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The Submission Report contains the knowledge and analysis of the members of 11 Organizations of Persons with Disabilities (OPDs) and Disability Service Centers operating in Vientiane and 11 Provinces of Lao PDR:
1. Lao Disabled People’s Association 
2. Lao Disabled Women Development Center
3. Aid for Children with Disabilities Association 
4. Association for the Deaf
5. Association for Autism
6. Intellectual Disability Association 
7. Association for the Blind
8. Association for Vocational Development for the Blind
9. Disability Service Center
10. DMAS Center
11. Hands of Hope Skill Development Center
The Submission Report is structured according to the individual and joint programming and advocacy priorities of the above-mentioned OPDs and aims to complement the information provided in Lao PDR’s initial National Report to the CRPD Committee (2016), and National Reply to the CRPD List of Issues (2020) with the lived experiences and observations of persons with different types and degrees of disability and their caregivers. It is developed with capacity-building and administrative support provided by UNDP Lao PDR and OHCHR Regional Office for South-East Asia. 
The OPDs acknowledge the significant achievements by the Government of Lao PDR in promoting disability inclusion, particularly in the areas of law and policy. The leading role of the National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly (NCDE) has been instrumental in driving the disability agenda across the Government and in deepening engagement with the OPDs.
The OPDs look forward to working closely with the Government to continue implementing the CRPD Convention and strengthening protection of the rights of persons with disabilities in Lao PDR.
Contact Person:
Mr. Samnieng Themmavong 
Director, Lao Disabled People’s Association
+856 20 555 7753
samnieng.ldpa@gmail.com     
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CHAPTER 1
[bookmark: _Toc88913610]Law, Justice, Awareness, and Participation
· Article 5. Equality and Non-Discrimination
· Article 12. Equal Recognition Before the Law
· Article 13. Access to Justice
· Article 29. Participation in Political and Public Life
· Article 30. Participation in Cultural Life, Recreation, Leisure and Sport 
1. Introduction: The law, justice, awareness-raising, and participation are the key elements to protecting and realizing the rights of persons with disabilities and all members of society. The law allows all people to recognize that coexistence requires justice and equity so as not to discriminate on the basis of gender, age, ethnicity, religion, disability, or any other status. Justice, awareness-raising, and participation are then critical in ensuring that the laws that govern society are fair and inclusive whilst promoting social cohesion and understanding between all people from diverse backgrounds.
2. Legislation: After ratifying the CRPD Convention in 2009, the Government made significant efforts to internalize its provisions into Lao PDR’s domestic legislation by both issuing new and amending the existing legislation affecting the rights and interests of persons with disabilities.
The Law on Persons with Disabilities, issued in 2018, provides the detailed definition of a person with a disability as “an individual who has a physical impairment, and/or impairment that affects her/his sight, hearing, speech, intellectual health or in any other way that creates a barrier to her/his mobility and full participation in society on a daily basis”. Articles 2 and 9-14 provide the list and definitions of different types of disability, but do not specify psycho-social disability among them. 
The Law spells out the rights of persons with disabilities to special and mainstream education, health treatment and rehabilitation, participation in sports and culture, employment, access to public information and infrastructure. It also guarantees that persons with all types and degrees of disability receive a disability certificate or ID card. Besides, the Law refers to special benefits for persons with disabilities, such as exemption from assistive products’ costs, educational and TVET fees, tax for MSMEs owned by persons with disabilities. However, several limitations still persist in the legislative provisions of the Law: for example, there are no special references to independent living, communication, and language, including Lao Sign Language, access to justice and legal aid services, and measures to counter discrimination and stigma against persons with disabilities, particularly women and children with disabilities.  
In Lao PDR, the promotion of equal access to justice and participation of persons with disabilities in all aspects of society is guided by the Constitution of Lao PDR and several Laws of general application such as the Decree on Legal Aid, Decree on Associations, Law on Sports and Physical Activities. 
The Constitution of Lao PDR “acknowledges, respects, protects and guarantees human rights and fundamental freedoms of all Lao citizens in accordance with the Law” (Article 34). It promotes social security benefits for persons with disabilities and their families (Article 28) and guarantees that workers with disabilities have the right to receive assistance in the event of disability acquired at work (Article 39). The Decree on Legal Aid guarantees persons with all types and degrees of disability access to free legal advice and counseling (Article 32). The Decree on Associations describes the registration process of OPDs as non-profit associations (NPAs) under the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare. The Law on Sport and Physical Activities promotes equal right to exercise, participate and enjoy sports among all Lao citizens, including persons with disabilities (Articles 6 and 13).
Despite the number of legislative provisions on the rights of persons with disabilities to justice, due process of law, participation, and freedom of association, these regulations are not yet well-enforced and budgeted across sectors, and persons with disabilities continue to face barriers to accessing the Government’s special benefits, including free legal advice and counseling and participate in social and political spheres at all levels on an equal basis with others. 
3. Facts / Statistics: The localized data collected by World Education in 2019 only in 2 Districts (Kham District, Xiengkhouang Province, and Xayphouthong District, Savannakhet Province) shows that:
· Community awareness of disabilities, particularly those invisible, remains scarce. Nearly 60% of persons with disabilities in Kham District and 75% in Xayphouthong District identified with the Washington Group’s Questions did not self-report having a disability. 
When asked whether the Survey’s participants, both with and without disabilities, knew anyone with a disability, around 3/4 of respondents reported that they knew of someone among their family members, relatives, friends, neighbors, or villagers. About 1/3 reported they knew of a neighbor with a disability. At the same time, among those who knew of someone with a disability, only 80% in Kham District and 60% in Xayphouthong District communicated or interacted with persons with disabilities in their community.
The qualitative interviews identified that persons with disabilities as a group were viewed as different and distinct from most persons without disabilities in both Districts. The respondents’ understanding of a “disability” was largely limited to physical and vision impairments and people who are deaf or hard of hearing. The respondents from all the focus groups who were able to identify that they were aware of persons with disabilities living in their community again predominantly referred to persons with visible disabilities. 
· Positive attitudes towards persons with disabilities prevail at the community level. More than 90% of the respondents, both with and without disabilities, said there would “be no problem if a person with a disability was” either a colleague, neighbor, or classmate. Reflecting on attitudes of others, 90% of the Survey’s participants suggested that women with disabilities could work, 85% – that children with disabilities could play with children without disabilities, 83.5% – that persons with disabilities could get married, and 77.5% – had children. Fewer respondents thought that persons with disabilities could live independently (70.8%) and make positive contributions to their Village (64.3%). On the other hand, 24% of the respondents agreed that persons with disabilities were still subject to inappropriate jokes, comments, or humiliation in their community. 
· Fewer persons with disabilities participate in social gatherings, including with their relatives, and community festivals. In Kham District, only 62% of persons with disabilities participated in social gatherings with family, 58.3% with friends and peers, and 74.9% took part in religious gatherings and Lao New Year; in Xayphouthong District – 55%, 46.2%, and 81.1%, respectively.
· Persons with disabilities continue having less voice in community-level decision-making, including at regular village meetings, farmers’ group meetings, Lao Youth Union’s and Lao Women’s Union’s village meetings, village guard meetings, etc. In Kham District, 51.5% of persons with disabilities contributed opinions in community meetings, and 34.2% presented their views on community-related issues directly to their Village Chief; in Xayphouthong District – only 34.6% and 18.4%, respectively.
76% of persons with disabilities in 2 Districts combined reported not participating in any local organization or association. 18.7% of them participated in the mass organizations, 2% in micro-credit groups, and 1.5% in cooperative clubs, whilst not one person with a disability reported participating in an OPD at the local level.
[bookmark: _tyjcwt][bookmark: _3ivau8gxp2s8][bookmark: _1t3h5sf]Only a half (56.2%) of all the respondents, both with and without disabilities, in 2 Districts combined, believed that persons with disabilities could participate in community-level decision-making.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Nguyen, L., Pryor, W. and Marella, M., et al., 2020. Community Based Inclusive Development (CBID) Demonstration Model Impact Assessment – Baseline Survey Report. World Education Inc, Vientiane.] 

4. Lived Experiences: The lack of the community- and household-level dissemination of the existing legislation, and legal understanding and knowledge among persons with disabilities, combined with the limited access to media and digital devices, has prevented the significant number of persons with disabilities, especially those who are deaf and blind, and those from poor and near-poor households and/or living in remote areas, from accessing necessary information about their rights and entitlements. Therefore, many of their legal rights and entitlements are not secured, making them unable to seek support, protection, and special benefits. 
Many persons with disabilities across the country continue lacking either personal documents or disability certificates verified by authorities, which prevents them from accessing essential services and special benefits enshrined in the Law, as well as participating in social and political spheres. Although the Law on Persons with Disabilities guarantees a disability ID card for persons with all types and degrees of disability, to date, the issuance process has been streamlined for UXO survivors only. OPDs continue issuing basic disability certificates for domestic purposes of other persons with disabilities that have no legal effect and cannot be used to access the Government’s special benefits. 
“I have never voted and did not know I could vote because I do not have an ID card. Many years ago, the institution responsible for issuing family books removed my name from my family book. They thought because I was a person with vision impairment, my name was not necessary for this document. Without a family book, I cannot issue an ID card and even open a bank account,” a man who is blind from a rural area, 28.
Legal aid: The awareness of legal aid services available to persons with disabilities remains limited at the community and household levels. Persons with disabilities who need legal advice and counseling often do not know whom to contact and have limited capacity to collect and complete technical documentation to submit a case to a legal aid provider. Most local lawyers do not possess the necessary knowledge on the rights and needs of persons with disabilities and skills to serve to and interact with them. As the national Legal Aid Fund has been facing financial constraints, most legal aid providers still require a professional fee, including from vulnerable and marginalized populations, despite the Decree. To date, only those persons with disabilities who are financially secured and/or supported by their families may rely on legal support from a remunerated lawyer of their choice.
“I need urgent legal support but cannot afford a consultation with a professional lawyer. I heard that persons with disabilities could receive free legal aid, but there is no accessible information on whom and how to ask for help,” a man who is blind from an urban area, 30.  
The national legal aid hotlines, operated by the Ministry of Justice and Lao Bar Association, remain inaccessible to persons who are deaf as not one of the legal aid providers knows Lao Sign Language, and these services continue using oral communication (not text or video calls). Where the information on the national legal aid hotlines, particularly on their telephone numbers, is published or printed, it is inaccessible to persons with vision impairments.
When receiving legal aid in the face of violence, persons with disabilities can access the national protections hotlines, managed by the Lao Women’s Union, and complete a referral process in the same manner as others in the community. To date, there is no dedicated and fully accessible hotline for persons with disabilities to seek emergency advice and protection in the case of a violent event. 
Official statistics on persons with disabilities accessing the national legal aid and protection hotlines remain limited.
Participation: 
NCDE: The NCDE, with the Secretariat Office at the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and branches in each Province, is the inter-governmental body in charge of the coordination of the disability sector in Lao PDR and translation of the Law on Persons with Disabilities into policy. According to the Law on Persons with Disabilities (Article 49), the NCDE consists of 10 Deputy Ministers and OPDs. The Lao Statistics Bureau is not part of the Committee Board. The current NCDE’s Terms of Reference do not specify what OPDs are the NCDE Members.
The NCDE Secretariat has initiated meetings composed of technical-level representatives from the line Ministries, mass organizations, and 2 OPDs – Lao Disabled People’s Association and Lao Disabled Women Development Center – that gather on a regular basis to exchange information and look at ways to improve the cross-sectoral coordination of disability-related efforts at both national and sub-national levels. Through these stakeholder meetings, 2 OPDs were consulted on Lao PDR’s initial National Report to the CRPD Committee (2016), National Reply to the CRPD List of Issues (2020), as well as the Law on Persons with Disabilities, and several sectoral Laws such as on Education and Construction. Other OPDs representing particular disabilities are not currently included in policy-making.
“Our OPD has never been invited to attend any meetings organized by the Government so far. We were not consulted even when the Law and Policy [on Persons with Disabilities] were drafted. While a few OPDs had a chance to contribute to those important discussions, they could not represent all types and degrees of disability and decide for us all”, an employee of an OPD from an urban area, 61.
Although there are regular cross-sectoral meetings organized by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare at the NCDE level, to date, there are no guidelines for other Ministries and mass organizations that ensure the participation of persons with disabilities in decision-making and implementation. OPDs currently do not have any existing partnership with the line Ministries, and NCDE Secretariat continues to be the only existing partnership between OPDs and the Government. 
Programmes meant to foster the participation of persons with disabilities in social and political spheres are restricted due to low budget allocations, which is consistent across multiple sectors and levels. The NCDE remains financially constrained to allocate a budget for activities directly enhancing the development and participation of OPDs. In this regard, only the Ministry of Education and Sports and Ministry of Health lead in terms of having a dedicated budget to implement their sectoral Policy, Strategy, and Action Plan, respectively, on inclusive education and health and rehabilitation.
OPDs: There are currently 7 OPDs registered as NPAs by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and 3 Disability Service Centers registered as enterprises by the Ministry of Industry and Commerce. Although the numbers of their members are growing, 10 of them operate only at the central level and have scarce representation across the Provinces, particularly in remote areas. Only the Lao Disabled People’s Association manages 11 provincial branches that are working to capitalize on village meetings as a mechanism to spread information about disability rights and services at the community and household levels and convene Village Committees of Persons with Disabilities. 
All OPDs, both at the national and sub-national levels, lack technical and organizational capacities, computer literacy, partnership, and advocacy skills, as well as access to systematic and sustainable funding and human resources. 
“The OPD that I work for faces organizational and financial difficulties and has limited attention from the Government and INGOs. Most of our staff are currently serving as volunteers. We cannot raise funds and carry out activities that can assist our members and other persons with disabilities as they need,” an employee of an OPD from an urban area, 48. 
