03/CPP/2012), MPI instructions on piloting Sam Sang for the planning and investment 
sector (2233/MPI/2012), and the Participatory Planning Manual at Village Level.18  However, the process is 
driven by PRF-II because that is where the funds come from, and power rests with those who control the funds.  
Whilst this gets the job done, it disempowers the district staff and dilutes their assigned function under Sam 
Sang as the integrative unit.  The DDF approach, which is much smaller in scale and scope than PRF-II, 
allocates resources to the district administration for them to invest in implementation of a strengthened District 

                                                

 

18 MPI (2012) Participatory Planning Manual at Village Level.  Inter-ministerial Task Force on Harmonising the Participatory Planning Manual.  Ministry of Planning and Investment, 

Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
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Development Plan.  This approach gets the job done and also empowers the district staff to deliver their Sam 
Sang function as the integrative unit. 
 

Chart 5: Different approaches to the same goal: PRF-II and Sam Sang 
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available to implement planned priorities

Sam Sang uses MPI PPM, which seeks a budget 
allocation for projects AFTER planning.  This 
results in long delays and uncertainty – with 
disbursement also uncertain even after 
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Sources: 
MPI (2012) Participatory Planning Manual at Village Level.  Inter-ministerial Task Force on Harmonising the Participatory Planning Manual.  Ministry of Planning and Investment, Vientiane, 

Lao PDR. 
PRF (2013) PRF-II Operations Manual.  Poverty Reduction Fund, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 

 

PRF-II engages the village as 
a development unit.  For 
example, all PRF-II sub-
projects are identified in, and 
prioritised through, the Village 
Development Plan as well as 
the related kum ban plan and 
District Development Plan.  
Villages interviewed for this 
study had implemented water 
supply, school classroom, 
access road and health clinic 
sub-projects under both PRF-
I and PRF-II. 
 

Most importantly, PRF-II 
builds village capacity to 
operate and maintain assets 
so that their development 
benefits last a long time.  For 
example, the health clinic in 
Pachudone Village is still fully 
functional 10 years after 
construction in 2005 (Chart 6). 

Chart 6: Pachudone Health Clinic – well maintained PRF-I 

output from 2005 

 

 

District administrations interviewed for this study had the capacity to support village planning processes and 
integrate these into a district development plan.  This creates an opportunity to use VDP and DDP prepared 
under a strengthened GoL process18 and focus development partner resources on implementation, operation 
and maintenance.  In particular, community participation and capacity building is likely to be more efficient and 
effective if it is centred on implementation rather than planning.  This is consistent with underlying theory of 
behaviour change and adult learning – adults learn by doing and practice.19  This approach would allow 
development partners to support district administrations and related mass front organisations with non-salary 
recurrent budget to strengthen their planning and implementation competencies complemented by capital 
budget contributions for the implementation of projects identified in VDP and DDP.  This approach has been 
demonstrated to be successful by PRF-II20 and DDF21. 
  

                                                

 

19 For example, see: (1) Kaufhold, J. A. (2002) The Psychology of Learning and the Art of Teaching.  iUniverse, Lincoln, NE USA; or (2) Skinner, B. F. (1961) Why we need teaching 

machines. Harvard Educational Review 31: 377–398. 
20 World Bank (2014) Mid-term Review of Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II).  World Bank, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
21 N-GPAR (2015) Analysis of District Development Fund mechanism integrating into government systems. National Governance and Public Administration Reform Program.  Ministry 

of Home Affairs, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
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4.4 Coordination between Sam Sang and development programs 

Provincial and district administrations coordinated implementation of Sam Sang pilots with donor programs.  In 
addition to PRF-II, where there was clear harmonisation, other donor programs supported implementation of 
specific projects identified in village and district development plans.  For example: 
 the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) provides support to Ta Oy District through the 

Southern Laos Food and Nutrition Security and Market Linkages Program, implementing VDF and DDF 
projects for increased rice, vegetable and cash crop production 

 the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) supported construction of a secondary school in 
Lathor Village, Sepon District 

 UNCDF/UNDP support the District Development Fund, which works with Ta Oy District in Saravan Province 
and Nalae District in Luang Namtha Province, amongst other locations, to provide technical assistance, block 
grants and capacity building support 

 GIZ of Germany supports village banking in Phoxai village, Sepon District (with Australian co-financing); and 
Phouchalae Village of Nalae District to provide access to finance for the poor 

 DFAT of Australia supports the Resilient Livelihoods Program in Sepon District to provide livelihood support 
to 600 very poor households. 

 

District staff interviewed for the study emphasised their capacity to act as the integrative unit – coordinating 
donor programs, foreign direct investment and government programs in their location so long as partners and 
investors consult with them (Box 3).  The district staff expressed concern when line ministry programs (e.g. 
Education for All Fast Track Initiative under the Ministry of Education and Sports) made decisions, allocated 
budget to a project, and implemented activities in a district without engaging with district agencies during the 
planning and decision-making processes.  District staff highlighted the inefficiency and high transaction costs 
involved with multiple plans produced for competing or overlapping investments.  They emphasised the 
importance of the District Coordination and Planning Meeting as the mechanism for effective integration and 
efficient allocation of investment to implement village and district development plans. 
 

Box 3: Using existing plans to support implementation – good practice example 

The Sepon District Development Plan was prepared according to MPI instructions for Sam Sang pilot 
implementation, including “bottom-up” contributions from Village Development Plans and priority setting at a 
District coordination and planning meeting.  World Vision, an international civil society organisation, is working 
with several villages in Sepon District and was asked by one Village Committee to support improvements to 
the local primary school.  Rather than develop a parallel planning and implementation process, World Vision 
aligned with GoL systems by using the existing Village Development Plan and District Development Plan.  To 
ensure their proposed support added value, the World Vision team consulted with relevant divisions at the 
District Level – so reducing the risk of duplication, conflicting priority setting or inability of the District Education 
Bureau being able to support new school facilities with teachers and teaching resources.  Leaders in Sepon 
District, and the directors of the District Planning Office and Rural Development Office, regard this as good 
practice – they welcome the aligned approach adopted by World Vision.  World Vision regard this approach 
as more efficient and likely to lead to more sustainable change because the resources for operation and 
maintenance are more likely to be provided by the district and village authorities. 
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 Lessons learned 

5.1 Step-by-step approach to implementation is good practice 

The approach used to implement the Sam Sang directive is good practice.  Sam Sang is an innovation that is 
complex and will require a long time to be fully implemented. This was acknowledged from the start – for 
example, in his speech on February 5, 2013, HE President Choummaly Sayason said: “…it is recognised that 
every step of the new transition period is not an easy path and is full of challenges. Therefore, we need to be 
patient and work hard to be able to reach targeted goals” and guidance from the national Sam Sang committee 
confirmed that “….this is a time-consuming process (it takes at least 2-3 years or even 5 years if not more than 
5 years)”.22 
 

Pilot implementation in 51 targeted districts and 109 targeted villages (Prime Ministerial Instruction No. 
16/PM/2012) followed by an evaluation and then a larger-scale trial before scale-up to the national level 
conforms with international good practice (Chart 7).  The emphasis on monitoring and evaluation of the pilot, 
and the reporting by villages, districts and NCRDPE provides the foundation for learning and scale-up.23 
 

Chart 7: International good practice approach to scaling-up innovations 

Innovation

New idea, 

model, 

approach

Limited 

impact

Scale Up

Outside 

knowledge

Internal 

knowledge

Monitoring, 

evaluation, 

learning, 

knowledge 

management

Trials and pilot 

implementation

Multiple 

impact

Learning Scaling-up

 
Source: Hartmann, A. and Linn, J. (2008) Scaling up: a framework and lessons for development effectiveness from literature and practice.  

Wolfensohn Center for Development - working paper 5. Brookings Institution, Washington DC, USA. 