INGOs and other development partners continue to have limited engagement with OPDs in their capacity-building, awareness-raising events, and small-grant programmes, leaving those OPDs most in need of support behind and creating unhealthy competition that has already impacted the OPDs’ function of representing their members at the policy level and effectively cooperating with each other.
To date, there is no directory of OPDs and their provincial branches registered across the country, and only 1 OPD manages a website with all others communicating on their corporate and personal social media pages on an ad-hoc basis. This contributes to the limited awareness of the Government and development partners of their needs and programming.
In 2019, to improve cooperation and cohesion among OPDs, the organizations operating at the central level initiated a discussion with the NCDE on the registration of a National Federation of OPDs that could represent all types and degrees of disability, work on joint programming and advocacy, and participate in decision-making on behalf of all. OPDs drafted a Joint Regulation and submitted it to the NCDE for approval. The NCDE did not accept the initiative referring to the Decree on Associations that does not regulate networks or councils of registered NPAs and, therefore, did not submit it further to the Ministry of Home Affairs for their consideration. In the absence of a National Federation, the OPDs have established an informal DPO Committee, which meets on an ad-hoc basis to better understand OPDs individual activities and find ways to support each other. The chairpersonship of this Committee rotates among the OPDs’ Executive Directors. The 2 OPDs that have access to cross-sectoral meetings at the NCDE level have limited capacity to serve as a liaison point between the NCDE and DPO Committee.
5. OPDs’ Programming: Due to the limited technical, organizational, and financial capacities, human resources, and engagement with the Ministry of Justice, Lao Women’s Union, and Ministry of Home Affairs, the OPDs’ programming in the areas of law, justice, awareness-raising, and participation remains limited to small-scale dissemination and sports activities, mainly funded by INGOs. To date, they are no OPD-led projects targeting increased participation of persons with disabilities in decision-making or advocating and facilitating access to justice and legal aid for persons with disabilities. There have been limited data collection efforts by OPDs either among their members or broader community through implemented activities. There have been no knowledge products produced by an individual or several OPDs yet. 
As outlined in the section above, in 2015-2019, on behalf of persons with disabilities, only the Lao Disabled People’s Association and Lao Disabled Women Development Center, mainly representing persons with physical disabilities, attended every drafting workshop on the National Policy, Strategy, and Action Plan on Persons with Disabilities conducted by the NCDE, including the finalization workshop for all the line Ministries and mass organizations to approve the drafts. Since 2018, these 2 OPDs contributed to 8 drafting workshops to elaborate the national disability legislation. Other OPDs representing particular types of disability were not included in such consultations.
The Lao Disabled People’s Association developed and conducted 30 Disability Rights and Equality Trainings (DRETs) to raise awareness on the CRPD Convention and Law on Persons with Disabilities among the Government, NPAs, and INGOs with 750 participants from 11 Provinces engaged. 
To raise awareness of the CRPD Convention and new Law on Persons with Disabilities, in 2016-2020, the Lao Disabled Women Development Center also organized 113 awareness-raising activities reached 400 people in Sekong, Attapeu, Saravan, and Champasack Provinces, and in 2019-2020 – 852 people, including Village Chiefs, in Vientiane and Luang Prabang Provinces. 
In 2018-2019, the Aid for Children with Disabilities Association supported the Government to disseminate the Law on Persons with Disabilities in Vientiane and Oudomxay Provinces through 2 workshops for 35 participants, including Village Chiefs. 
In 2021, the DMAS Center organized an online Legal Framework Analysis Session for 30 people to review the national disability legislation against the 2025 ASEAN Enabling Masterplan and CRPD Convention and collaborated with the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to disseminate the 2025 ASEAN Plan among the NCDE Members and OPDs. The Center also organized 20 Diversity and Inclusion Trainings (DITs) for the Government, NPAs, and private sector, with 240 participants involved.
In 2019, the Association for Autism hosted the ASEAN Autism Network Board Meeting in Vientiane with representation from 10 countries of the region and the ASEAN Secretariat.
In 2019, with the support from the development partners, the Lao Disabled People’s Association, Lao Disabled Women Development Center, Association for Autism, Intellectual Disabilities Association, Association for the Deaf and Disability Service Center, developed a Joint Advocacy Plan for coordinated dialogue with policy-makers which, to date, they do not have the capacity to implement and scale it up. These OPDs also developed the first OPDs-owned Joint Training Package on disability-inclusive development (DID Training) to help different stakeholders mainstream disability rights into their development programming and operations. To date, these OPDs conducted trainings for 44 disability champions and 20 private businesses in Vientiane and Luang Prabang Provinces. 
In 2021, in the second cycle of Lao PDR’s Voluntary National Review on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, through the Lao Civil Society Coordination Office, the Lao Disabled People’s Association, Lao Disabled Women Development Center, Association for Autism, Intellectual Disabilities Association, Association for the Deaf, Disability Service Center and DMAS Center contributed to the CSOs’ Joint Spotlight Report assessing the Government’s achievements on 17+1 SDGs. They elaborated 5 recommendations on the rights and interests of persons with disabilities, including their equal access to healthcare, free lifelong education, participation in the labour market, access to public infrastructure, and legal awareness and knowledge. 
To raise awareness on disability diversity and advocate for disability inclusion, in 2016-2019, the Association for Autism organized 3 public events to mark the World Autism Awareness Day in Vientiane and Champasack Provinces, with more than 2,000 participants involved. In 2016-2018, the Intellectual Disability Association conducted 18 trainings on persons with intellectual disabilities and their rights for more than 500 people. Since 2016, the Association for the Deaf has organized 6 public events to mark the International Day of Sign Languages and produced 25 videos to advocate for the recognition and equal status of Lao Sign Language. To raise awareness of the situation of persons with different types and degrees of disability across the country and promote their rights and inclusion, every year, OPDs organize a join celebration of the International and National Days of Persons with Disabilities in Vientiane.
In the past 5 years, the Intellectual Disability Association and NCDE have organized the annual National Special Olympics in Vientiane, with more than 100 participants each year. Under the NCDE’s leadership, the Intellectual Disability Association represented Lao PDR in 6 International Special Olympics. In 2019, the Association for Autism partnered with a local Inclusive Sports Coach who developed and delivered comprehensive Training-for-Trainers on inclusive sports for children with disabilities, involved trainers, caregivers, and children with intellectual disabilities and autism from Lao PDR, Japan, Myanmar, Cambodia, Thailand, and Viet Nam. 
The Lao Disabled People’s Association is the only permanent member of the National Paralympics Committee among all registered OPDs.
6. Recommendations:
· Law on Persons with Disabilities: (1.1) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to develop amendments to the Law on Persons with Disabilities to better align it with the CRPD Convention by (a) extending the definition of “disability” to psycho-social disorders to capture the evolving concept of disability; (b) adding the concepts of “communication”, “language/Lao Sign Language”, and “independent living”, and (c) developing a special regulation guiding the implementation of the Decree on Legal Aid to ensure persons with disabilities are provided with equal access to justice and legal aid services, as well as countering discrimination and stigma against persons with disabilities, especially women and children with disabilities. (1.2) The National Assembly, National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly, and OPDs to establish a mechanism to monitor the implementation of the Law on Persons with Disabilities across all the line Ministries and at all levels. (1.3) The National Assembly to ensure coherency between the Law on Persons with Disabilities and new and amended the legislation across all the sectors. 
· Awareness-raising: (1.4) The National Institution of Law Dissemination, Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, and OPDs to disseminate the following information in accessible formats and through accessible channels among all the Village Offices, as well as persons with disabilities and their families, especially those from poor and near-poor households and/or living in remote areas, and educate them on: (a) the Law on Persons with Disabilities, and all other sectoral Laws and policies applicable to persons with disabilities (Law on Healthcare, Education, Labour, Social Security, TVET, Legal Aid, Preventing and Combatting Violence against Women and Children, Land Transportation, etc.); (b) detailed information on allowances, fee exemptions (public transportation, schools, TVET, etc.), free services (legal aid, rehabilitation, and assistive products), and all other entitlements guaranteed by the Law and provided to persons with disabilities across the country.
· ID cards: (1.5) The Ministry of Home Affairs to prioritize persons with disabilities of all ages within the mobile civil registration activities to ensure that persons with disabilities, including those living in remote areas, have national passports. (1.6) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and Ministry of Health to initiate the issuance of disability certificates or ID cards for persons with all types and degrees of disability, particularly those living in remote areas. 
· Access to legal aid: (1.7) The Ministry of Justice and Lao Bar Association to ensure the legal aid services are delivered in accessible formats and through accessible channels while kept confidential, and current and emerging legal aid providers are regularly trained on the rights and needs of persons with disabilities. (1.8) The Lao Women’s Union and Lao Youth Union to launch a dedicated gender- and age-sensitive hotline to serve survivors of discrimination, abuse, and violence among persons with disabilities. (1.9) The Ministry of Justice, Lao Bar Association, and Lao Women’s Union to systematically collect and disaggregate data on persons requesting and receiving legal advice and counseling by gender, age, and disability status.
· [bookmark: _Hlk77880706]Participation: (1.10) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to allocate sufficient annual budgets to enhance the capacities of OPDs to participate in the dissemination, implementation, and monitoring of the CRPD Convention, Law on Persons with Disabilities, and other sectoral Laws and policies applicable to persons with disabilities. (1.11) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to establish and enforce the guidelines for the line Ministries and mass organizations to systematically engage OPDs in the development and implementation of their sectoral legislation, policies, and regulations; as well as disability-responsive budgeting and budget allocation processes. (1.12) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and Ministry of Home Affairs to create favorable conditions for OPDs to raise funds for their operations, programming, and advocacy activities.

CHAPTER 2
[bookmark: _Toc88913611]Health
· Article 25. Health
· Article 26. Habilitation and Rehabilitation
1. Introduction: Persons with disabilities have the same health needs as every other member of the population, including immunization, screening, sexual and reproductive health, and all other aspects of regular healthcare. They may also have additional or more complex health requirements because of their disability and the consequences of the disability. Availability and accessibility of timely and quality healthcare information and services play a key role in protecting and realizing the rights of persons with disabilities and all members of society.
2. Legislation: In Lao PDR, equal access to health information and services, as well as rehabilitation and insurance, is guaranteed by the Law on Persons with Disabilities and Laws of general application, such as the Law on Hygiene, Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, Law on Healthcare, and Law on Health Insurance.  
The Law on Persons with Disabilities states that persons with disabilities shall receive medical treatment, including immunization, examination, and diagnosis at hospitals, health centers, diagnostic rooms, and other treatment facilities as defined in the relevant laws. Only poor or near-poor persons with disabilities and those who are unable to support themselves and have no caregivers shall be exempted from medical expenses (Article 28). 
According to the Law, persons with disabilities can also receive physical and mental rehabilitation, surgical services, body modification and cosmetic surgery, assistive products, and mobility aids. Rehabilitation shall be coordinated on a case-by-case basis, such as rehabilitation at the hospital, closest Center for Medical Rehabilitation, community-based, and household rehabilitation. Again, the Law exempts only poor or near-poor persons with disabilities and those who are unable to support themselves and have no caregivers from rehabilitation services’ fees, the costs for equipment, assistive products, and mobility aids (Article 29).
The Law on Hygiene, Disease Prevention, and Health Promotion enshrines equal access to hygiene and health information, advice, and services by persons with all types and degrees of disability (Article 43). The Law on Healthcare guarantees all Lao citizens the right to life and equal access to health treatment or procedures and targets persons with disabilities as the key beneficiaries of the healthcare provision in the country (Article 4). The Law on Health Insurance also refers to the equality of all Lao citizens in accessing health insurance (Article 2); however, it does not exempt persons with disabilities from contributions to the National Health Insurance Fund.
Despite the number of legislative provisions guaranteeing the right of persons with disabilities to health, the awareness of the existing regulations, ownership, and budget allocations remain inadequate, and persons with disabilities continue to face barriers to accessing timely and quality health information, treatment, and rehabilitation at all levels on an equal basis with others.
3. Facts / Statistics: The nationwide data of the Disability Monograph from the 2015 Population and Housing Census reveals a significant evolution of the main causes of disability over the past decade: 
· The findings show the decrease in the incidence of the main disability causes, particularly congenital causes (from 38% to 19%) and UXO (from 10.6% to 4.4%), which in 1995 accounted for almost 1/2 of the disability causes and now for only 1/4.
· Illness grew from 28.5% to 44.7% to become the top-disabling cause. As evidenced by recent health surveys, although the main causes of mortality and morbidity in the country are still communicable diseases (including dengue fever, malaria, respiratory infections, and gastrointestinal disease), the incidence of non-communicable diseases (diabetes, hypertension, cancer, cerebrovascular disease, cardiovascular disease, and neurodegenerative diseases) are increasing.
· The general assumptions of the population projections in Lao PDR indicate a continuous rise in life expectancy at birth for both males and females from 2015 to 2045, which may accelerate the increase of aging-related disabilities (Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease, etc.) and special healthcare needs in the coming years. 
· Although the proportion of disabilities reportedly caused by accident, including traffic accidents, decreased (from 15.9% to 7.2%), the incidence of road traffic crashes on disabling wounds and injuries will keep growing. It is estimated that road traffic accidents cause 10 times more injuries than deaths in Lao PDR, which may have a significant impact on disability prevalence and increase of special healthcare needs.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2020. Monograph of Lao PDR From the 2015 Population and Housing Census, Lao Statistics Bureau, Vientiane.] 

In addition, the localized data collected by World Education in 2019 only in 2 Districts (Kham District, Xiengkhouang Province, and Xayphouthong District, Savannakhet Province) shows that:
· Persons with disabilities experience poorer health and wellbeing. Compared with 14.4% of persons without disabilities, 3/4 of persons with disabilities (73.3%) in Kham District and about 1/2 (54.2%) in Xayphouthong District reported poor health, and about twice as many persons with disabilities had been sick enough to miss 3 or more days of work or school in the past 3 months. The self-rated likelihood of depression among persons with disabilities was only 5.2% and 6.5% in Kham and Xayphouthong Districts, respectively.