5.2 Continued work is needed for effective devolution and decentralisation 

The decentralisation work under Sam Sang has started well, with 15 targeted ministries issuing instructions for 
implementation of the Sam Sang pilot.  Amongst other things these assign functions to lower levels, especially 
provincial and district agencies.  Administrative decentralisation is currently driven by central and line Ministries 
(e.g. MPI, MOF, MOHA, MONRE).  The administrative (recurrent) budget is not yet allocated to account for 
changed functional assignment – but this is an essential next step if the early successes shown in the Sam 
Sang pilot are to be maintained.  The core principle is that funds (i.e. recurrent budget) should follow function 
(i.e. the tasks and duties assigned to lower levels).  This is recognised by GoL – for example, the Ministry of 
Finance is currently revising the 2006 Budget Law to align recurrent budget transfers to the functions assigned 
under Sam Sang. 
 

Other countries in ASEAN have implemented decentralisation with the aim of improving local socio-economic 
development, service delivery and poverty reduction as well as maintaining political stability.  Indonesia, for 
example, implemented a decentralisation program over the past 10 years, having decentralised a great deal of 

                                                

 

22 Sam Sang Guiding Committee (2013) Guidance on Sam Sang including a speech by H.E. Choummaly Sayason, President of Lao PDR.  National Committee for Rural Development 

and Poverty Eradication, Vientiane, Lao PDR. [Unofficial translation from original Lao to English]. [pp4, 13]. 
23 Hartmann, A. and Linn, J. (2008) Scaling up: a framework and lessons for development effectiveness from literature and practice.  Wolfensohn Center for Development - working 

paper 5. Brookings Institution, Washington DC, USA. 
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fiscal and policy making autonomy to the district level.  Vietnam has devolved many functions to provincial and 
district levels.  Given the early stages of decentralisation in Lao PDR and the strong interest in GoL to pursue 
this aspect of Sam Sang, there could be benefits in providing opportunities for government and mass front 
organisation staff to learn from decentralisation experiences in other ASEAN countries (Annex 6). 

5.3 There is alignment between PRF CDD processes and Sam Sang 

Both Sam Sang and PRF-II use planning processes that are based on the MPI Participatory Planning Manual18 
and Guidelines for District Socio-economic Development Planning.24  The processes are aligned and there is 
close collaboration between PRF-II teams and offices responsible for planning and investment, rural 
development, and agriculture at both provincial and district levels.  PRF-II has a more defined and predictable 
budget than district agencies, and so tends to drive the process because it can commit to activities with certainty.  
Whilst district staff are engaged, and the processes used by PRF-II are aligned, the balance of power is with 
PRF-II, which is unsustainable and demotivating for district staff. 
 

District staff are unable to fully implement their functions assigned under Sam Sang unless the non-salary 
recurrent budget allocations follow those assigned functions.  Effective budget allocation would further motivate 
district staff and empower them to take a more proactive role with PRF-II.  The experience of DDF demonstrates 
the potential for this.14 
 

Provincial and district staff interviewed valued the village plans developed with PRF-II support and also the 
capacity built through PRF-II activities for village operation and maintenance of physical infrastructure.  This 
social capital is useful for on-going implementation of village development plans and complements the 
organisational strengthening and capacity development activities under Sam Sang.  Kum ban resource maps 
are perceived as less useful by district agencies – several informants expressed concern about the accuracy of 
the maps and the risk of tensions or conflict arising if there were disputed ownership of certain resources. 
 

Several provincial and district informants suggested that PRF-II should focus on making effective use of existing 
village and district development plans (e.g. those prepared under Sam Sang) rather than prepare separate 
plans using an aligned process.  Because of uncertainty about the amount and timing of resources to implement 
projects identified in these development plans, several informants suggested that PRF-II investment in 
community driven development (CDD) would be more useful after investment decisions and resource 
allocations were confirmed.  In this way community engagement could focus on learning by doing 
implementation, operation and maintenance; as well as building solidarity and ownership through capacity 
development or organisational strengthening related to community-based contracting, operation and 
maintenance. 
 

Government guidelines for implementation of the Sam Sang pilot emphasise monitoring and evaluation to inform 
management and track progress.  To do this, Districts and Provinces should have a good data collection system, 
including an appropriate database, designed to track progress in delivery against an officially approved District 
Development Plan. The PRF monitoring systems provides some examples of how this can be done efficiently 
and effectively, and may also provide a platform that Sam Sang could use in the future.  There is an opportunity 
for PRF to work closely with local government, particularly in the district covered by PRF as well as with other 
development partners, to ensure the effectiveness of Sam Sang implementation. 

5.4 There is an opportunity to engage the private sector better 

Sam Sang specifically acknowledges the role of the private sector in delivery of rural development and poverty 
eradication targets – especially through livelihoods and enterprise investments.  For example, in his speech on 
February 5, 2013, HE President Choummaly Sayason said that “…private sector investments in processing and 
services are encouraged.  These investments use a range of financial sources including loans from banks, 
village development fund credits and household savings.  Private sector investment is an important contribution 
in advancing the development of villages and districts”.10  Government staff and village committee members 
interviewed for this study had limited experience with the private sector and were not equipped to broker or 
negotiate arrangements for effective private sector investment for development. 
 

There is an opportunity for development partners to work with NCRDPE to include more private sector deal-
making capacity at provincial and district levels, particularly in the offices responsible for planning and rural 
development.  This could include identifying opportunities for private sector engagement, preparing clear 
information to attract private investors, and ensuring appropriate enabling regulations are in place.  Examples 

                                                

 

24 MPI (2013) Guidelines for District Socio-economic Development Planning.  Ministry of Planning and Investment, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
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from other ASEAN countries, especially Indonesia, provide relevant models to adapt to the Lao PDR context 
(Box 4, Annex 4). 
 

Some village committee members interviewed for this study used loans from the Nayoby Bank to support small 
and medium-sized enterprises.  However, most expressed reluctance to take on debt, even with subsidised 
interest rates (3% per year for short term, 5% per year for medium-term and 7% per year for long term loans 
with no requirement for collateral).  This is consistent with a recent national study of financial services in Lao 
PDR.25 

 
Box 4: Private sector investment in village irrigation – the case of East Java, Indonesia 

Like rice farmers in Lao PDR, farmers producing rice in East Java, Indonesia, need irrigation infrastructure 
to support dry season production and increase their incomes.  However, farmers find it difficult to access 
finance from banks for such infrastructure and district governments in a decentralised administration do not 
have enough budget to implement all projects identified by village committees.  Farmers in East Java are 
organised into water user associations (HIPPA) to collectively manage shared irrigation systems. 
 

The Tirto Tinoto irrigation scheme was established in 1993 with installation of pumps on the Solo River so 
that 1,364 farmers could irrigate 460 ha for two crops of dry season rice per year.  The pump stations were 
damaged by flood waters in 1996, rendering them unserviceable.  Neither the farmers nor the district 
government had enough budget to repair the pumps after the flood damage. 
 

Facing this challenge, the HIPPA explored the option of raising capital by approaching several local investors 
to rehabilitate the pumps and supply water to the farmer members.  In 1997, a member of the District 
Agriculture and Livestock Office facilitated an agreement between the Chairman of the Village HIPPA and a 
successful local business man with interests in maize trading.  The agreement was for the local investor to 
rehabilitate the pumps and irrigation equipment (initial capital investment about USD4,500 paid for by the 
private sector investor) and manage the provision of water to the farmers for a period of five years, with an 
option to renew for a further five years.  For the services provided, the farmer members of the HIPPA agreed 
to produce two dry season rice crops and allocate 20% (one fifth) of their yield to the local investor. 
 

In 2003, HIPPA Tirto Tinoto revised its organisational structure so that over the following four years the HIPPA 
was able to generate sufficient funds from their 10% allocation from the irrigation service fee to buy out the 
private sector investor in 2007 (for USD11,000).  The farmer-owned HIPPA Tirto Tinoto now has full 
ownership of the irrigation scheme and has managed it successfully since 2007.  This is a model that 
production groups in Lao PDR could adapt to the local context to improve their income and productivity. 