· Persons with disabilities require more access to healthcare but continue to face multiple barriers. Compared to persons without disabilities, about twice as many persons with disabilities (56% and 43.1% in Kham and Xayphouthong Districts, respectively) reported needing healthcare in the last 3 months. Despite higher needs for healthcare among persons with disabilities, there was no difference between persons with and without disabilities concerning their ability to access healthcare services when it was needed. More than 90% and 80% of people in Kham and Xayphouthong Districts, respectively, who required healthcare in the last 3 months said they were able to access it, whether or not they had any functional difficulties, at all of the time.
In 2 Districts combined, among those persons with disabilities who reported they could not access healthcare services, direct costs (35.4%), lack of information (29.2%), and distance to a healthcare facility (19.9%) accounted for the 3 greatest barriers.
· Awareness of and access to assistive products and rehabilitation services by persons with disabilities remains low, particularly in remote areas. Only 28.7% of persons with disabilities reported using assistive products, such as prosthetics, crutches, wheelchairs, and eyeglasses, with 68% of women less likely to use them than men. The qualitative interviews identified that assistive products were mostly unavailable or difficult to access, especially outside major cities. To access products, people reported needing to travel to the provincial Centers for Medical Rehabilitation. War Veterans clarified that they were able to access assistive products with support from the Ministry of Defense but that other persons with disabilities did not have the same access. Several respondents reported that there were a number of INGOs’ projects that provided assistive products in their Village, but many persons with disabilities were unaware of how to access products through these initiatives, so had missed out. 
13% of persons with disabilities in Kham District and 46.1% in Xayphouthong District did not know what rehabilitation was. Among those who felt they understood what rehabilitation was and what it aimed for, only 11.7% and 2.7% in Kham and Xayphouthong Districts, respectively, reported they needed access to it. The qualitative interviews revealed that rehabilitation services were not available at the community level in both Districts but required people to travel to the closest Center for Medical Rehabilitation, although these are available only in 5 Provinces. Traveling to these Centers was inaccessible and unaffordable to most interviewed persons with disabilities who may benefit from rehabilitation.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Nguyen, L., Pryor, W. and Marella, M., et al., 2020. Community Based Inclusive Development (CBID) Demonstration Model Impact Assessment – Baseline Survey Report. World Education Inc, Vientiane.] 

4. Lived Experiences: 
Health services availability: The healthcare needs of persons with disabilities are varied, but the available healthcare services do not reflect this diversity of need. Despite the decrease by a factor of 2,5 in the UXO accidents as the top-disabling cause in the past decade, the majority of healthcare services available to persons with disabilities continue catering to those with physical disabilities and, more specifically, to persons affected by UXO accidents, with a strong focus on rehabilitation and assistive products, but provide little comprehensive primary and follow-up healthcare services. 
Primary healthcare services for persons who are blind or deaf are especially limited. The only specific center that provides services for persons with vision impairments is an Ophthalmology Center operated through the Ministry of Health in Vientiane. The Mahosot Hospital in Vientiane remains to be the only specific center known to provide suitable medical services for persons who are deaf across the country. 
Although there is basic health infrastructure available at the sub-national level, substantial health facilities with more quality services, devices, and therapies are located in Vientiane. Persons with disabilities often have to travel long distances to receive essential services, which entails additional barriers of unavailable or inaccessible transport, as well as high transportation costs. 
“Last month, our daughter got really sick, and we could not bring her to the central hospital because it was too far from our Village and there was no public bus to take,” a caregiver of a child with a physical disability from a rural area, 35.
Some persons with disabilities have to sell livestock or borrow money from micro-credit groups (at interest rates) to cover the transportation costs to travel to a more equipped healthcare facility.
“I am a person with a disability, and it is difficult for me to make money. The last time I needed to see a doctor in the Mahosot Hospital [in Vientiane], my wife sold a goat to our neighbor,” a man with a physical disability from a rural area, 36.
Health services accessibility: Beyond the availability of healthcare services, the ability to access them is often a more prominent concern for persons with disabilities across the country. Most health stations in Lao PDR are not designed in accordance with accessibility technical regulations: have no ramps, elevators, accessible entries, paths and accommodating sanitary facilities for persons with physical disabilities, display boards with loudspeakers to notify those who are blind, documentation in Braille or Lao Sign Language interpreters to facilitate communication during medical examination and treatment. 
The number of healthcare workers trained with knowledge about persons with disabilities is extremely low, and most of them lack skills and experience in serving to and interacting with persons with different types and degrees of disability. 
 “Both my husband and I are deaf. Because of miscommunications with the doctor and midwife, our baby died at birth in the hospital. No one could help us at a critical moment there. After this trauma, I was scared and avoided visiting that hospital. I am now 5 months pregnant and found a sign language interpreter to help me communicate with a doctor in another place from the earlier stage. Because of COVID-19, my sign language interpreter has to stay in the Ban Daeng Village (red-zone Village), and translate all my consultations via video calls,” a woman who is deaf from an urban area, 27.
Health services for persons with intellectual disabilities and autism: Due to the low priority in the National Health Sector Reform Strategy and limited budget allocations, only the “initial management” of persons with intellectual disabilities and autism is currently included in the primary healthcare comprehensive service package, whilst diagnosis and treatment expertise remains underdeveloped only with a handful of practicing psychologists available in Vientiane. To date, the Mahosot Hospital in Vientiane is the only hospital that provides mental health examinations, medication, and therapy. 
“They say that children can become autistic in families with lack or no love. Treatment of a child with autism often starts with putting a frog on her/his tongue because, as many believe, it can help children with autism start speaking. Some families also seek support from a shaman’s magic blows and spells,” an employee of an OPD with disabilities from an urban area, 28.
Caregivers of persons with intellectual disabilities and autism have to seek support in neighboring Thailand and Viet Nam which entails high treatment and prohibitive traveling costs, leaving most families in Lao PDR behind.
 “Several years ago, when my son was little, I noticed that he had difficulties in learning, talking, and playing with other children. I brought him to see several local doctors, but none of them could give a clear answer about what was wrong with my child and how I could help. My friend recommended contacting an American doctor online, who screened my son with a quick questioner remotely and insisted on bringing him to Thailand for diagnosis and treatment as soon as possible. We spent 6 months in Thailand, where my son was diagnosed with autism and received speech, behavior, and developmental therapy. He started to speak at the age of 5. There are so many families who are less lucky than us and would never afford seeking healthcare abroad,” a caregiver of a child with autism from an urban area, 47.
To date, there have been no efforts to systemize official statistics on persons with disabilities, particularly those with intellectual disabilities and autism, accessing public healthcare services, including sexual and reproductive health services (analyzed in Chapter 5). 
Rehabilitation services: All 5 Government-operated Centers for Medical Rehabilitation are located in Vientiane and provincial capitals in Luang Prabang, Savannakhet, Champasack, and Xiengkhouang Provinces, with additional small rehabilitation centers operating at the level of each provincial hospital. The Centers for Medical Rehabilitation provide patients with assistive products and teach them to use their new devices. The continued presence of UXO throughout the country has also generated a significant amount of programmes from INGOs and other development partners for persons with UXO-related disabilities that also provide them with rehabilitation services, assistive products, health, and safety trainings.
However, many persons with disabilities, particularly in remote areas and with no access to media and digital devices, either are not aware of the importance and availability of rehabilitation or give up using these services as traveling long distances entails unaffordable transportation costs.
Where rehabilitation services are available, there is limited availability of specialized services. The most commonly provided rehabilitation services, both by the Government and development partners, target persons with physical and sensory disabilities, while the rehabilitation services and specialists targeting persons with intellectual disabilities, autism, and psycho-social disorders remain overlooked. Home-based rehabilitation services for persons with complex and severe disabilities are currently not provided. 
Although the existing regulations guarantee free assistive products for those in need, many persons with disabilities, particularly in remote areas, are not aware of this entitlement and how to access it. With the growing number of organizations and programmes providing rehabilitation services and products to persons with disabilities, there is a lot of confusion on the types and scopes of free services available through the Government and such organizations. There are many cases where persons with disabilities receiving free commodities are still required to pay a service fee directly to a doctor or nurse in the rehabilitation facility. 
To date, there have been no efforts to systemize official statistics on persons with disabilities requesting and receiving public rehabilitation services and assistive products. 
Health insurance: Public health insurance in Lao PDR covers medical services such as diagnostic and examination services, medical treatment, rehabilitation, hygiene, and health promotion. Despite the great need described in the section above, transportation costs are not covered by the national health insurance scheme. 
To date, persons with disabilities are not exempt from contributing to the Health Insurance Fund, and health insurance remains affordable mainly for educated persons with permanent jobs and steady incomes, leaving the majority of persons with disabilities, particularly in remote areas, behind. Moreover, health examinations, medication, and therapy required for persons with intellectual disabilities, autism and psycho-social disorders are not covered by the national health insurance scheme. 
“No one in our family has health insurance. It is very expensive, and we cannot afford it. When I get sick, I always rely on my family for basic treatment at home,” a woman with a physical disability from an urban area, 40.
To date, there have been no efforts to systemize official statistics on persons with disabilities covered by the national health insurance scheme. 
5. OPDs’ Programming: Due to the limited technical, organizational, and financial capacities, human resources, and engagement with the Ministry of Health, the OPDs’ programming in the areas of healthcare and rehabilitation remains limited to small-scale awareness-raising activities. To date, no OPD has been directly involved in providing persons with disabilities with access to immunization, mental health services, WASH, or nutrition. There have been no public campaigns on affordable and accessible health services, disability certificates or ID cards, and free health insurance led by OPDs yet.
In 2016-2017, the Aid for Children with Disabilities Association provided trainings on community-based rehabilitation to parents of children with disabilities and Village Chiefs in 30 schools in Vientiane, Oudomxay, and Hoauphan Provinces. In addition, in 2017-2018, the Association distributed 150 second-hand wheelchairs to 150 children with disabilities across 6 Provinces to enable them to go to school. This OPD has also been helping children with disabilities access the Centers for Medical Rehabilitation in Vientiane, Luang Prabang, and Xiengkhouang Provinces.
To raise awareness of healthcare workers on services and interactions with patients with disabilities, in 2014-2015, the Lao Disabled Women Development Center conducted 2 workshops for 10 healthcare workers in the Mahosot Hospital and Hatxayfong District Hospital.
In 2021, the DMAS Center supported 37 persons with disabilities in Vientiane to receive COVID-19 vaccination in public health facilities.
6. Recommendations:
· Healthcare accessibility and availability: (2.1) The Ministry of Health and National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly to allocate sufficient annual budgets to enforce a policy that requires public and private health facilities and service providers to deliver or design a roadmap to deliver the equal and accessible healthcare information and services to persons with different types and degrees of disability. (2.2) The Ministry of Health to organize a series of training for current and emerging healthcare workers and community volunteers on the rights and needs of persons with disabilities, including the right to free and informed consent, as well as equip them with the skills to serve to and interact with persons with different types and degrees of disability. (2.3) The Ministry of Health and Ministry of Finance to allocate sufficient annual budgets to build capacity and expertise to diagnose and treat persons with intellectual disabilities and autism; as well as to enhance the mental health services to, inter alia, address aging-related disabilities. (2.4) The Ministry of Health to systematically collect and disaggregate data on persons accessing the public health services, including sexual and reproductive health services, by gender, age, and disability status.
· Health insurance: (2.5) The Ministry of Health to revise the Law on Health Insurance to exempt persons with disabilities from the mandatory contributions to the National Health Insurance Fund to ensure their access to free healthcare information, examination and treatment, or develop  a special regulation that creates this exemption. (2.6) The Ministry of Health to expand the coverage of the health insurance schemes with mental health services, including those available in the neighboring countries; and to consider coverage of transportation costs to access essential healthcare services in major cities. (2.7) The Ministry of Health to systematically collect and disaggregate data on persons with disabilities covered by the national health insurance scheme.
· Rehabilitation: )2.8) The Ministry of Health to develop a national strategy and action plan on rehabilitation for persons with disabilities and allocate sufficient annual budgets to enforce them. (2.9) The Ministry of Health to develop and promote community-based rehabilitation programmes and local rehabilitation services, especially for children with disabilities and groups with intellectual disabilities, autism, and psycho-social disorders. (2.10) The Ministry of Health to expand the coverage of rehabilitation services with transportation costs. (2.11) The Ministry of Health, Centers for Medical Rehabilitation and OPDs to enhance efforts to disseminate information in accessible formats and through accessible channels on the importance and availability of rehabilitation services, as well as prosthetic, orthotic, and other assistive products among persons with disabilities, especially those outside the UXO survivor assistance activities, poor and near-poor households and/or living in remote areas. (2.12) The Ministry of Health and Centers for Medical Rehabilitation to systematically collect and disaggregate data on persons requesting and receiving public rehabilitation services and assistive products by gender, age, and disability status.
Final
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CHAPTER 3
[bookmark: _Hlk77881097][bookmark: _Toc88913612]Education
· Article 24. Education
1. Introduction: Promoting equal access to education for persons with all types and degrees of disability demonstrates the Government’s commitment to protecting and realizing the rights of persons with disabilities and preventing and countering discrimination and stigma against them. Inclusive education represents a critical investment in human resource development that lays a foundation for persons with disabilities to realize their potential, have equal access to employment and income security, and contribute to national socio-economic development.
2. Legislation: In Lao PDR, equal access to education is guaranteed by the Law on Persons with Disabilities, Law on Education, and Inclusive Education Policy, implemented through the National Strategy and Action Plan on Inclusive Education.
The Law on Persons with Disabilities guarantees persons with disabilities access to education both in public and private educational institutions with the provision of reasonable accommodation, adaptive curricula, learning materials, ICT equipment, and teaching methods (Articles 30 and 31). It also states that schools shall implement policies of exemptions and reductions to learning fees for children with disabilities but does not oblige them (Article 32).