Source: DFAT (2014) TIRTA Design Document Case Studies.  Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Jakarta, Indonesia. [p18] 

 

5.5 There are challenges to achieve 2020 targets 

The draft 8th NSEDP includes several targets relevant to Sam Sang:26 
 15% or less people living in poverty by 2020 
 50% of villages will achieve “developed village” status27 by 2020 (section 7.11) 
 <7% of families are classified as poor families by 2020 
 <10% of villages are classified as poor villages 
 <15% districts are classified as poor districts 

 

To put this in perspective, the number of villages classified as “developed villages” increased from 883 (10.2%) 
in 2011 to 3,577 (42.2%) in 2015 (Chart 8).28  Assuming there are 8,300 villages in 2020 (down from 8,470 in 
2015), the NSEDP target would be met if 573 additional villages change to become “developed”.  The investment 
needed to achieve this is considerable.  To achieve this and related rural development and poverty reduction 
targets will require significant investment of capital, staff and non-salary recurrent (administrative) budget.  

                                                

 

25 MAFIPP (2015) FinScope Consumer Survey Lao PDR 2014 – a study using Making Access Possible Analytical Approach.  Making Access to Finance more Inclusive for Poor 

People, Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
26 MPI (2015) 8th National Socio-Economic Development Plan [Draft].  Ministry of Planning and Investment, Vientiane, Lao PDR. [English translation dated February 2015, pp112-113] 
27 Decree 285/PO/2009 Article 8 states that a village is classified as developed, if it achieves the following criteria: (1) Strong village administration; (2) Villagers comply with all 

regulations; (3) No drug and crime (harassment); (4) More than 85% of households are better off; (5) Village revolving fund is established; (6) Provision of income 
generation support for villagers; (7) Access to village map; (8) Access to road in both season; (9) More than 70% of households can access to electricity; (10) The healthy 
village model; (11) All villagers have at least primary education qualification; (12) The cultural village model; and (13) Village office, club, and sport facilities are in place.  
This decree will be revised in 2016 for the new NSEDP covering the 2016-2020 period. 

28 NCRDPE (2015) Report on village status (2011-2015) based on Decree 285/PM/2009.  National Committee for Rural Development and Poverty Eradication, Vientiane, Lao PDR.  

[Unofficial Translation, p3]. 
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Chart 8: The challenge of meeting 50% developed village target by 2020 

 
Source: NCRDPE (2015) Report on village status (2011-2015) based on Decree 285/PM/2009.  National Committee for Rural Development and Poverty Eradication, Vientiane, Lao PDR.  

[Unofficial Translation, p3]. 

 

“If we have budget we can deliver NSEDP targets and Sam Sang targets, but without money we cannot deliver 
what is expected…”  Saravan Province team 2/11/15 

 
This study identified concerns expressed by government staff, especially at district level, about the lack of 
financial resources available for implementation.  Districts are generally capable of preparing coordinated plans 
and meeting other Sam Sang objectives, as are Provinces, but without funds, especially from the capital and 
non-salary recurrent budget, to implement activities and deliver services the poverty reduction and graduation 
from LDC status will rely on ODA and NGOs.  This reliance is emphasised by the revenue and expenditure 
projections to 2020, which highlight no increase in capital spending, modest increases in recurrent salary 
spending and steady allocation on non-salary recurrent budget (Chart 9).  Expecting villages to become more 
self-reliant for investment in Sam Sang is ambitious when the scale of annual income is considered – for 
example of the villages interviewed for this study, Phouchalae Village has annual income of around LAK3.5 
million (~USD425); Pachudone Village has around LAK4.4 million (~USD500), and Lathor Village has around 
LAK2.5 million (~USD300) (Annex 2).  Some development partners are starting to align their investments with 
the NSEDP to better provide support for rural development and poverty eradication, but more needs to be done. 
 

Chart 9: Revenue and expenditure projections to 2020 

 
Source: Ministry of Finance and World Bank forecasts (f) and projections (p) updated from World Bank (2015) Lao Economic Monitor: towards restoring macroeconomic stability and 

building inclusive growth.  (http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2015/04/24365023/lao-economic-monitor-towards-restoring-macroeconomic-stability-building-
inclusive-growth  Accessed November 10, 2015.) 

 
Other challenges identified by informants included: limited technical and human resource capacity for provinces 
and districts to support colleagues at lower levels during the transition to more devolution and decentralisation; 
limited resources available for mass front organisations to contribute to rural development and poverty 
eradication at village level; the sustainability of credit (e.g. from Nayoby Bank) for subsistence or small-scale 
enterprises; and many poor villages do not have sufficient budget to be self-reliant for development investment. 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2015/04/24365023/lao-economic-monitor-towards-restoring-macroeconomic-stability-building-inclusive-growth
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2015/04/24365023/lao-economic-monitor-towards-restoring-macroeconomic-stability-building-inclusive-growth
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5.6 The PRF-III 4+4 Policy remains valid if applied case-by-case 

Donors supporting PRF-II worked with NCRDPE to introduce a 4+4 policy to safeguard against involuntary 
resettlement.29  Few villages have been resettled or relocated under the Sam Sang pilot.  However, changes to 
village administration are ongoing, with the number of villages in Lao PDR reducing from 8,654 in 2011 to 8,470 
in 2015.28  Most of these changes do not require or involve resettlement.  There are three broad approaches to 
changing village administration identified by GoL staff: 
 Consolidation – the most common practice, which involves amalgamating neighbouring hamlets and villages 

under one official stamp and one village committee without any relocation.  This often results in formation of 
a small town or big village (ban ngai), which for some districts is starting to take the place of the kum ban. 

 Re-allocation – difficult and uncommon, which involves communities without a permanent location being 
allocated land and location for permanent settlement.  This may involve joining other settlements as part of a 
small town or big village, and moving to a new location established as a small town. 

 Relocation – most difficult and least common, which involves hamlets relocating to a new village in a new 
area, sometimes with access to different natural resources.  Relocation may be because of a large project 
(e.g. the Nam Theun 2 Hydroelectric Dam) or because of a natural disaster (e.g. Typhoon Ketsana in 2009). 

 

PRF staff interviewed for this study considered that the 4+4 policy remained relevant to safeguard future ODA 
investment in PRF, but that it should be applied on a case-by-case basis.  This was because consolidation was 
commonly used for administrative efficiency but is unlikely to pose safeguard issues – essentially aligning with 
kum ban approaches already used by GoL and PRF-II.  This view also recognised that GoL does not have the 
recurrent or capital budget to re-allocate land or develop new locations for communities.  Projects requiring 
relocation of communities are regulated by the laws on land, investment and environment, which provide for 
compensation and other safeguards. 
 

Provincial and district staff interviewed for this study emphasised that it was livelihoods and access to resources 
that was most important to people – they were willing to move voluntarily if the new location provided better 
opportunities or access to better resources.  For example, Phoxai Village in Sepon District has grown through 
voluntary (and mostly unplanned) movement of people from 11 households in 1980 to 167 households in 2015, 
comprising families of four different ethnicities, because it is on the main road between Savannakhet and the 
Vietnam border at Densavan, is close to Sepon Town and has access to paddy rice land and water.  It was 
recently awarded developed village status and has a relatively high household income level. 
 

Informants for this study were not confident that Sam Sang would result in a significant reduction in the number 
of villages or the more efficient provision of public services because of the limited budget available for such 
changes, the reluctance of people to move unless their livelihoods were secure, and the geography of Lao PDR, 
especially in rural areas. 