The Law on Education reiterates that all Lao citizens have the right to education without referring to persons with disabilities directly (Article 4) but guarantees the provision of learning subsidies and scholarships for disadvantaged students, including those with disabilities (Article 45). The Inclusive Education Policy, National Strategy and Action Plan guide the equitable provision of inclusive, safe, and adaptive education to persons with all types and degrees of disability by awareness-raising at the community and household levels, abolishing registration and tuition fees, reforming curricula, and teaching methods, including in Braille and Lao Sign Language, revising the school construction standards, etc.
Despite the number of legislative provisions on the right of persons with disabilities to education, the awareness of the existing regulations, ownerships, and budget allocations remain inadequate, and persons with disabilities continue to face barriers to accessing disability-friendly special and mainstream education at all levels on an equal basis with others.
3. Facts / Statistics: According to the nationwide data of the Disability Monograph from the 2015 Population and Housing Census, the level of education of persons with disabilities is systematically and significantly lower than in the overall population, regardless of gender or age:
· There is a large literacy gap as only 52.9% of persons with disabilities reported being literate compared to 86% of the overall population. The 2 most disadvantaged categories of persons with disabilities are those related to seeing difficulties (54.1%) and those associated with walking (52.3%) and hearing (45.8%). 
· This gap could be explained by a lack of access to school for persons with disabilities as 4 out of 10 children with disabilities (43.2%) never enrolled in primary school compared to only 1 in 10 in the rest of the population (9.6%). These disparities could be observed in secondary and high school in even larger proportions.
· School retention is much lower for students with disabilities than for others: while about 53.1% of persons with disabilities are going to primary school, there are only 22.1% in high school. The drop-out trends are particularly noticeable between secondary and high education levels.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2020. Monograph of Lao PDR From the 2015 Population and Housing Census, Lao Statistics Bureau, Vientiane.] 

(More data on access to education by children with disabilities is provided in Chapter 5.)
[bookmark: _z337ya]The localized data collected by World Education in 2019 only in 2 Districts (Kham District, Xiengkhouang Province, and Xayphouthong District, Savannakhet Province) affirms the findings of the 2015 Census and shows that:
· Participation in education is much lower among persons with disabilities than those without. In 2 Districts combined, 20% of school-aged children with disabilities have never attended school, compared with 2% of school-aged children with no disabilities. The qualitative interviews revealed that if children with disabilities did attend school, it was generally only for primary school, and they did not progress into secondary or high school education. 
22% and 32% of adults with disabilities aged above 18 have never been enrolled in school in Kham and Xayphouthong Districts, respectively.
Persons with disabilities in both Districts were about 60% less likely to have completed higher education levels. Overall, females and those divorced/separated/widowed were less likely to have higher levels of education.
Among those persons with disabilities who reported they could not access education, poor health (52.1%), unavailable and inaccessible transport (18.3%), and absence of specific teaching aids and approaches (18.3%) accounted for the 3 greatest barriers. During the focus group interviews, some persons with disabilities reported that they had not ever wanted to go to school, with fears of bullying or an assumption of being unable to learn.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Nguyen, L., Pryor, W. and Marella, M., et al., 2020. Community Based Inclusive Development (CBID) Demonstration Model Impact Assessment – Baseline Survey Report. World Education Inc, Vientiane.] 

4. Lived Experiences: In addition to the barriers identified through the focus group interviews conducted by World Education in 2 Districts, the large gap in literacy and educational attainment between persons with and without disabilities could be explained with: the lack of personal/household’s interest and hope for further employment, lack of household support, distant and inaccessible facilities, direct and indirect costs for families (transport, registration and tuition fees, clothing, school supplies, and meals), etc.
In general, there is little community- and household-level awareness of educational opportunities specifically for children with disabilities. The information about special public schools is disseminated to parents and communities mainly through the governmental channels, moving from the central level down to the village-level authorities, and rarely reaches communities and caregivers of children with disabilities.
Most mainstream schools are not considered viable options for children with disabilities, regardless of the type and degree of disability, due to the limited number of teachers, both in quantity and quality, with sufficient skills and experience to educate and interact with children with disabilities. To date, the National Teacher Training College and Faculty of Education of the National University of Lao PDR do not prepare teachers to work with different learning styles and needs in the classroom. 
The high student-to-teacher ratio further limits the ability of teachers to support children with different types and degrees of disability. As a result, many students with disabilities have difficulty learning and drop out of school halfway through or attend classes without being taught. Supporting policies and allowances for mainstream teachers who teach persons with disabilities have not been systematically implemented across the country. Special schools are still viewed as the most appropriate places for children with disabilities by most teachers, households, and communities. 
“My child with autism was able to attend kindergarten with other children without disabilities, but as soon as he moved up to grade 1 of a mainstream school, he could not continue learning and cooperating with the teacher because the subjects became too difficult and made him anxious. His teacher called me and said she did not want to continue teaching him. She advised me to send my child to a special school,” a caregiver of a child with autism from an urban area, 35.
Although both the Law on Persons with Disabilities and Law on Education promote inclusion of persons with disabilities in mainstream education, due to the limited budget allocations, most mainstream schools in Lao PDR, especially in rural areas, remain physically inaccessible and do not provide reasonable accommodation, specialized ICT equipment, and adaptive learning materials. Neither are flexible forms of community-based education such as distance education, home education, or community education promoted. As there is no mandatory list of learning materials and equipment for the education of children with different types and degrees of disability, the provision and management of specialized supportive products for students with disabilities remain inadequate. 
The long-distance keeps many children with disabilities, particularly in remote areas, out of school, as many of those with physical disabilities and who are blind, in particular, cannot walk 2-3 km to a school like most other children in remote areas across the country, and rural households often do not have time to take them to school and back home every day. 
Furthermore, due to tuition fees and indirect expenses on clothing, school supplies, and meals, many poor or near-poor households cannot afford all children to go to school. As families often see that it is less likely that their children with disabilities will be able to use education to earn an income compared to their siblings with no disabilities, many children with disabilities remain out of school.
The availability of higher education opportunities for persons with disabilities is also very limited, with many university programmes not accepting students with disabilities. Although a Technical Education Training Center is available in every Province, it does not systematically provide scholarships to persons with disabilities.
“When I entered the National University of Lao PDR, I applied for majoring in Computer Science and Information Technology. They advised me to choose another specialization because the Faculty did not have accessible teaching materials, and professors were simply afraid of teaching ICT to a blind student,” a man who is blind from an urban area, 24.
To date, there have been no efforts to systemize official statistics on children with disabilities, in and out of school, and school drop-outs.
---
There are some additional barriers preventing persons with particular types of disability to enjoy the right to education:
Access to education by persons who are deaf and blind: Persons with sensory impairments usually begin preparing for a mainstream school in special public institutions for persons with disabilities. In Lao PDR, the first Special Public School for the Deaf and Blind was founded at the Center for Medical Rehabilitation in Vientiane under the auspices of the Ministry of Health in 1993. In 2008, the second Special Public School was opened in Luang Prabang (Luang Prabang Province). The only 2 Special Public Schools now have 211 students with disabilities (94 females), including students from 17 Provinces accommodated in accessible dormitories. The Government provides all the students of the Special Public Schools a stipend of 200,000 LAK/student/month. Although students who are deaf and blind are exempt from all the registration and tuition fees, the Schools may still charge their families on a case-by-case basis.
In the event when children who are deaf do not want to attend a Special Public School, their families may seek private education where curriculum and attendance could be more flexible. The Hands of Hope Skill Development Center in Vientiane is the only special private school for the deaf in Lao PDR, which currently has 50 deaf primary school-age students from Vientiane, Xayaboury, Saravan, and Sekong Provinces. To date, there are no private educational institutions for students who are blind. 
As 2 Special Public Schools for the Deaf and Blind and private Skills Center for the deaf are located in the major cities, many poor or near-poor households, particularly in remote areas, are either unaware of them or decide not to enroll their children with disabilities mainly because of the high transportation cost and other indirect expenses on clothing, school supplies, and meals. 
“Even though I am 30 years old, my biggest dream is to go to school. When I was little, no one wanted to send me to study, and I had to stay at home and support the household chores or do some basic housekeeping work. I have always envied children without disabilities,” a woman who is blind from a rural area, 30.
According to the Association for the Deaf, due to the lack of community- and household-level awareness, persons with hearing and vision impairments, start special schooling later than their peers, with most being enrolled in grade 1 at the age of 10-14, which could make their further transition to mainstream education more challenging. 
To date, Special Public Schools’ students can complete only 5 grades of primary school and 3 grades of secondary education level and then are required to enter the mainstream education system to obtain a high-school diploma. However, the overall number of mainstream schools offering inclusive classes and individual education programmes remains short. Those mainstream educational institutions accepting children with vision impairments often lack tactile and audio signage, embossed textbooks for most subjects, ICT equipment, as well as qualified teachers and school administrative staff. Most conjoint programmes also fall short of fully including students who are deaf, with the lack of personnel who speak Lao Sign Language and are familiar with the Lao Deaf Culture, as well as ICT equipment and visual/video learning materials. 
“I could finish only 3 grades of the special secondary school as there were no mainstream teachers in high school who would accept a deaf student in their class at that time. These days, deaf students can use their smartphones to communicate with a sign language interpreter during their mainstream classes and have more chance to graduate from a high school,” a woman who is deaf from an urban area, 30.
Above all, negative attitudes towards the inclusion of children with sensory impairments into mainstream education still prevail among teachers, school administrative staff and students without disabilities, and their parents.
“I was hit with a UXO bombie when I was in grade 5. I lost my vision and both my arms. The school I had attended before the accident refused to accept me with my complex disability. They thought I would be nothing but trouble. Since then, I have never been returned to education,” a male UXO survivor from a rural area, 29.
Since 1997, Phaxay and Phiawat Primary Schools in Vientiane have conducted inclusive classes for children who are deaf and blind with students without disabilities. The Association for the Deaf and Association for the Blind have been playing an instrumental role in systematically supporting 2 Special Schools and 2 mainstream schools, inter alia, through the provision of learning materials in Lao Sign Language and Braille, embossed textbooks, direct mobility assistance, and training for teachers and students on inclusive education methods.
To date, there are no experts on hearing and vision impairments in the country who could advise and guide the Government, as well as the Special Public Schools and mainstream educational institutions on the promotion of disability-inclusive and accessible teaching and learning.
Access to education by persons with intellectual disabilities and autism: Access to education by persons with intellectual disabilities and autism remains challenging. Due to the lack of qualified teachers and school administrative staff, the majority of the mainstream schools do not accept children, particularly nonverbal, with challenges in learning and socializing. Both public and private schools fail to accommodate such children even at the kindergarten level and ensure their transition to primary school because of the complexity of the mainstream lessons and teaching methods not adopted to the diverse learning styles and needs. To facilitate a smooth transition, caregivers of persons with intellectual disabilities and autism need to seek costly private support and get fully involved in the educational process. Many families have no financial resources and capacity to properly support their special children, particularly those from poor or near-poor households and/or taking care of other family members.
If children with intellectual disabilities and autism finish kindergarten at the age of 6-7 and are capable of continuous learning, they could enter a primary school. The private Center for Intellectual Disabilities in Vientiane and 3 private Autism Centers in Vientiane, Pakse (Champasack Province), and Savannakhet (Savannakhet Province) help to prepare children with disabilities to participate in mainstream classes through teaching daily school routine, reading, writing, socializing with classmates, etc. The Centers partner with a number of public primary schools to further enroll their students in part-time inclusive programmes. All 4 educational institutions provide day-schooling, charge tuition fees, and accommodate students only from the cities of their location, leaving all the families from other Provinces or of low socio-economic backgrounds behind. Children with intellectual disabilities and autism who do not pass through these special Centers are often kept at basic homeschooling or no schooling at all. There are currently 60 students enrolled in the Center for Intellectual Disabilities in Vientiane and 55, 11, and 2 in the Autism Centers in Vientiane, Pakse, and Savannakhet, respectively. To date, there are no public educational institutions specifically for persons with intellectual disabilities and autism.  
“The monthly fee in our Special School is 220 USD. Only a few families with autistic children can afford it. Several years ago, we had a student who suddenly stopped attending classes. We found out that his mother had been admitted to hospital, and the family had sold everything they had, from jewelry to land, to pay for her treatment. His father, a local driver, made only 150 USD a month and could not continue paying for the school. We reduced the fee to 30 USD to bring this child back to learning,” an employee of an OPD from an urban area, 30.
To date, neither the Intellectual Disabilities Association nor the Association for Autism has developed any adaptive curricula or textbooks because the approval process is costly, often requiring a series of workshops with the Ministry of Education and Sports. There are no official educational materials for children with intellectual disabilities and autism available for these OPDs to use, and they have been adopting the existing approved courses for children without disabilities on a case-by-case basis and relying on the enthusiasm and creativity of their teachers and volunteers. 
In addition, both Special Centers have been facing challenges in terms of available space, with the Intellectual Disabilities Association renting a small room at the Nonsavang Primary School and Association for Autism operating in the Executive Director’s private house.
Facilities, curricula, and learning materials available in mainstream schools often are not accessible for students with intellectual disabilities and autism, and those few accessible remain limited to Vientiane. Most teachers and school administrative staff do not possess knowledge of intellectual disabilities or autism and skills to educate and communicate with children with different types and degrees of intellectual disabilities and autism, as well as to fully support their physical and mental wellbeing at school. 
“My son has an intellectual disability. They accepted him in one of the mainstream schools but placed him in a separate classroom so he would not be a distraction for all other students. Sometimes he is absolutely alone there,” a caregiver of a child with an intellectual disability from an urban area, 45.  
As teaching methods need to be adapted to the type and degree of disability of each and every student, including through the development of pictures and other visual materials, in most cases, teachers in the mainstream system are not equipped and have time and resources for this extra work.