5.7 Other opportunities for future implementation of Sam Sang 

At each provincial, district and village meeting informants were asked to identify opportunities to strengthen 
future implementation of Sam Sang.  Suggestions from informants included: 
 Coordinate and harmonise engagement with targeted villages and districts: 

 Use one plan and one participatory process based on the MPI PPM18 
 Encourage many investors to finance and implement projects identified in village or district plans 
 Use one approach to operation and maintenance, monitoring and supervision. 

 Negotiate division of work between Sam Sang functional assignments, donor -supported programs and village 
committees, for example: 

 Sam Sang Program – livelihoods, service delivery, decentralised administration and governance at 
village, district and provincial levels. 

 PRF III – capacity building at village and kum ban levels for participatory planning, community-based 
contracting, operation and maintenance; support for technical quality assurance of village and district 
plans; investment in economic infrastructure, monitoring of change at village level. 

 DDF – capacity building at district level for planning, supervision of implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation; capacity building for decentralised administration at district and provincial levels. 

 Sector programs (e.g. BEQUAL) – support to line agencies for improved quality of services, investment 
in service infrastructure identified as priorities in village and district development plans. 

 Use PRF CDD processes to strengthen informed consent of villages for any plans requiring significant 
changes to livelihoods or access to natural resources. 

                                                

 

29 In short this meant that any village that had been resettled in the past 4 years or was targeted for resettlement in the next 4 years would not be selected for PRF-II investment.  The 

reason was to reduce the risk that PRF-II investment could be used as an incentive for resettlement or result in stranded assets in villages later resettled. 
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 Use district development plans, and District Coordination Committee chaired by the District Governor as the 
focus for harmonisation between government agencies and development partners to ensure efficient 
allocation of investment to priority projects. 

 Use cross-district and cross-village visits (e.g. a wide selection of people from poor villages visit developed 
villages in the same or neighbouring districts) to motivate implementation of Sam Sang and related 
development activities for the transition to achieving developed village status. 

 Use lessons from evaluation of the Sam Sang Pilot to prepare detailed operational manuals for functional 
assignments at provincial, district and village levels. 

 
 
 

 Conclusions 

This rapid appraisal study has identified the achievements of the Sam Sang pilot; highlighted some challenges 

for more widespread implementation of Sam Sang in the period 2016 – 2020; and presented some opportunities 

for strengthened implementation to achieve rural development and poverty eradication targets by 2020 as well 

as meet the criteria for LDC graduation by 2020.  The summary conclusions are: 

 Sam Sang is integral to rural development and poverty reduction as well as engagement of rural communities 
for development in Lao PDR. 

 Sam Sang has three complementary dimensions: political, administrative decentralisation and development. 

 Decentralisation requires clear, negotiated and agreed functional assignment between national, provincial 
and district levels.  To be effective it also requires that funds follow function (Annex 4). 

 Sam Sang is a means for rural communities, and the village and district administrations designed to support 
them, to engage and develop a voice in the strategic choices and political processes that determine what is 
done for social and economic development in Lao PDR as well as how it is delivered. 

 As identified in the Politburo Resolution, districts are the core focus for efficient delivery of development 
change at village and household levels.  Meaningful contribution to poverty reduction and rural development 
in Lao PDR requires effective engagement with district administrations. 

 Mass front organisations are useful partners for change – communicating lessons learned and opportunities 
for improvement from the household and village to central and Leadership levels as well as supporting the 
efficient dissemination of policy and other advice from central to local levels.  In the Lao PDR context, they 
effectively bridge the administrative and political dimensions of public sector change management. 

 Funds must follow function – plans and capacity without resources to implement or use them are impotent. 

 In a resource-constrained environment, invest less in planning and more in engaging the community to learn 
by doing through implementation. 

 Keep going with decentralisation – the Sam Sang guidance acknowledges that this will take time (for example: 

“  granting authority, handing over responsibilities and allocating benefits/budgets to lower levels must be 

done persistently as the results of implementation take years to fully manifest.  After the pilot period, important 

lessons can be learned and they will be used in adopting new legislation for improving governance and 

administration-management of Lao PDR.”10 

 Use the experience from the Sam Sang pilot and the recently agreed SDGs to update Decree 285/PM/2009 
and identify a minimum standard for villages in Lao PDR that will meet the graduation criteria for LDC by 2020 
– these could then be used to fast-track implementation to achieve LDC graduation and focus participatory 
processes on implementation, operation and maintenance. 

 Sam Sang will be most effective if Leaders respect and use plans developed through formal, processes under 
the Sam Sang directive and its related regulations and processes. 
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Annex 1: Rapid appraisal SWOT analysis 

Strengths 
 GoL budget allocated to targeted villages for development projects 

 Use of evidence-based planning 

 Targeting selected villages to focus development efforts: rural development & 
poverty eradication 

 Increased responsibility and accountability to lower levels 

 Functional assignments institutionalised in amended regulations (resolutions, 
decrees and guidance) 

 Incremental approach to change (step-by-step) with 2-year pilot, evaluation 
and decision to scale 

 Using pilot approach to learn by doing and extension  

 Devolution of revenue-collecting to lower levels 

 Revenue-sharing incentives for pilot villages 

 Targeted village development fund with mechanism for replenishment and 
growth of fund 

 Devolved functional assignment is matched by changed human resource 
quotas from MoHA 

 District units have technical capacity to support village development planning 
and delivery 

 Use of cross-village visits to learn from “developed villages” 

 Encourage high number of community to participate in or attend planning for 
development process 

 Involves different sectors & partners in development 

 Strong support from the Government at all levels 

Weaknesses 
 Limited non-salary recurrent budget to support 

operations by provincial and district staff 

 Some uncertainty about assigned functions under 
Sam Sang Directive, especially at province and 
district levels 

 Devolved functional assignment is not matched with 
increased recurrent budget 

 Provinces lack financial resources to fully support 
district staff as expected under Sam Sang 

 Duplication of village and district planning support 

 Emphasis on planning rather than “doing” – an 
opportunity to harmonise and use one 5-year 
development plan to frame annual work plans or 
delivery plans based on agreed priorities and 
resources available for implementation 

 Limited budget to fulfil Sam Sang activities at district 
and village level.  

 Different sector set up different strategies based on 
15 different line ministries. 

 Lack of practical experience and limited expertise for 
Sam Sang training 

 

Opportunities 
 Coordinate and harmonise engagement with targeted villages and districts: 

 Use one plan and one participatory process based on the MPI PPM 
 Encourage many investors to finance and implement projects identified 

in village or district plans 
 Use one approach to operation and maintenance, monitoring and 

supervision. 

 Negotiate division of work between Sam Sang functional assignments, donor 
-supported programs and village committees, for example: 
 Sam Sang Program – livelihoods, service delivery, decentralised 

administration and governance at village, district and provincial levels. 
 PRF III – capacity building at village and kum ban levels for participatory 

planning, community-based contracting, operation & maintenance; 
support for technical quality assurance of village & district plans; 
investment in economic infrastructure, monitoring of village changes 

 DDF – capacity building at district level for planning, supervision of 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation; capacity building for 
decentralised administration at district and provincial levels. 

 Sector programs (e.g. BEQUAL) – support to line agencies for 
improved quality of services, investment in service infrastructure 
identified as priorities in village and district development plans. 

 Use PRF CDD processes to strengthen informed consent of villages for any 
plans requiring significant changes to livelihoods or access to natural 
resources. 

 Use district development plans, and District Coordination and Planning 
Meetings as the focus for harmonisation between government agencies and 
development partners & efficient allocation of investment to priority projects. 

 Use cross-district and cross-village visits (e.g. people from poor villages visit 
developed villages in the same or neighbouring districts) to motivate 
implementation of Sam Sang and related development activities for the 
transition to achieving developed village status. 

 Use lessons from Sam Sang Pilot evaluation to prepare detailed operational 
manuals for functional assignments at provincial, district & village levels. 