“My daughter goes to grade 1 of a mainstream primary school, but no one really teaches her there. Her teacher never has time to help her during the class and delivers lessons at the speed of other students. We are thinking of changing the school, but there are not many options here,” a caregiver of a child with an intellectual disability from an urban area, 39.
Negative attitudes towards children with intellectual disabilities and autism by teachers, school administrative staff, students without disabilities, their parents, and the wider community still prevail. Some parents of students without disabilities are not aware of disabilities, behaviors, and communication means of special children and argue against inclusive education. 
“I had to change the school for my child with autism because he was bullied by non-disabled students there. I heard some parents telling their children not to play with him because he was crazy and could suddenly attack them,” a caregiver of a child with an intellectual disability from an urban area, 48. 
Some parents also ask their children without disabilities to avoid close contact with classmates with intellectual disabilities and autism for fear of contamination of the disease.
“We had to return our daughter to homeschooling because her classmates were chasing her away from all the school gatherings and activities. Their parents told them they could become autistic too when playing with her,” a caregiver of a child with an intellectual disability from an urban area, 41. 
Although there has been some cooperation between the Center for Inclusive Education under the auspices of the Ministry of Education and Sports, Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Association for Autism, and Intellectual Disabilities Association, in the promotion and gradual improvement of the inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities and autism in education, the governmental institutions and other stakeholders do not prioritize either special or mainstream education for persons with intellectual disabilities and autism.
Access to education by persons with physical disabilities: In general, persons with physical disabilities have better access to mainstream education at all levels in comparison to other types of disability. Although many of them can be independent at school and freely communicate with teachers and classmates, they face various physical barriers to accessing transport to/from school and school facilities. As mentioned in the section above, most educational institutions lack ramps, elevators, accessible entries, paths, accommodating sanitary facilities, etc. Higher education also lacks accessible dormitories and campuses. 
There is no mandatory list of specialized ICT equipment and learning materials for the education of children with different types and degrees of disability, and the provision of reasonable accommodation for students with any disability, including physical, remains ad-hoc and depends on the enthusiasm and goodwill of an individual principal or teacher. There is no mechanism to formally request and monitor reasonable accommodation in educational institutions, even in Vientiane.
“When I was 7, I was seriously ill and got injections in both legs. Those injections put me in a wheelchair for all my life. As the road to school was bad and school building was not accessible for a wheelchair, my father and brother helped to carry me there on their backs every day,” a woman with a physical disability from a rural area, 37.   
5. OPDs’ Programming: Although there are some OPDs’ efforts to support essential educational services for children with disabilities, the overall OPDs’ programming in the area of inclusive education remains limited to small-scale scholarships and ad-hoc in-kind support activities, with the duration of no longer than 1 year.
In 2016, with support from development partners, the Association for Autism created a “Lao Autism Talks” mobile application to help teachers and caregivers communicate with nonverbal children with autism. To date, the Association has faced financial and human resource constraints to scaling up this initiative, including by making it more user-friendly and applicable for IOS devices.
In the past 5 years, the Aid for Children with Disabilities Association provided 15 scholarships to 15 children with disabilities with the total amount of 1,500,000 LAK/person. The Association supported 350 primary school students with disabilities from 6 Provinces with school uniforms, bags, textbooks, and school supplies, as well as daily school meals for 450 children with disabilities in 7 Districts in Vientiane. With the support from this OPD, in total, 150 children with disabilities completed primary school, 140 moved up to secondary and high school, 80 enrolled in the National University of Lao PDR, and 20 graduated with a Bachelor's Degree. 
The Lao Disabled Women Development Center also provided scholarships for 150 women and children with disabilities, with 50% completing primary education, 30% continuing studying at the secondary level, and 20% – in high school.
The Association for the Blind and Disability Service Center has been jointly supporting students who are blind to enter and progress through the National University of Lao PDR, at both central and provincial levels, with 25 students already graduated with Bachelor's Diplomas in IT and computer science, business administration, and social sciences. Their support has involved mobility training for students who are blind, training for teachers on how to educate and interact with students who are blind, embossed textbooks production, etc.
6. Recommendations:
· Policy implementation: (3.1) The Ministry of Education and Sports, National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly, and OPDs to enhance efforts to disseminate information in accessible formats and through accessible channels on the provision of learning subsidies and scholarships for children with disabilities across public schools, Education Development Committees, teacher networks and households of children with disabilities. (3.2) The Ministry of Education and Sports to establish a nationwide referral system for persons with disabilities who do not have access to special or mainstream education or who need adequate facilities and reasonable accommodation. (3.3) The Ministry of Education and Sports to systematically collect and disaggregate data on children in and out of school, as well as school drop-outs by gender, age, and disability status. 
· Accessibility and reasonable accommodation: (3.4) The Ministry of Education and Sports and National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly to develop a mandatory list of specialized ICT equipment and learning materials for the education of children with different types and degrees of disability and disseminate it across public schools, Education Development Committees, and teacher networks. (3.5) The Ministry of Education and Sports and Ministry of Public Works and Transport to conduct an accessibility assessment of the system of schools and education facilities across the country; to develop and enact an action plan for their adjustment and renovation towards the universal design; to allocate sufficient annual budgets to ensure that new schools and education facilities meet the requirements of the universal design and access codes and technical regulations of the Standard Handbook on Basic Facilities. (3.6) The Ministry of Education and Sports and Center for Inclusive Education to pilot flexible educational models such as distance education or home education to facilitate access to public education of learners with different types and degrees of disability, including in the event of an emergency.
· Curriculum and teacher qualifications: (3.7) The Ministry of Education and Sports and Center for Inclusive Education to accelerate the development and implementation of a curriculum that can cater to children with diverse learning needs, particularly children with intellectual disabilities and autism. (3.8) The Ministry of Education and Sports to ensure that both current and emerging teachers are trained on the rights and interests of children with disabilities and are equipped to educate and interact with students with different types and degrees of disability by, inter alia: (a) strengthening the existing inclusive education training packages and making the course mandatory for all teachers, including volunteers; (b) developing a compulsory module on inclusive education and incorporating it in the curricula of the National Teacher Training College and Faculty of Education of the National University of Lao PDR; (c) developing a reference manual for teachers and parents on supporting different learning styles and needs of children with disabilities; (d) systematizing and increasing allowances for mainstream teachers educating children with disabilities. 
· Transition from special to mainstream education: (3.9) The Ministry of Education and Sports to raise awareness on the availability and importance of education for children with disabilities in public schools among households with children with disabilities and the wider community. (3.10) The Ministry of Education and Sports to increase the community- and household-level awareness, capacity, coverage, and accessibility of the Special Public Schools across the country to meet the education demands; and to provide financial subsidies and technical assistance to private special educational institutions that support learners with intellectual disabilities and autism. (3.11) The Ministry of Education and Sports and Technical Education Training Center to increase and systemize the number of scholarships specifically for persons with disabilities. (3.12) The Ministry of Education and Center for Inclusive Education to expand cooperation with OPDs and teacher and parent networks, particularly of children with intellectual disabilities and autism, for (a) facilitating the development of individual learning plans for children with disabilities, particularly those with complex and severe disabilities or those in remote areas; (b) developing retention plans, including for smooth in-school and cross-school transfers; (c) monitoring and promoting academic achievements of children with intellectual disabilities and autism in the society. (3.13) The Ministry of Education and Sports and National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly to develop standards for a conducive environment for teaching children with intellectual disabilities and autism in public schools, particularly for the design of classrooms and other learning and wellbeing spaces. (3.14) The Ministry of Education and Sports to develop a national strategy and action plan to raise awareness and understanding of the conjoin education across the general public, promote mutual assistance, respect, and unique abilities of all, including through peer-to-peer in-schools support and joint activities outside school hours. 

CHAPTER 4
[bookmark: _Toc88913613]Vocational Training, Employment, and Social Security 
· Article 27. Work and Employment 
· Article 28. Adequate Standard of Living and Social Protection 
1. Introduction: Vocational training and employment play a major role in protecting and realizing the rights of persons with disabilities by providing them and their households with an adequate standard of living and income security, thus reducing levels of poverty and vulnerability. Mainstream and targeted social security schemes concerning persons with disabilities are the key elements to promoting their independence and inclusion by meeting specific needs and enhancing opportunities to participate in all aspects of society.
2. Legislation: In Lao PDR, the promotion of employment of persons with disabilities, as well as prioritization of those in the national labour skill development system, and provision of social security benefits are guided by the Law on Persons with Disabilities and Laws of general application such as the Labour Law, TVET Law, Profit Tax Law, and Law on Social Security.
The Law on Persons with Disabilities guarantees that persons with disabilities can work in labour units, public and private organizations, as well as international organizations in Lao PDR, to the best of their ability, with compensation, salary, promotions, remediation, and equal benefits to others (Article 38). 
The Labour Law enshrines the right to employment “for the poor, disadvantaged, disabled, unemployed, and for those with social problems” (Article 4), and promotes hiring, occupational freedom, and working from home for persons with disabilities, among other vulnerable groups (Article 34). While the Law prioritizes persons with disabilities in the national TVET system (Article 9), and guarantees the provision of suitable jobs and benefits in the case of a work-related disability, it fails to protect persons with disabilities from workplace discrimination and stigma. The Profit Tax Law stipulates tax exemption on income from wages and salaries for employees with disabilities approved by the “respective bodies” (Article 35); however, these respective bodies are not articulated in the law to certify this entitlement. 
To date, the Law on Persons with Disabilities, Labour Law, and Profit Tax Law do not establish an employment quota that would require public and private sectors to have a workforce that includes a certain minimum percentage of persons with disabilities.
The Law on TVET provides an exemption of TVET fees for persons with disabilities (Article 4), while the Law on Social Security enshrines unemployment benefits for persons with “long-term disabilities” (Article 29), and guarantees monthly subsidies for families with children with disabilities preventing them from work (Article 41).
Despite the number of legislative provisions on the rights of persons with disabilities to decent work and social security, the awareness of the existing regulations, ownership and budget allocations remain inadequate, and persons with disabilities continue to face barriers to accessing competitive TVET opportunities, be formally employed, maintain paid work and receive social security benefits on an equal basis with others.
3. Facts / Statistics: According to the nationwide data of the Disability Monograph from the 2015 Population and Housing Census, persons with disabilities aged above 10 have significantly lower labour participation and higher unemployment rates compared to persons without disabilities in both rural and urban areas across Lao PDR: 
· Persons with disabilities have a higher share of the poorest households (25% compared to 22.3% for persons without disabilities) and a smaller share from the wealthiest households (14% compared to 18.6% for persons without disabilities). The gap shows the correlation between poverty and disability: people experiencing poverty are more likely to become disabled, people who have a disability are more likely to fall into poverty. The 2015 Census does not highlight any significant correlation between poverty and type of disability, although persons showing walking difficulties are on average wealthier than those with other types of difficulty.
· Persons with disabilities are much less likely to be employed than persons without disabilities (46.5% vs. 68.4%). Fewer persons with disabilities have decent jobs, and regular incomes as many of them remain outside formal employment systems, being unpaid by their household or self-employed. Women with disabilities may be doubly discriminated against because of both their gender and disability. The 2015 Census shows that their employment rates are much lower than those for men with disabilities (38.1% vs. 54.9%).
· The proportion of unemployed people is higher among persons with disabilities (4%) compared to the rest of the population (1.4%).
· There is a large gap in labour force participation between persons with disabilities and the overall population (70% vs. 81.6%), mostly due to the larger proportion of retired people, too old or unable to work among persons with disabilities (19.6% vs. 2.1%). Persons with communication and remembering difficulties are particularly excluded from the labour force.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2020. Monograph of Lao PDR From the 2015 Population and Housing Census, Lao Statistics Bureau, Vientiane.] 

The localized data collected by World Education in 2019 only in 2 Districts (Kham District, Xiengkhouang Province, and Xayphouthong District, Savannakhet Province) affirms the findings of the 2015 Census and shows that: 
· Persons with disabilities remain outside the formal employment system and are much more likely to be engaged in unpaid work. In both Districts combined, nearly 2/3 (67.6%) of persons with disabilities were working (paid/unpaid). This proportion was similar to that of persons without disabilities also working (paid/unpaid) (67.5%). However, persons with disabilities were significantly less likely to have paid work (10.2% vs. 39.4%) and more likely to be unemployed (14% vs. 2.3%), compared to those without disabilities. Most working persons with disabilities interviewed in focus groups reported being involved in periodic or casual home-based work. On the other hand, only 17.8% and 20.5% of them in Kham and Xayphouthong Districts, respectively, were dissatisfied with their current activity status in relation to work. 
Overall, 86% of persons with disabilities in Kham District and 74.2% in Xayphouthong District reported they needed to work in the last 3 months.   
· There is a lack of wage employment opportunities available for persons with disabilities. Among those persons with disabilities who reported they could not access paid work, no opportunities (55%), inaccessible transport (16.8%), and lack of assistant support in the workplace (16.8%) accounted for the 3 greatest barriers. The qualitative interviews showed that both formal and informal work opportunities remained limited for persons with all types and degrees of disability. 
· Disability is not significantly associated with access to technical and vocational training opportunities. 17.9% and 12.1% of the overall population in Kham and Xayphouthong Districts, respectively, reported ever being enrolled in TVET. Although the difference in proportions was not statistically significant, persons with disabilities (25.6%) were more likely to have received technical and vocational training in Xayphouthong District compared to persons without disabilities (16.5%), whereas the difference in proportion was higher in Kham District with 12.8% of persons without disabilities receiving TVET services compared to 6.5% persons with disabilities.
· Awareness of the Government’s social security benefits for persons with disabilities remains low. Only 21.7% of persons with disabilities in Kham District and 8.8% in Xayphouthong District have ever accessed the Government's social security benefits. The most common reasons for not accessing them included limited knowledge about the entitlements and access to information on where and how to request them, as well as the absence of personal documents or disability certificates verified by authorities. Those accessing social security schemes were mainly UXO survivors and War Veterans.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Nguyen, L., Pryor, W. and Marella, M., et al., 2020. Community Based Inclusive Development (CBID) Demonstration Model Impact Assessment – Baseline Survey Report. World Education Inc, Vientiane.] 