Threats 
 Insufficient non-salary recurrent budget to enable 

districts and villages to effectively deliver their 
functions as expected under Sam Sang Directive 

 Limited capacity of citizens and village committees to 
absorb coordinated and targeted development 
support in selected “development villages”. 

 Limited human resource capacity at provincial, district 
and village levels to plan, deliver & monitor 
development 

 Limited SME and other economic opportunities for 
smallholders to sustain development in many remote 
areas of Lao PDR (core constraints include access to 
market, capacity to take risks or innovate) 
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Annex 2: Case studies of village finances 

Phouchalae Village revenue collection and expenditures (March 1, 2013 – September 8, 2015) 
 

01.03.2013 - 21.11.2013 

Revenue Sources Amount Expenses Details Amount 
Total 

Remaining 

Land use 2,595,000 Payment for staff to go to collect tax 50,000 - 

Corns 24,000 Repair tables/chairs 150,000 - 

Sesame seeds 8,000 Buy equipment 200,000 - 

Bamboo 60,000 Sending students to study in China 200,000 - 

Corns 22,000 Motorbike fuel for the village chief 100,000 - 

Sundry shop 2,000 - - - 

Livestock 40,000 - - - 

Cracked glass repair 4,000 - - - 

Total 2,755,000 Total 700,000 2,055,000 

06.01.2014 - 11.05.2014 

Revenue Sources Amount Expenses Details Amount 
Total 

Remaining 

(ເປືອກຕຽງ) Peuak Tieng 117,600 Payment for staff to do fieldwork 6,000 - 

(ດອກແຂມ) Dok Khem 4,000 Payment for staff to do fieldwork 52,000 - 

Land use 2,781,000 Payment for village finance staff 70,000 - 

(ດອກແຂມ) Dok Khem 8,000 Supportive compensation for village staff 1,800,000 - 

(ເປືອກຕຽງ) Peuak Tieng 56,000 - - - 

Total 2,966,600 - - - 

Total + remaining from 
 the previous period 5,021,600 Total 1,928,000 3,093,000 

21.10.2014 - 03.09.2015 

Revenue Sources Amount Expenses Details Amount 
Total 

Remaining 
(ເປືອກຕຽງ) Peuak Tieng 60,000 Fee for the village chief to study law 400,000 - 

Corn 191,000 Buy village equipment 130,000 - 

Corn 160,000 Payment for the village chief to attend meeting 100,000 - 
(ດອກແຂມ) Dok Khem 80,000 Irrigation system construction and repair 400,000 - 

(ດອກແຂມ) Dok Khem 80,000 Supportive compensation 120,000 - 

Cows 80,000 Supportive compensation for village security 350,000 - 

Corn 56,000 School and health centre contribution 180,000 - 

Plough/plow 16,000 Village office stationary 116,000 - 

Land use 2,793,000 Electricity 450,000 - 

    Mobile top-up cards 35,000 - 

Total 3,516,000 Per diem to attend meetings 650,000 - 

Total + remaining from 
 the previous period 6,609,000 Total 2,931,000 3,678,000 

03-08.09.2015 

Revenue Sources Amount Expenses Details Amount 
Total 

Remaining 

- - Financial account summary 90,000 - 

- - Vehicle fuel 20,000 - 

- - Total 110,000 3,568,000 

Source: Pouchalae Village Committee (2015) Village finance record book.  [Unofficial Translation from the Original Lao]. 
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Dongsavan Village Revenue (Total recorded collections, LAK) 1/ 

 Summary budget 2013-14 2014-15 

 Total village tax revenue (LAK) 42,455,344 99,726,259 

 40% village income (LAK) 16,982,138 39,890,501 

 Expenses for village development (50%) 8,491,069 19,945,251 

 Expenses for administration & governance (20%) 3,396,428 7,978,100 

 Expenses for income collection (30%) 5,094,641 11,967,150 

    

 Revenue by source of income 2013-14 2014-15 

 Land tax (LAK) 14,491,344 12,128,259 

1 Land for building house 2,830,042 3,815,938 

2 Land for craft or processing factory 0 0 

3 Land for trade or services 13,620 0 

4 Rice field land 326,982 339,482 

5 Dry rice field land 3,540,000 0 

6 Land for garden 6,295,700 7,972,839 

7 Land for fish ponds 0 0 

8 Other vacant land 1,485,000 0 
 Village fees (LAK) 1,906,000 2,928,000 

1 Tractors 0 40,000 

2 Road fees 1,906,000 2,168,000 

3 Other fees 0 720,000 

4 Other income 0 0 
 Other tax revenue (LAK) 26,058,000 84,670,000 

1 Sourced from trade 2/ 14,599,000 42,749,000 

2 Sourced from services 5,049,000 20,658,000 

3 Sourced from manufacturing 1,050,000 5,310,000 

4 Sourced from transport and repairs 0 257,000 

5 Salary for foreigners 5,360,000 14,920,000 

6 Issue of identification (ID) 0 776,000 

    

 Expenditure for village administration   

 Village administration budget (LAK)  41,700,000 

 Party Secretary and Village Chief  7,500,000 

 Deputy Party Secretary and Deputy Village Head  6,300,000 

 Party Committee Member, Deputy Village Head, 
Head of Village Units 

 6,000,000 

 Party Committee and Heads of 5 Village Units  16,650,000 

 Deputy Head of Village  5,250,000 
1/ Source: Sepon District Government (2015) Summary report of revenue and expenditure for three Sam Sang pilot villages in Sepon 

District, 2013-14 and 2014-15.  [Unofficial translation from the original Lao]. 
2/ Dongsavan is on the border between Lao PDR and Vietnam.  Under Instruction 2202/MOF/2012 on Piloting of Sam Sang in the Finance 

Sector some customs duty collections at the border are shared with the village and district. 
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Phoxai Village Revenue (Total recorded collections, LAK) 1/ 

 Summary budget 2013-14 2014-15 

 Total village tax revenue (LAK) 9,095,000 14,453,953 

 40% village income (LAK) 3,638,000 5,781,580 

 Expenses for village development (50%) 1,819,000 2,890,790 

 Expenses for administration & governance (20%) 727,600 1,156,316 

 Expenses for income collection (30%) 1,091,400 1,734,474 

    

 Revenue by source of income 2013-14 2014-15 

 Land tax (LAK) 5,244,000 5,581,953 

1 Land for building house 2,070,000 3,456,953 

2 Land for craft or processing factory 0 0 

3 Land for trade or services 0 0 

4 Rice field land 354,800 2,020,000 

5 Dry rice field land 0 0 

6 Land for garden 2,819,000 105,000 

7 Land for fish ponds 0 0 

8 Other vacant land 0 0 
 Village fees (LAK) 0 487,000 

1 Tractors 0 0 

2 Road fees 0 487,000 

3 Other fees 0 0 
 Other tax revenue (LAK) 3,851,000 8,385,000 

1 Sourced from trade 1,985,000 4,924,000 

2 Sourced from services 200,000 1,232,000 

3 Sourced from manufacturing 450,000 640,000 

4 Sourced from transport and repairs 0 0 

5 Salary tax 880,000 1,120,000 

6 Issue of identification (ID) 336,000 469,000 

    

 Expenditure for village administration   

 Village administration budget (LAK)  44,460,000 

 Party Secretary and Village Chief  7,500,000 

 Deputy Party Secretary and Deputy Village Head  6,300,000 

 Party Committee Member, Deputy Village Head, 
Head of Village Units 

 4,560,000 

 Party Committee and Heads of 5 Village Units  16,650,000 

 Deputy Head of Village  9,450,000 
1/ Source: Sepon District Government (2015) Summary report of revenue and expenditure for three Sam Sang pilot villages in Sepon 

District, 2013-14 and 2014-15.  [Unofficial translation from the original Lao]. 
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Lathor Village Revenue (Total recorded collections, LAK) 1/ 