4. Lived experiences: 
Employment: As Lao PDR’s economy is predominantly agrarian, the physical abilities of many persons with disabilities do not fit the agricultural works’ demand, whilst non-agricultural job opportunities remain limited, highly competitive, and concentrated only in major cities.
The reasons attributed to the limited engagement of persons with disabilities in non-agricultural work may then include lack of job opportunities at the village and district levels, as well as lack of self-confidence, fear of disability-based discrimination and stigma in recruitment and workplace, as well as inadequate working conditions and accommodation in both public and private organizations. Families and community members also often discourage persons with disabilities, particularly women, from looking for a job.
Low educational attainment and lack of requisite qualifications among persons with disabilities also narrow their career opportunities, whilst a “good health” certificate required for most paid job applications adds an additional barrier for them to apply for paid work and sustain income. 
“I worked only once in my life as a volunteer for a private company in 2016. After that experience, I have felt worthless and never applied for a paid job. I do not have the necessary skills and even do not know how to use a laptop and email. Why should any employer be interested in me?” a man with a physical disability from a rural area, 28.
Due to the limited opportunities and qualifications, persons with disabilities tend to be “siloed” into certain types of jobs – for example, in IT or accounting services, or unskilled labour, such as cleaning or operation of sewing machines. Some persons with disabilities work for or own a micro, small and medium enterprise (MSME) with specific skilled work, such as electronic repair or printing shops.
“I only completed grade 5 of primary school. I found my first job in a garment factory and worked there informally for over 10 years. I did not make enough money and, after so many years, decided to quit. My new home-based business has not been any better, really. It is also informal and makes no regular profit,” a woman with a physical disability from an urban area, 35.
The Law on Persons with Disabilities, Labour Law, and Profit Tax Law promoting the hiring of persons with disabilities across public and private sectors have not been widely disseminated and enforced yet, and wage employment of persons with disabilities continues to be rather exceptional across sectors. Most public and private organizations are convinced that persons with disabilities cannot work as much or as hard as others, and often rationalize not employing them with the misconception that it could cause a high cost for the provision of reasonable accommodation and profit loss due to the reduced production potential.
Self-employed persons with disabilities and MSMEs owned by persons with disabilities also experience a standing barrier to finding markets for their products and services and sustaining business’ revenues. There may be several reasons leading to this situation, including discrimination and stigma towards products and services produced by persons with disabilities, and lack of start-up capital and skills of those MSMEs to diversify their production and market, create linkages between production and sales, and design effective marketing strategies. 
Furthermore, there are many cases where requests for loans to start or expand entrepreneurship made by persons with disabilities were rejected by different banks for the reason of their disability status. In such circumstances, persons with disabilities often depend on whether their non-disabled family members would agree to take loans out of their names.
To date, there have been no efforts to systemize official statistics on the number of MSMEs owned by persons with disabilities.
Vocational training: Although the Government has made significant efforts to implement multiple projects to assist persons with disabilities in accessing technical and vocational development, the number of persons with disabilities receiving competitive TVET is still low. This could be related to uneven communication on TVET opportunities across both rural and urban areas, inaccessibility of those communications and training facilities, as well as the lack of trainers and tutors with skills and experience to educate and interact with persons with different types and degrees of disability. 
The TVET choices focused on persons with disabilities remain limited depending on their disability types, and those qualifications available are often either not aligned with labour market demands or not accredited and officially recognized at the same level as other technical and vocational training programmes. Besides, there is no specific policy or action plan to support pathways for persons with disabilities from (special) schools to TVET Centers and further (self-)employment.
The Sikeut Center in Vientiane, the only TVET Center specifically for persons with disabilities, has limited capacity and requires students to have completed all primary and secondary grades to be enrolled. It offers mid-level vocational certifications on “siloed” professions listed in the section above, which, in addition, are not in line with the high-level vocational certification required by most employers in the country. Most graduates of Sikeut do not move up to higher TVET or the National University of Lao PDR because of the cost. 
“I finished only grade 3 of secondary school and wanted to study computer science. They say good IT skills can help persons with physical disabilities find paid work from home. I will never get it. TVET in IT is too expensive, and my family cannot afford it,” a male with a physical disability from a rural area, 22.  
Besides, Sikeut does not provide job placement training, which remains a significant barrier for persons with disabilities even after they receive a Technical and Vocational Diploma. Sikeut is not widely known by persons with disabilities, with most students being referred to the Center informally. 
Whilst Sikeut and other TVET Centers require a particular level of education to be enrolled, there is currently no mechanism for adults with disabilities to pursue basic education or for illiterate adults with disabilities to learn to read and write to advance their employment opportunities.
To date, there have been no efforts to systemize official statistics on persons with disabilities benefiting from the national TVET system (outside Sikeut), and being (self-) employed afterward. 
Social security: In general, the existing Lao PDR’s Social Protection System leaves a large part of persons with disabilities unprotected. A large number of persons with disabilities, especially those in informal employment or depend on agriculture, is not covered in terms of income protection. They have low incomes, poor income security, poor working conditions, and limited if any social protection in case they lose their livelihoods or fall sick.
Despite the adoption of the Law on Social Security which targets persons with disabilities as the key beneficiaries of unemployment benefits and monthly allowances, the number of persons with disabilities and their caregivers accessing these benefits remains extremely low. Factors affecting access, inter alia, include lack of awareness at the community and household levels, accessibility of the information and application processes, as well as the lack of personal documents and disability certificates verified by authorities. According to the Law, monthly subsidies are currently guaranteed only for caregivers of children with disabilities.
“Since 2011, my mother has been paralyzed. To take proper care of her, I had to quit my job. I love my mother and feel very sorry for her. I try to help her in every possible way – I cook and feed her, wash her, bring her for a walk and visit a doctor. Sometimes, I feel isolated and overwhelmed. No one understands the demands placed upon me. Taking care of my mother is work without breaks and weekends. For the last 10 years, I have had no personal time, income, and support from the Government,” a caregiver of a paralyzed person from an urban area, 45. 
To date, there have been no efforts to systemize official statistics on persons with disabilities requesting and receiving social security or other entitlements. 
5. OPDs’ Programming: Due to the limited technical, organizational, financial capacities, and human resources, the OPDs’ programming in the areas of employment and TVET remains limited to fragmented uncertified technical courses, mainly focused on their members with physical and vision impairments and irrelevant with the market demands. To date, no OPD has been systematically involved in programming and advocacy on inclusive and accessible recruitment and workplace and greater access to social security benefits by persons with disabilities and caregivers.
Since 2016, the Lao Disabled People’s Association has been promoting independent living of persons with physical disabilities through facilitating 6-month technical training on cooking, mushroom cultivation, electronic and computer skills, with 35 persons with disabilities enrolled and 13 employed to date. 
The Lao Disabled Women Development Center facilitates 6-month technical training for women with physical disabilities and caregivers, particularly those from poor and near-poor households, ethnic groups, and orphans, on sewing and needlework, weaving, paper making, computer skills, administration, project cycle management, etc. In the last 5 years, 152 women with disabilities across 10 Provinces underwent the Center’s trainings, with 65% (self-) employed afterward. Only 15% of the training participants managed to access wage jobs. 
The Vocational Development for Blind Association and Association for the Blind also regularly provide 6-month technical training for blind masseuses/masseurs among their members. Since 2016, 135 persons with vision impairments received massage training, with 70 employed afterward. 
The Association for the Deaf plays an instrumental role in connecting deaf graduates from secondary and high schools with suitable TVET Centers and further work opportunities, for example, at the Special Public Schools for the Deaf and Blind in Vientiane and Luang Prabang, Khao Niew Theatre Group, Asian Development with the Disabled Persons (Vientiane-based INGO, Japan) and entrepreneurship, with 30 people currently (self-) employed. 
In the last 5 years, the Aid for Children with Disabilities Association has also been linking students with disabilities who graduated from the National University of Lao PDR to wage employment, with 13 young people currently employed and 7 self-employed. 
In 2017-2019, the Association for Autism provided technical trainings on gardening, cooking, and handicrafts for 5 persons with autism aged above 15, and supported 2 persons with autism to enroll in a mainstream TVET Center’s long-term course on computer skills. 
Since 2019, the DMAS Center has provided professional advisory on disability-inclusive employment and accessible workplace to 14 private businesses, 7 INGOs, 3 Embassies, and 6 TVET Centers in 4 Provinces and supported 75 persons with disabilities in Vientiane with job readiness and job-seeking skills trainings.
6. Recommendations:
· Non-discrimination in the workplace: (4.1) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to enforce the implementation of the Law on Persons with Disabilities and Labour Law to promote the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the workforce without discrimination and stigma; to develop a special anti-discrimination policy protecting the rights of persons with disabilities to decent work opportunities; and to consider imposing stringent administrative sanctions in cases of discrimination against job applicants and employees with disabilities. (4.2) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to develop a mandatory regulation on the minimum percentage of workers with disabilities in public and private organizations of at least 3% based on the specific labour requirements in each sector, profession, and conditions of each locality. (4.3) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Ministry of Finance and Ministry of Industry and Commerce to develop a special regulation refining the application and approval process for tax exemption on income from wages and salaries for employees with disabilities for public and private organizations; and, in cooperation with the Lao National Chamber of Commerce and Industry and OPDs, to enhance efforts to disseminate the existing and new regulations on tax exemption in accessible formats and through accessible channels among public and private organizations. (4.4) The Ministry of Finance to develop a special anti-discrimination regulation protecting the rights of persons with disabilities to access bank services and loans; and in cooperation with OPDs, to establish a mechanism to monitor its implementation by all private banks.
· Accessibility and reasonable accommodation: (4.5) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and Ministry of Industry and Commerce to develop a special guidance for public and private organizations to develop a roadmap for inclusive work environments by ensuring recruitment and workplaces’ accessibility, and reasonable accommodation for persons with different types and degrees of disability.
· Vocational training: (4.6) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Ministry of Education and Sports, and OPDs to strengthen communications on the availability of free TVET opportunities for persons with disabilities, particularly among women with disabilities and those of poor and near-poor households; and to ensure that the information on national TVET, particularly Sikeut TVET Center, is disseminated in accessible formats and through accessible channels across the country. (4.7) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to allocate sufficient annual budgets to ensure that the TVET facilities, learning materials, equipment, and teaching methods are adapted to the needs of persons with different types and degrees of disability; and to train current and emerging TVET trainers and tutors on the rights and needs of persons with disabilities, and equip them with the skills to educate and interact with them. (4.8) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to diversify TVET programmes available for persons with disabilities and align them with the labour market and accredited qualifications; and to provide persons with disabilities with accessible TVET counseling to meet their needs, abilities, and conditions in technical training and further employment. (4.9) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Ministry of Education and Sports, and OPDs to develop an action plan to support pathways for persons with disabilities from special and mainstream schools to TVET Centers. (4.10) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to develop a special regulation supporting further employment of persons with disabilities graduated from TVET. (4.11) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and the Sikeut Center to develop a special educational programme for illiterate and/or uneducated adults with disabilities. (4.12) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to systematically collect and disaggregate data on persons accomplishing TVET programmes and (self-) employed afterward by gender, age, and disability status.
· Social security: (4.13) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and OPDs to enhance efforts to disseminate information in accessible formats and through accessible channels on the availability of social security benefits among persons with disabilities and their caregivers, especially those of poor and near-poor households and/or living in remote areas. (4.14) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to simplify and adapt the application process for social security benefits to the needs of persons with different types and degrees of disability. (4.15) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to expand beneficiaries of monthly subsidies for caregivers of adults with complex and severe disabilities. (4.16) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to systematically collect and disaggregate data on persons requesting and receiving social security benefits by gender, age, and disability status. 
· 
CHAPTER 5 
[bookmark: _Toc88913614]Women and Children with Disabilities
· Article 6. Women with disabilities
· Article 7. Children with disabilities
1. Introduction: Women and children with disabilities often face multiple intersectional discrimination and vulnerabilities associated with disability, as well as gender and age. Evidence-based laws, policies, and programmes designed to overcome the wide variety of barriers faced by women and children with disabilities, particularly to access essential information and services, protection, and participate in decision-making, play a key role in protecting and realizing their rights. 
2. Legislation: In Lao PDR, development and protection of women and children with disabilities are guided by the Laws of general application, such as the Law on the Development and Protection of Women, Law on Gender Equality, Law on Preventing and Combatting Violence against Women and Children and Law on Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children. The Law on Persons with Disabilities does not outline special measures and conditions for the protection and full realization of the rights of women and children with disabilities.
The Law on the Development and Protection of Women promotes gender equality, elimination of all forms of discrimination, prevention and combating trafficking in women and domestic violence against women, as well as enabling conditions for women to participate in social and political spheres on an equal basis with others. However, the Law does not have direct references to the rights and interests of women with disabilities and does not explicitly mention disability status in the list of the grounds of discrimination against women.
The Law on Gender Equality seeks to better empower all women and promote gender equality in society. It stipulates that the Government shall create conditions and opportunities to enable more women to become involved in management and leadership at various levels within both public and private organizations; however, it fails to specify conditions and measures focused on the empowerment of women with disabilities. The Law on Preventing and Combatting Violence against Women and Children promotes equality and non-discrimination against both women and children, particularly those with disabilities (Article 4), and enshrines the measures to prevent, protect and assist survivors of physical, sexual, psychological, and economic violence. 
The Law on Protection of the Rights and Interests of Children provides a definition of children with disabilities, listing physical, intellectual, and psycho-social disabilities, either congenital or acquired, “causing suffering and affecting their growth and development” (Article 2), and guarantees them access to confidential health treatment, education, and social security benefits without discrimination (Articles 19, 30, 62).