 Summary budget 2013-14 2014-15 

 Total village tax revenue (LAK) 6,425,000 6,217,000 

 40% village income (LAK) 2,570,000 2,486,800 

 Expenses for village development (50%) 1,285,000 1,243,400 

 Expenses for administration & governance (20%) 514,000 497,360 

 Expenses for income collection (30%) 771,000 746,000 

    

 Revenue by source of income 2013-14 2014-15 

 Land tax (LAK) 5,800,000 4,817,000 

1 Land for building house 2,160,000 3,000,000 

2 Land for craft or processing factory 0 0 

3 Land for trade or services 0 0 

4 Rice field land 360,000 0 

5 Dry rice field land 0 0 

6 Land for garden 3,130,000 1,817,000 

7 Land for fish ponds 0 0 

8 Other vacant land 150,000 0 
 Village fees (LAK) 625,000 1,400,000 

1 Tractors 440,000 0 

2 Road fees 185,000 1,400,000 

3 Other fees 0 0 

4 Other income 0 0 
 Other tax revenue (LAK) 0 0 

1 Sourced from trade 0 0 

2 Sourced from services 0 0 

3 Sourced from manufacturing 0 0 

4 Sourced from transport and repairs 0 0 

5 Salary for foreigners 0 0 

6 Issue of identification (ID) 0 0 

    

 Expenditure for village administration   

 Village administration budget (LAK)  40,950,000 

 Party Secretary and Village Chief  7,500,000 

 Deputy Party Secretary and Deputy Village Head  10,500,000 

 Party Committee and Heads of 5 Village Units  16,650,000 

 Deputy Head of Village  6,300,000 
1/ Source: Sepon District Government (2015) Summary report of revenue and expenditure for three Sam Sang pilot villages in Sepon 

District, 2013-14 and 2014-15.  [Unofficial translation from the original Lao]. 
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Annex 4: Key informants 

Vientiane City 

National Committee for Rural Development and 
Poverty Eradication 

 DG Planning and International Cooperation 
 DDG Planning 
 Director Planning and Statistics 
 Deputy Director, Human Resource Division 

Ministry of Home Affairs  Vice Minister 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) 
 Executive Director 
 Director Monitoring and Evaluation 
 Chief Technical Advisor 

District Development Fund/UNCDF 
 Local Development Finance Specialist 
 Program Specialist – DDF 

  

Luang Namtha Province 

Department of Rural Development Luang Namtha Director 

Provincial Ag. & Forestry Office Luang Namtha Technical Expert 

Department of Planning Luang Namtha Deputy Director 

Lao National Front, Luang Namtha Deputy Secretary 

Lao Women’s Union, Luang Namtha Deputy Secretary 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) 
PRF-II Provincial Coordinator, Luang Namtha 

PRF-II Community Development Coordinator, LN 

GIZ Village Bank Program Development Adviser, GIZ Luang Namtha 

Nalae District 

Nalae District Government Governor 

District Planning Office, Nalae Deputy Director 

District Agriculture and Forestry Office, Nalae Deputy Director 

Rural Development Office, Nalae District Deputy Director 

Lao National Front, Nalae District Deputy Secretary 

Lao Women’s Union, Nalae District Deputy Secretary 

Lao Youth Union, Nalae District Deputy Secretary 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) 
PRF-II Community Development Officer, Nalae 
District 

Phouchalae Village 

Phouchalae Village Committee 

Village Chief 

Deputy Village Chief 

Village Secretary 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) 

PRF Village Coordinator, Phouchalae Village 

PRF Kum Ban Facilitator 

PRF Kum Ban Procurement Adviser, Phouchalae 
Village 

10 community members (all men) 

Saravan Province 

Department of Rural Development Saravan 

Director 

Deputy Director 

Deputy Director 

Provincial Agriculture & Forestry Office Saravan Technical Expert 

Department of Planning Saravan Deputy Director 

Lao National Front, Saravan Deputy Secretary 

Lao Women’s Union, Saravan Deputy Secretary 

Lao Youth Union, Saravan Deputy Secretary 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) 

PRF-II Provincial Coordinator, Saravan 

PRF-II Community Development Coordinator SVN 

PRF-II Provincial M&E Officer 
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Ta Oy District 

Ta Oy District Government Vice Governor 

District Planning Office, Ta Oy Director 

District Agriculture and Forestry Office, Ta Oy Director 

Rural Development Office, Ta Oy District Director 

Lao National Front, Ta Oy District Deputy Secretary 

Lao Women’s Union, Ta Oy District Deputy Secretary 

Lao Youth Union, Ta Oy District Deputy Secretary 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) PRF-II District Coordinator, Ta Oy District 

Pachudone Village 

Pachudone Village Committee 

Village Chief 

Deputy Village Chief – Finance 

Deputy Village Chief – Security 

Unit Head 

Unit Head 

Lao Women’s Union, Pachudone Village 
Representative 

Member 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) 
PRF Village Coordinator, Pachudone Village 

PRF Kum Ban Coordinator 

2 community members (all men) 

Talouak Village 

Talouak Village Committee 

Deputy Village Chief – Finance 

Deputy Village Chief – Security 

Deputy Village Chief – Production 

Unit Head 

Unit Head 

Lao National Front, Talouak Village Leader 

Lao Women’s Union, Talouak Village 
Leader 

Representative 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) PRF Village Coordinator, Talouak Village 

11 community members (1 woman, 10 men) 

Savannakhet Province 

Sam Sang Committee Chair (ex-Governor) 

Department of Rural Development Savannakhet Director 

Provincial Agriculture & Forestry Office SVK Director 

Department of Planning Savannakhet Director 

Lao National Front, Savannakhet Secretary 

Lao Women’s Union, Savannakhet Secretary 

Lao Youth Union, Savannakhet Deputy Secretary 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) 
PRF-II Provincial Coordinator, Savannakhet 

PRF-II Provincial M&E Officer Savannakhet 

Sepon District 

Sepon District Government Vice Governor 

District Planning Office, Sepon Technical Expert 

District Agriculture and Forestry Office, Sepon Director 

Rural Development Office, Sepon District Deputy Director 

Lao National Front, Sepon District Secretary 

Lao Women’s Union, Sepon District Deputy Secretary 

Lao Youth Union, Sepon District Member 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) 

PRF-II District Coordinator, Sepon District 

PRF-II CDD Coordinator, Sepon District 

PRF-II M&E Officer, Sepon District 

PRF Procurement Officer, Sepon District 

LONG Program 
LONG Provincial Coordinator - Livelihoods 

LONG Provincial Coordinator - Nutrition 
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Lathor 

Village Sam Sang Committee Chair 

District Rural Development Office Technical Expert located in Lathor 

Lathor Village Committee 
Village Chief – Finance 

Deputy Village Chief – Security 

Kum Ban Committee Head 

Lao National Front, Lathor Village Leader 

Lao Women’s Union, Lathor Village Representative 

Lao Youth Union Representative 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) PRF Village Coordinator, Lathor Village 

 PRF-II Kum Ban Coordinator 

Phoxai 

Phoxai Village Committee Village Chief 

 Deputy Village Chief – Finance 

 Deputy Village Chief – Security 

 Deputy Village Chief – Production 

 Unit Head 

 Unit Head 

Lao National Front, Phoxai Village Leader 

 Deputy Leader 

Lao Women’s Union, Phoxai Village Leader 

 Deputy Leader 

Poverty Reduction Fund (Phase II) PRF Village Coordinator, Phoxai Village 

5 community members (2 women, 3 men) 

 



 

Sam Sang in practice: early lessons from pilot implementation  

Page 30 

Annex 5: Study questions 

Questions for semi-structured interviews 

Key case study questions 

There are four key study questions: 

 What is the understanding of the main purpose of the Sam Sang Directive and its expected outcomes? 
 How is the Sam Sang directive implemented in practice? 
 How does implementation of PRF-II and the resulting outputs align with the Sam Sang directive in terms of 

strategic intent, delivery processes, and geographical focus? 
 How could coordination and complementarity between Sam Sang and selected economic infrastructure and 

rural livelihoods programs be improved? 

 

Questions for SSI with national informants 

To answer the key study questions, the case study team will ask national informants: 

 What does the Sam Sang directive mean for your agency in practice?  Can you give examples of anything 
the agency does differently now as a result of the Sam Sang Directive? 

 What processes and approaches does your agency use to implement Sam Sang? 
 What is your perception of the functions of province and district administrations under Sam Sang? 
 How do capacity and resource gaps affect implementation of the Sam Sang Directive?  Can you describe the 

impact of those gaps on the performance of your agency in its implementation of the Sam Sang Directive? 
 What financial and technical resources have been provided for implementation of the Sam Sang Directive, 

and where did they come from? 
 How could coordination and complementarity between Sam Sang and selected economic infrastructure and 

rural livelihoods programs be improved? 
 What key idea would you offer to increase the effectiveness of Sam Sang for contributing to rural development 

and poverty reduction? 

 

Questions for SSI with provincial informants 

To answer the key study questions, the case study team will ask provincial informants: 

 What does the Sam Sang directive mean for your agency in practice?  Can you give examples of anything 
the agency does differently now as a result of the Sam Sang Directive? 

 What is your perception of the functions of province, district and village administrations under Sam Sang? 
 How has your agency implemented Sam Sang in practice?  Can you give examples of processes and 

approaches used by your agency to implement Sam Sang? 
 How do capacity and resource gaps affect implementation of the Sam Sang Directive?  Can you describe the 

impact of those gaps on the performance of your agency in its implementation of the Sam Sang Directive? 
 What financial and technical resources have been provided for implementation of the Sam Sang Directive, 

and where did they come from? 
 What lessons have been learned so far from early implementation of Sam Sang? 
 How could coordination and complementarity between Sam Sang and selected economic infrastructure and 

rural livelihoods programs be improved? 
 What key idea would you offer to increase the effectiveness of Sam Sang for contributing to rural development 

and poverty reduction? 
  



 

Sam Sang in practice: early lessons from pilot implementation  

Page 31 

Questions for SSI with district informants 

To answer the key study questions, the case study team will ask district informants: 

 What does the Sam Sang directive mean for your district in practice?  Can you give examples of anything the 
district does differently now as a result of the Sam Sang Directive? 

 What is your perception of the functions of province, district and village administrations under Sam Sang? 
 How has your district implemented Sam Sang in practice?  Can you give examples of processes and 

approaches used by your district to implement Sam Sang? 
 How do capacity and resource gaps affect implementation of the Sam Sang Directive?  Can you describe the 

impact of those gaps on the performance of your district in its implementation of the Sam Sang Directive? 
 What financial and technical resources have been provided for implementation of the Sam Sang Directive, 

and where did they come from? 
 What lessons have been learned so far from early implementation of Sam Sang? 
 How could coordination and complementarity between Sam Sang and selected economic infrastructure and 

rural livelihoods programs be improved? 
 What key idea would you offer to increase the effectiveness of Sam Sang for contributing to rural development 

and poverty reduction? 
 

Questions for SSI with village informants 

To answer the key study questions, the case study team will ask village informants: 

 What does the Sam Sang directive mean for this village in practice?  Can you give examples of anything this 
village does differently now as a result of the Sam Sang Directive? 

 What is your perception of the functions of province, district and village administrations under Sam Sang? 
 How has this village implement Sam Sang in practice?  Can you give examples of processes and approaches 

used by this village to implement Sam Sang? 
 How do capacity and resource gaps affect implementation of the Sam Sang Directive?  Can you describe the 

impact of those gaps on the performance of this village in its implementation of the Sam Sang Directive? 
 What financial and technical resources have been provided for implementation of the Sam Sang Directive, 

and where did they come from? 
 What lessons have been learned so far from early implementation of Sam Sang? 
 How could coordination and complementarity between Sam Sang and selected economic infrastructure and 

rural livelihoods programs be improved? 
 What key idea would you offer to increase the effectiveness of Sam Sang for contributing to rural development 

and poverty reduction? 
 

Questions for SSI with PRF field staff informants 

The case study team will meet with PRF staff in targeted provinces and districts, and ask them: 

 What does the Sam Sang directive mean in practice for PRF-II in this location?  Can you give examples of 
anything your team does differently now as a result of the Sam Sang Directive? 

 What is your perception of the functions of province and district administrations under Sam Sang? 
 How does PRF-II engage with provincial and district administrations to plan, coordinate and implement PRF? 
 How does implementation of PRF-II and the resulting outputs align with the Sam Sang directive in terms of 

strategic intent, delivery processes, and geographical focus? 
 What are the benefits and costs of the current “4+4” policy used by PRF-II? 
 What lessons and approaches from PRF-II could be used for more effective implementation of Sam Sang? 
 How could the PRF-II CDD approach be aligned with the development of rural townships envisaged under 

the Sam Sang Directive? 
 How could kum ban resource maps be used for implementation of Sam Sang? 
 How could coordination and complementarity between Sam Sang and PRF be improved? 
 What are the relative costs and benefits of alternative service delivery models (e.g. PRF-II, GPAR/DDF, 

community-based contracting for schools under EFA-FTI, comparable Sam Sang infrastructure) 
 What key idea would you offer to increase the effectiveness of Sam Sang for contributing to rural 

development and poverty reduction?  
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Annex 6: Decentralisation lessons – ASEAN 

Overview of international experience 
Many countries implemented decentralisation with a view to reducing poverty and improving service delivery.  
Some lessons learned from this experience relevant to Lao PDR are summarised here.  An OECD DAC-
commissioned review of decentralisation in 19 countries, found that countries with a functioning central state 
committed to the devolution of power to local tiers of government could use decentralisation as an effective 
means of promoting improved representation of the poor and enhancing targeted service delivery.30  The same 
review identified a risk of decentralisation leading to increased poverty where the central state lacks the capacity 
to fulfil basic functions. 
 

The linkage between decentralisation and poverty reduction remains unproven, especially in small economies, 
and the results of government efforts to decentralise have been highly variable across the developing world.  
Decentralisation has not turned out to be the development panacea that many had hoped it would be, and while 
there have been success stories, many decentralisation efforts have resulted in reduced service delivery, 
increased corruption and further marginalisation of already vulnerable groups – despite significant levels of 
donor support for these efforts.31 
 

Lessons learned from ASEAN countries 
Flexible approaches deliver good results.32,33  For example, decentralisation in Vietnam since 1986 has been 
applied in different forms depending on political context, local capacity and local needs.  Some public 
administration functions were relocated from a central level to a provincial level – this is deconcentration and 
does not change the organisation or functions of public administration.  Other public administration functions 
were redistributed so that the responsibility and administrative power was allocated to lower levels of 
government – this is administrative decentralisation.  The most ambitious form of administrative 
decentralisation is devolution, which moves authority and responsibility away from direct control of the central 
government and provides lower levels of government with absolute and direct authority stated by law. Vietnam 
used different forms of decentralisation for different sectors and for different regions – recognising the socio-
economic diversity and ethnic variation across the country. 
 