Despite the number of legislative provisions on empowerment of women and children with disabilities and their right to live free from all forms of discrimination and violence, they continue to face barriers to accessing essential information and services, as well as social, economic, and political opportunities at all levels on an equal basis with others.
3. Facts / Statistics: According to the nationwide data of the Disability Monograph from the 2015 Population and Housing Census, both women and children with disabilities often face additional discrimination and the persistent social and institutional barriers that remain across all the sectors. The 2015 Census shows that women and children with communicating and remembering difficulties are mostly overlooked in terms of socio-economic inclusion, with the lowest literacy, school enrolment, and labour force participation: 
· Women with Disabilities: Women and men have different causes of disability in Lao PDR, as men with disabilities have been more directly impacted by the consequences of war, UXO, and other accidents. In contrast, illness was proportionally a more common cause among women with disabilities. This could be viewed as a disadvantage for women with disabilities because the disability services in the country tend to focus on physical disabilities and rehabilitation from UXO accidents (as outlined in Chapter 2).
The literacy gap between persons with disabilities and persons without disabilities is 33% (53% vs. 86%). Of this number, women with disabilities are less likely to be literate than men with disabilities. 
Women with disabilities are doubly discriminated against in terms of labour force participation, as they are significantly less likely to be employed compared to men with disabilities (38% vs. 55%). This persistent gender gap is not as apparent for the overall population, with a disparity of only 67% against 69.7%. In addition, women with disabilities are twice as likely to be homemakers compared to men with disabilities (32.5% vs. 18.4%), reducing their opportunity to earn an income and hampering their social participation.  
Women with disabilities also experience additional challenges in their personal and social lives as those aged above 15 years are 4 times more likely to be widowed than men. This may be caused by it being socially less acceptable for women to remarry after widowhood than it is for men. In addition, women with disabilities are less likely to have children than women without disabilities (for those aged above 25, the likelihood is 34% compared to 62%). 
· Children with Disabilities: While the literacy rate has been continuously rising from one generation to another for persons without disabilities, this rate decreased for children with disabilities. The 2015 Census shows that the literacy gap between persons with disabilities and persons without disabilities aged above 65 is 14.9% (47% vs. 61.9%). This gap is much wider among adults aged 25-64 (26.3%, 58.8% vs. 85.1%), and youth aged 15-24 (43.8%, 49% vs. 92.8%).
Accessing education is difficult for children with disabilities as 4 out of 10 children with disabilities (43.1%) never enrolled in primary school compared to only 9.6% of the rest of the population. Only 9.1% of children with disabilities are able to attend high school compared to 28.74% of persons without disabilities, indicating that the transition from secondary to high school for persons with disabilities remains a great challenge for the Lao education system. There are 10 times more students among persons without disabilities than among persons with disabilities (21.1% vs. 2.2%)
Youth with disabilities (aged 15-24) are 7 times more likely than youth without disabilities to be neither in employment, nor in school, nor in the national TVET system (27.8% vs. 4.3%), which clearly depicts their high vulnerability even before they reach adulthood.
Children and youth with difficulties related to hearing, communicating, and remembering appear to face more barriers than other disabilities in accessing education, as only 11.9% to 15% of those groups completed their primary education. Youth with sensory impairments are proportionally better integrated into the labour market than those with difficulties associated with physical and intellectual disabilities, who are probably more exposed to prejudice and discrimination.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2020. Monograph of Lao PDR From the 2015 Population and Housing Census, Lao Statistics Bureau, Vientiane.] 

The localized data collected by World Education in 2019 only in 2 Districts (Kham District, Xiengkhouang Province, and Xayphouthong District, Savannakhet Province) shows that:
· Women with Disabilities: In 2 Districts combined, women, both with and without disabilities, were around twice as likely to participate in community festivals, including religious gatherings and Lao New Year, than men. This may reveal both a greater impact if women are excluded from social participation and the tendency for men to interact in different ways compared with women.
25% more women, both with and without disabilities, self-rated their health status as “poor”, and 40% more likely to need healthcare services compared with men. Women with disabilities also reported 68% less likely to use assistive products than men with disabilities in both Districts.
Although disability was not significantly associated with access to technical and vocational training opportunities, in both Kham and Xayphouthong Districts, women, particularly divorced/separated/widowed, were 55% less likely to participate in the national labour skill development system. 
Overall, women aged above 15, both with and without disabilities, had 49% lower satisfaction with life in the past 3 months compared with men.
As provided in Chapter 1, 90% of the Survey’s participants suggested that women with disabilities could work.
· Children with Disabilities: As outlined in Chapter 3, in 2 Districts combined, of the 20 school-age children with disabilities surveyed, 20% had never attended school (4/20), while less than 2% of children without disabilities had never attended school (2/110). The qualitative interviews revealed mixed experiences and beliefs from families and communities about whether children with disabilities do or should attend school. There was a general perception that all children with disabilities could not go to school, or only children able to speak and walk could. 1 in 3 parents of children with disabilities voiced concerns about the future for their child with a disability.
As provided in Chapter 1, 85% of the Survey’s participants, both with and without disabilities, in 2 Districts combined, believed that children with disabilities could play with those without disabilities.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Nguyen, L., Pryor, W. and Marella, M., et al., 2020. Community Based Inclusive Development (CBID) Demonstration Model Impact Assessment – Baseline Survey Report. World Education Inc, Vientiane.] 

Due to the limited data available in the 2015 Census, which excluded children aged 0-5, as well as nationwide or localized disaggregated data by age and disability with regards to accessing violence prevention and protection services, further assessments and analysis are needed to determine the full extent to which women and children with disabilities face double discrimination in accessing essential information and services and understanding the intersectionality between violence and disability.  
4. Lived experiences: 
WOMEN WITH DISABILITIES: 
Violence prevention and response: In Lao PDR, there are no targeted regulations on the prevention and control of gender-based violence (GBV) against women and girls with disabilities, although women and girls with disabilities are at double risks (because of gender and disability) of all forms of violence, particularly physical, sexual, psychological, and economical, compared to those without disabilities. 
Even though the Government has made recent progress in disseminating policies on GBV and educating women, due to the communication barrier, lack of enrolment in school and community-level groups and organizations, the traditional awareness-raising campaigns do not always reach women and girls with disabilities, increasing their vulnerability to GBV. Many women and girls with disabilities are unaware of signs of GBV and available protection services. Information on preventing and responding to GBV is inaccessible for women and girls with vision impairments, particularly information on the national protection hotline numbers and shelters’ locations.
“My husband drinks almost every day. Sometimes when he is drunk, he beats me at home. I cannot defend myself – I am weaker and smaller than him and, other than that, have a disability. We have a child, and I must endure violence to save our family. I have never shared this with my parents and anyone in the Village. It is our family business,” a woman with a physical disability from a rural area, 28.
Women and girls with disabilities face increased difficulties in accessing the national protection hotlines, as the services have not been designed to accommodate different types and degrees of disability and are reliant on oral communication methods, leaving women and girls who are deaf excluded. The hotlines providers and social workers at shelters are not trained on how to serve to and interact with women and girls with different types and degrees of disability.
Above all, as most women and girls with disabilities are dependent on other family members in their daily lives, they may face difficulties in accessing telephones and the Internet or traveling to protection shelters directly, which can be intimidating and potentially life-threatening with sensitive issues such as domestic violence. 
Sexual and reproductive health services: The proportion of women with disabilities accessing sexual and reproductive health counseling and examination in Lao PDR, particularly in remote areas, remains limited. This may be related to a similar communication barrier outlined above, especially in rural areas. Whilst young women can often access information and treatment on their sexual and reproductive health and family planning in schools and health clinics, many women and girls with disabilities do not have easy access to such information. 
Generally, women with disabilities are less visible in the community and often overlooked/unregistered in community healthcare surveillance and education programmes, meaning that they are unaware of the available services, the importance of regular prenatal health checks, and how to identify the danger signs during pregnancy, putting them at greater risk. 
"I have never been examined by a gynecologist and will not go there unless I have a serious problem. I think I should understand when it becomes too serious," a woman with a physical disability from an urban area, 25. 
Many reproductive healthcare workers are also under-trained in serving and interacting with women and girls with different types and degrees of disability, with most health facilities and medical appliances for examination, scanning, and medical procedures remaining inaccessible for women and girls with physical disabilities, as well as sometimes lacking privacy for what can be intimate treatments. 
It has been identified that unaffordable health insurance and high service fees for sexual and reproductive health services, particularly for counseling on childbearing and delivery, also prevent women and girls with disabilities from utilizing them and even makes many of them deliver at home.
“To give birth in a hospital, one should pay for medicines and high midwife service fee. We did not have much money, and my wife delivered 5 children at home with the help of my mother and sister. In the fifth childbirth, she died in my arms,” a widower of a woman with a physical disability from a rural area, 37. 
Empowerment and participation: Due to limited community awareness and understanding, stigma, as well as persistent and disproportionate marginalization in accessing education, TVET, and wage employment, women and girls with disabilities continue to be underrepresented in public and private sector decision-making, including in village-level committees and one-off meetings. This underrepresentation means that the specific challenges that confront women and girls with disabilities remain in the community, and the services and programmes designed for the entire population do not adjust to support women and girls with disabilities. 
“At one of the Government's meetings when I wanted to speak on behalf of my organization of persons with disabilities, the Chairperson said there was no time for my comment, although many other opinions [of persons without disabilities] had been heard. This made me feel miserable and cry. Since then, I have not dared to speak in front of these people again,” a woman who is blind from an urban area, 30.
 As women with disabilities are best placed to both collect data from and disseminate essential information to other women and girls with disabilities, their limited participation in decision-making prevents the national policies from catering to special needs of women and girls with disabilities, and public information and services from reaching them at the community and household levels.
“I would never be a Village Chief. It is difficult for most women without disabilities, and for women like me, it is just impossible. Who would listen to a Village Chief with a disability?” a woman with a physical disability from an urban area, 38.
CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES: 
Violence prevention and response: The Government has made considerable efforts to develop and enhance protection services for child survivors of violence, such as social assistance facilities and national protection hotlines. However, with a higher percentage of children with disabilities not attending school and a limited capacity for the community- and household-level information dissemination, particularly in remote areas, many children with disabilities are unaware of signs of violence and available protection services. Information on preventing and responding to violence is inaccessible for children with vision impairments, particularly information on the national protection hotline numbers and locations of social assistance facilities.
The national protection hotlines remain inaccessible to children who are deaf as not one of the hotlines providers or social workers at social assistance facilities knows Lao Sign Language, and these services continue using oral communication (not text messages or video calls). 
Above all, as most children with disabilities are dependent on caregivers in their daily lives, they may face difficulties in accessing telephones and the internet or traveling to social assistance facilities directly, which can be intimidating, and potentially life-threatening with sensitive issues such as parent-initiated violence and child labour.
To date, there have been no efforts to systemize official statistics on women and children with disabilities utilizing the national protection hotlines and shelters. 
Empowerment and participation: According to the Law, children, irrespective of a disability, have the right to express their opinions and expectations on issues affecting their lives. However, most adults of all backgrounds in Lao PDR tend to impose their perceptions and decisions on children with disabilities, especially those with intellectual disabilities and autism, whether this is within the household, at school, or in the community. Many children with disabilities do not understand information about choices they need to make or are not involved in decision-making at all. Parent-decision-making often consists of not enrolling a child in school, but housework or farming, disposing of her/his funds, including social security benefits, refusing to see a doctor or getting an assistive product, prohibited from working outside their household, etc.
"I am a bit disappointed because I never expected that my son would be born deaf. I wish he could be normal like other children, but we do not have a choice. We decided it would be better for him to drop out of primary school and help us at home. He did not mind,” a caregiver of a child who is deaf from a rural area, 47. 
Parent-decision-making can cause children with disabilities to be more timid and more afraid to express their opinions and needs, internalize stigma, affect their physical and mental wellbeing, and hinder their overall development. 
“When I was young, my parents did not want to take me to get a prosthetic leg because no one wanted to marry me anyway. They were saying it would be just a waste of time and money. I think they were right. Our family did not make enough money and should have focused on my ‘complete’ siblings,” a female UXO survivor from a rural area, 32.
There are many cases, particularly in rural areas, where families hide children with disabilities at home, not allowing them to go out for a walk or to access social services due to fear of gossip or stigma towards the family, particularly siblings without disabilities. 
“Our whole family is not welcomed in the Village because we have a child with epilepsy. They think epilepsy is contagious and are afraid to become a Bamu (‘crazy pig’) too,” a caregiver of a child with epilepsy from a rural area, 51.
5. OPDs’ Programming: Due to the limited technical, organizational, and financial capacities, human resources, and engagement with the Lao Women’s Union and Lao Youth Union, to date, only 2 OPDs – the Lao Disabled Women Development Center and Aids for Children with Disabilities Association – are engaged in fragmented awareness-raising activities on women’s and children’s rights. With most of the efforts made in the areas of inclusive education (outlined in Chapter 3) and employment (outlined in Chapter 4), there have been no attempts by OPDs to promote the participation of women and children with disabilities in decision-making and development of their leadership skills, as well as sexual and reproductive health of women and girls with disabilities, and violence prevention and response.
Women remain underrepresented in all 7 OPDs’ Boards registered as NPAs under the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, comprising only 37% of the Board Members. On the other hand, 70% of the OPDs’ Executives are women, with 0% among all the Provincial Coordinators of the 11 provincial branches of the Lao Disabled People’s Association. 
In 2017-2020, the Lao Disabled Women Development Center organized 98 small-scale trainings on the rights of women with disabilities for 192 women and OPDs’ members from Sekong, Attapeu, and Champasack Provinces.
In 2016-2020, the Aids for Children with Disabilities Association conducted 15 trainings and 5 outdoor events on the rights of children with disabilities for children with physical and intellectual disabilities, children who are deaf and blind from Vientiane, and Oudomxay Provinces.