Lessons learned from Indonesia, Philippines and Vietnam confirm the importance of a legal foundation and 
related institutional arrangements for decentralisation.32 33 34  For example lessons learned from the health sector 
in Indonesia, Philippines and Vietnam demonstrate the benefits of institutional arrangements that clearly assign 
functions, roles and responsibilities at all levels of government.32 35  To avoid confusion and help public 
administrators at all levels understand their function – roles, responsibilities and accountabilities – there is a 
need for clear functional assignment: a definitive specification of responsibilities and functions at national, 
provincial, district and local government levels.  Service delivery is strengthened if central agencies such as the 
line ministries set clear objectives for public services that are consistent with other policies and are reflected in 
budgeted programs.  A stewardship role for national agencies includes setting practical minimum standards, 
development of consistent health messages and related in-service training and extension materials.32  For 
example, the Ministry of Health in Vietnam set minimum standards for child immunisation and supervised births 
that recognised the importance of these interventions for women and children but also the capacity, logistic and 
resource constraints faced at sub-district levels.  Where national agencies set minimum standards that sub-

                                                

 

30 J. Jutting, C. Kauffmann, I. McDonnell, H. Osterrieder, N. Pinaud and L. Wegner (2004) Decentralisation and Poverty in Developing 

Countries: Exploring the Impact, OECD Development Centre Working Paper No. 236, OECD, Paris France p.5 
31 World Bank (2008), Decentralization in Client Countries: An Evaluation of World Bank Support, 1990-2007, World Bank Independent 

Evaluation Group, Washington DC, USA 
32 World Bank (2004) Lessons learned from decentralisation of health services: a comparative analysis of Indonesia, Philippines and 

Vietnam. World Bank, Washington DC, USA. 
33 Edquist, L. (2005) Decentralization of Educational Management in Vietnam. MA Thesis, Jönköping University, Sweden. 
34 Phuc, T. V. (2006) Decentralization and delegation during PAR process in Vietnam.  Paper delivered by Minister of Home Affairs at the 

regional forum on reinventing government in Asia.  Seoul, Korea September 6-8, 2006. 
35 Fford, A. (2003) Decentralisation in Vietnam – working effectively at provincial and local government level: A comparative analysis of 

Long An and Quang Ngai provinces.  Report produced for AusAID, Hanoi, Vietnam. 
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national governments can realistically achieve, performance improves and the foundation for continuous 
improvement is established.32 35 
 

Evidence from Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam highlight that services improve with political commitment, 
finance that follows function and finance allocated according to need.32  Lessons learned from Vietnam 
demonstrate that reform of service delivery was driven by political commitment at all levels of government.35 36  
The reform processes in Indonesia, Philippines and Vietnam, whilst responding to popular demands for 
improved public services, were driven by political leaders with a commitment to improving delivery of services.32  
Key to success is budget allocation: funds should follow function.  Budget processes that transfer funds from 
central to sub-national government according to function and the estimated cost of services are shown to be 
effective.  For example, in the Philippines poor fiscal design led to a mismatch between budget allocation and 
function, leading to poor service delivery at Province and Barangay (district) levels.  When the national 
government reformed the process to better match grants and function, health outcomes improved.  Conversely, 
poor health sector outcomes resulted in Vietnam when budget allocations were made on the basis of population 
rather than need and fiscal capacity of provincial governments.32 
 

Lessons learned from the health sector in Indonesia, Philippines and Vietnam demonstrate the benefits of using 
just a few targeted programs for sub-national service delivery in each sector.32  Multiple programs create 
confusion and lead to small budget allocations per program while simple programs are more transparent and 
more likely to lead to positive outcomes.  If budget allocations are inappropriate, service delivery depends on 
user fees but where these represent a significant source of funding for the recurrent costs of sub-national service 
provision, the poorest in the community are less likely to access those services.  For example, in Vietnam, 
decentralisation reform included an increased district allocation of total provincial expenditures.  This was 
measured to result in negative impacts on the poorest 20% of the community through both decreased household 
income and reduce access to health and other services.37  The introduction and funding of a national Health 
Care for the Poor program reformed the budget process and increased the share of national funding allocated 
to health service delivery at provincial and district levels, which resulted in service improvement.36 
 

Motivation, in-service training and retention of competent public service staff at sub-national levels is critical for 
sustainable and effective service delivery.32 33  This requires attention to human resource management issues 
such as fair compensation, suitable conditions of service including housing and regular in-service training.  
Human resource management supports creativity and pro-activity by sub-national governments – something 
that is critical if decentralisation is to be successful.  As an example, in the area of planning and management 
in Vietnam there is no clear mechanism that enables or encourages the provincial and district governments to 
be pro-active or creative. While the central administration has expertise and its national programs reflect both 
national concerns and the means of delivering expertise to the provinces, central administrators may not have 
enough local information to make decisions. Local planning and management tasks, especially at the district 
and village levels, require professional expertise that should be encouraged through in-service training and 
incentives for pro-active and creative problem solving.35  This highlights the importance of connecting top-down 
policy-making and resourcing with bottom-up planning and implementation.33  Related to this is the role of civil 
society as a legitimate partner for sub-national service delivery.  Experience in Vietnam emphasises the 
contribution that civil society can make as a partner in service delivery at village level.36  For example, women’s 
groups play an active role in ante-natal care of pregnant women and communicating safe birth messages. 
  

                                                

 

36 Frehner, W. (2009) Decentralisation, administrative reform and strengthening communal self-administration in Vietnam.  Konrad-

Adenauer-Stiftung e.V. 
37 Nguyen, H. P. (2008) What is in it for the poor? Evidence from fiscal decentralization in Vietnam.  MPRA Paper No. 9344. Maxwell 

School of Citizenship and Public Affairs, Syracuse University, USA. 
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The role of development assistance in decentralisation 
The OECD Review found that external support to decentralisation programs broadly came in three forms:30 

 Creating a favourable legal and political environment – which may include technical support to develop 
important policies and laws, facilitation of linkages between officials from other decentralised settings, and 
facilitating a national dialogue. 

 Assistance to start implementation – which may take the form of training and other capacity building 
support for personnel and elected officials at different levels of government.  Development of the detailed 
regulations required in areas such as budgeting and fiscal transfers are also included in this category. 

 Assistance to deepen and sustain decentralisation – particularly where policies have not been fully 
implemented.  Specific forms of support under this category may include assistance to help lagging sectors 
to better devolve, or support to civil society to deepen accountability at the local level. 

 

Analysis of the Annual Performance Reviews for 91 DFID projects supporting decentralisation found the 
following factors to be important for decentralisation support activities38: 

 understanding local politics and securing political commitment at the local level; 

 building partnerships with partner governments at multiple levels, and with donors; 

 working effectively with civil society organisations; 

 managing institutional complexity by establishing sound communication and coordination practices along 
with opportunities to participate across levels and parts of government and NGOs. 

 ensuring effective M&E by focusing on outcomes (that is behaviour changes). 
 

Lessons learned in other countries identify consistent themes and good practice guidelines for decentralisation 
support from donors.39  In summary, these are: 

 Development partners must understand the full complexity of issues in decentralised/decentralising 
environments 

 Partner government commitment to decentralisation is critical 

 Greater alignment with partner government policies, priorities and systems is necessary 

 It is important to build inclusive partnerships across all levels of government 

 Focus on building service delivery and implementation capacity at both central and local levels 

 Engage effectively with civil society 

 Increase and improve the quality of harmonisation between development partner programs 

 Enhance the quality and use of information from monitoring and evaluation 

 Maintain realistic expectations, flexibility and a long term view. 
 

Lessons learned and recommendations for donors and governments from the OECD review include:30 
 

General 

 Donors need to provide support over long time periods in order to see results 

 Central government commitment and budget allocation is a precondition for success 

 Co-ordinate support with partner governments’ policies and implementation plans 

 Establish arenas for information sharing and donor co-ordination 

 Support partner government in poverty orientation of programs. 
 

Support for fiscal decentralisation 

 Ensure funds follow function 

 Emphasise accountability with outcome-based targets 

 Focus more on local government’s own financial development and sustainability 

 Support fiscal system development in a holistic way to ensure local government incentives to perform. 
 

                                                

 

38 DFID (2008) DFID’s Contribution to Decentralisation and Local Governance: A Stocktake. Governance and Social Development Group 

Policy and Research Division, Department for International Development, London, UK 
39 AusAID (2009) Decentralisation and sub-national government support activities – a review of development partner evaluations.  

Unpublished internal review, Australian Agency for International Development.  Canberra, Australia 
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