6. Recommendations:
· Awareness-raising: (5.1) The National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly, Lao Women’s Union, Lao Youth Union, relevant NPAs and OPDs, particularly the Lao Disabled Women Development Center and Aid for Children with Disabilities Association, to increase the scale, quality, and accessibility of activities aiming at raising awareness, disseminating information and legal knowledge on the rights of women and children with disabilities, violence, abuse, and exploitation, and available protection services, among women and children with disabilities and their families, especially those of poor and near-poor households and/or living in remote areas. (5.2) The National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly, Lao Women’s Union, and Lao Youth Union and OPDs to develop a long-term national strategy and action plan aiming at raising awareness and addressing discrimination and stigma against persons with disabilities, especially women and children, and fostering their positive image across sectors and the country.
· Violence prevention and response: (5.3) The Lao Women’s Union and Lao Youth Union to develop a special regulation on the prevention and control of violence against women and children with disabilities. (5.4) The Lao Women’s Union and Lao Youth Union to improve the existing national protection hotlines and shelters to accommodate the needs of persons with different types and degrees of disability, and train current and emerging hotline providers and social workers at shelters on the rights and needs of persons with disabilities, as well as to equip them with the skills to serve and interact with persons with disabilities; and to launch a dedicated gender- and age-sensitive protection hotline to serve survivors of discrimination, abuse, and violence among persons with disabilities. (5.5) The Lao Women’s Union and Lao Youth Union to systematically collect and disaggregate data on persons accessing the national protection hotlines and shelters by gender, age, and disability status.
· Sexual and reproductive health: (5.6) The Ministry of Health and Lao Women’s Union, relevant NPAs and OPDs to enhance efforts to disseminate sexual and reproductive health information in accessible formats and through accessible channels among women and girls with disabilities, especially those of poor and near-poor households and/or living in remote areas. (5.7) The Ministry of Health to train current and emerging sexual and reproductive health service providers and community volunteers on the rights and needs of women and girls with disabilities, as well as to equip them with the skills to serve to and interact with women and girls with different types and degrees of disability. (5.8) The Ministry of Health and Ministry of Finance to allocate sufficient annual budgets to make sexual and reproductive health services and facilities accessible for women and girls with different types and degrees of disability across the country. 
· Empowerment and participation: (5.9) The Lao Women’s Union, Lao Youth Union, NPAs and OPDs, particularly the Lao Disabled Women Development Center and Aid for Children with Disabilities Association, to enhance favorable conditions and capacities for women and children with disabilities, with the skills to participate in the national and sub-national decision-making, implementation, and monitoring, including through the Provincial People’s Assemblies, Lao Youth Union’s and Lao Women’s Union’s village meetings, and Community Media Groups.
· 
CHAPTER6 
[bookmark: _Toc88913615]Accessibility
· Article 9. Accessibility
1. Introduction: Accessibility plays a key role in protecting and realizing the rights of persons with disabilities by enabling them to live independently and fully participate in all aspects of life. Improved access to public information and infrastructure is the critical investment in human resource development that lays a foundation for persons with disabilities to have equal access to social services and employment, realize their potential, and contribute to the national socio-economic development.
2. Legislation: In Lao PDR, the promotion of accessibility by persons with disabilities is guided by the Law on Persons with Disabilities and Laws of general application, such as the Law on Construction, Law on Land Transportation, Law on Civil Aviation, and Laws on Media and Radio Communications.   
The Law on Persons with Disabilities ensures that persons with disabilities have access to information, communications, public buildings and places, public works, and transport (Articles 42, 43, 44, 45). The Law also stipulates that persons with disabilities are exempt from fees for the use of public transport (Article 45). Although these statutory provisions are in line with the CRPD Convention, the Law neither provides definitions of “reasonable accommodation", nor lists “denial for reasonable accommodation” as a form of discrimination against persons with disabilities. A definition and term of “universal design” is not set out by the Law. As outlined in Chapter 1, it overlooks Lao Sign Language among other “accessibility and safety” means (Article 3).
The Law on Construction promotes improved accessibility to public facilities by all, outlining a list of access requirements that must be applied to public infrastructure. However, it lacks direct references to accessibility by persons with different types and degrees of disability and a definition of “universal design” in line with the CRPD Convention. In 2018, the National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly developed the Standard Handbook on Basic Facilities for Persons with Disabilities to establish the first national accessibility standards and planning in Lao PDR. 
The Law on Land Transportation outlines provisions for seats to be made available for persons with disabilities in public transport (Article 24) as well as refers to “special regulations” for persons with disabilities to obtain a driver’s license, however, such special regulations have yet to be developed and endorsed. The Law on Civil Aviation promotes the safety and comfort of “special passengers” in aircraft and at airports, including persons with disabilities (Article 4), and guarantees compensation to passengers with a “trauma, disability or death” caused by a flight accident (Article 105). 
The Laws on Media and Radio Communications promote non-discrimination principles in broadcasting and sharing information but fail to refer to the special communications needs of persons with different types and degrees of disability. 
Despite the number of legislative provisions on the right of persons with disabilities to access the physical environment, transportation, information, and communications, the awareness of the existing regulations, ownership, and budget allocations remain inadequate, and persons with disabilities continue to face standing accessibility barriers, especially outside major cities. 
3. Facts / Statistics: According to the nationwide data of the Disability Monograph from the 2015 Population and Housing Census, persons with disabilities aged above 10 are 5 times more likely to be homemakers (25.4% vs. 5.2%)[footnoteRef:11], which could indicate that persons with disabilities are constrained to their home environments due to persistent and multi-dimensional barriers to accessing public information and infrastructure. [11:  Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2020. Monograph of Lao PDR From the 2015 Population and Housing Census, Lao Statistics Bureau, Vientiane.] 

The localized data collected by World Education in 2019 only in 2 Districts (Kham District, Xiengkhouang Province, and Xayphouthong District, Savannakhet Province) shows that: 
· [bookmark: _1v1yuxt]In both Kham and Xayphouthong Districts combined, 29.2% of persons with disabilities reported not being able to access healthcare services all of the time due to limited access to information, 19.9% – because of the long distance to the facility (“too far”), 18.6% – lack of transport available, and 9.2% – transport inaccessibility. Only 0.9% of persons with disabilities identified an absence of reasonable accommodation at a health facility as the perceived reason for accessing healthcare services less. During the focus group interviews, caregivers of persons with disabilities also confirmed transportation as the most common barrier to accessing healthcare. Distance to health centers and a lack of accessible transport required family members to accompany persons with disabilities and may have even needed hiring a car, thereby incurring extra costs in addition to the loss of household income.
· In 2 Districts, 18.3% of persons with disabilities again reported unavailable and inaccessible transport as the key reason for accessing education less, 12.8% – physically inaccessible school building, 8% – bad road conditions, and 7.6% – distance to school (“too far”).
· Among the standing barriers to accessing paid work, 16.8% of persons with disabilities identified inaccessible transport, 11.8% – lack of transport, 7.8% – distance to work (“too far”), and only 0.1% – reasonable accommodation in the workplace.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Nguyen, L., Pryor, W. and Marella, M., et al., 2020. Community Based Inclusive Development (CBID) Demonstration Model Impact Assessment – Baseline Survey Report. World Education Inc, Vientiane.] 

There are currently no systematic data collection and monitoring efforts to identify the accessibility prevalence to public infrastructure in the country. There is no information on the number of state-owned mass media and governmental institutions (particularly their document and website management) whose communications and knowledge products currently meet universal design standards. 
4. Lived Experiences: 
ACCESS TO BUILDINGS AND PLACES: Most public buildings across the country lack ramps, elevators, accessible entries, paths, accommodating sanitary facilities, and signage. Whilst the National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly developed the Standard Handbook on Basic Facilities for Persons with Disabilities to encourage all sectors to accelerate the improvement of disability access to public buildings and places, this resource has not been widely disseminated. Most line Ministries, particularly at the provincial and district levels, remain unaware of the accessibility obligations and why it is essential for persons with disabilities to participate more broadly in the community. This means that existing and new facilities continue failing to meet the basic accessibility standards. There is no evidence of systematically planning and budgeting for these accommodations or incorporating these regulations into local building codes and facility design specifications. 
“The Faculty I chose at the National University was located on the third floor. The University building does not have an elevator, and I had to use 2 crutches to go up and downstairs, spending 30 minutes every day. I gave up in about a year and chose another specialization among those on the ground floor,” a man with a physical disability from an urban area, 40. 
There is also limited awareness of the accessibility standards and regulations among construction contractors and engineering firms, which are often incorrectly installed or missed across many commercial buildings in the country, including marketplaces, shopping centers, business centers, and privately-owned tourism locations. There is no evidence of an established monitoring process and enforcement of the accessibility regulations across public utility constructions. 
Positively, the International Wattay Airport in Vientiane is an example of a small number of accessible facilities in Lao PDR, with disability-friendly parking, elevators, sliding doors, and accommodating sanitary facilities. There are also crew members that have been trained to support individuals with mobility difficulties on and off aircraft.
ACCESS TO TRANSPORT: Due to the low-capacity transport network in Lao PDR, which primarily relies on private contractors, transport operators are not aware of their responsibilities under the Law nor monitored by authorities in issuing concessions and assisting passengers with different types and degrees of disability. 
There are no mandatory accessibility standards for public and private transport infrastructure, and all transport vehicles continue failing to meet even the basic accessibility needs, making it difficult for persons with disabilities and their families to rely on external services to support their mobility. There are no transport services with a lower entrance that can cater to wheelchair accessibility, and no known operators have visual displays, disability signage, and audio announcements. There are no reserved seats for persons with disabilities, despite the Law.
“When I want to take a tuk-tuk or public bus in Vientiane, I have to ask someone to lift my wheelchair on and hold me while in there. I always feel embarrassed seeking help from passers-by, especially to enter public restrooms,” a woman with a physical disability from an urban area, 37.
In addition, there is limited publicly displayed information at transport hubs, and bus stops specifically for persons with disabilities, and the community- and household-level awareness of the exemption from public transport fees is extremely low.
· Bus stops: More recently constructed bus stops and service centers have incorporated some basic accessibility provisions for those with physical impairments with accessible roadside curves and accommodating sanitary facilities. However, there is no evidence of promoting accessibility by persons with sensory impairments, which can cause safety concerns with the high levels of traffic. 
· Sidewalks paving, signage, and roads: Whilst there are a few examples of improved disability-friendly sidewalks in tourist areas in Vientiane and Luang Prabang, these accommodations generally cater for mobility impairments and do not yet support other difficulties such as hearing and vision impairments. There is no evidence of disability signage and audio support on the streets, even in Vientiane. 
“Once, when walking on a sidewalk in Vientiane, I bumped into a car and hurt myself. Most of the sidewalks here are packed with cars, and unsafe for persons with disabilities and all others” a woman who is blind from an urban area, 40.
· Parking areas: Very few locations in Vientiane, such as temples, shopping malls, banks, and tourist areas, have clearly marked disability-friendly parking. Where disability parking is available, it is often poorly enforced and reserved by drivers without disabilities.  
Due to the absence of clear land transportation legislation, there are many cases where persons with disabilities are denied accessing a driving school and taking a driving exam, regardless of their type and degree of disability, driving capacity, and vehicle. In the absence of an accessible and reliable public transportation network, especially outside major cities, many persons with disabilities have to violate traffic rules and drive without a license. 
“I have been driving illegally for many years because they refused to take an exam with a person with a disability. Busses are inaccessible here, and tuk-tuk drivers refuse to take us, so I have no other choice but drive without a driving license,” a man with a physical disability from an urban area, 30.
There is no known budget allocation that assists local authorities in implementing basic accessibility standards in public infrastructure or in assisting public and private transport companies in upgrading vehicles. Without the appropriate budget prioritization of improving accessibility, Lao PDR is likely to face increased rates of exclusion as major cities continue to expand with urbanization trends. 
Transportation and urban planning regulations need to be reviewed in coordination with OPDs to ensure that restored and newly developed infrastructure is accessible and persons with disabilities are not restricted by the environment or denied access to public and private transport. 
ACCESS TO INFORMATION: In Lao PDR, access to information is predominantly provided through oral and written communication, which excludes persons who are deaf, blind, and those with intellectual disabilities and autism. Lao Sign Language is yet to be officially recognized, which limits social and educational interactions for persons with hearing difficulties and increases their vulnerability in times of emergency, like natural disasters or pandemics. There are a handful of practicing Lao Sign Language interpreters available in the country, with no Lao Sign Language interpreter schemes existing in public services.
“I get information about COVID-19 only from my family and close friends. Although daily video updates on new COVID-19 cases and casualties are translated into sign language, I do not understand the translator they provide. The official announcements on lockdowns and vaccinations are not translated, and I have to rely on word of mouth,” a woman who is deaf from an urban area, 27. 
The use of Braille and easy-to-read materials such as simplified text and pictures for disseminating essential news and other communications for persons with intellectual disabilities and autism is starting to increase, but there are still few resources available, mainly produced by INGOs or other development partners. 
The pilot Lao Voice-Recognition Programme developed by the Association for the Blind for the NVDA software to improve access and interaction with the Windows system and different third-party applications in the Lao language is not operational, and, to date, its improvement has been suspended due to the lack of funds.
“There is only one Lao language voice-input software for the blind. It is a very heavy file that does not work on many devices and cannot recognize and type vowels and consonants, making mistakes in every word and changing their meaning. Persons who are blind cannot study or work like all others because everything we type without support is wrong,” a man who is blind from urban areas, 30.
Accessible media is likely to remain ad-hoc and under-resourced without the development of a national policy that incentivizes public and private mass media organizations to produce materials and knowledge products for diverse audiences, especially with the closure of the Inclusive Radio Programme. 
The Inclusive Radio Programme “Friends of the Disabled” dedicated to disseminating essential information to persons with disabilities and broadcast by the Lao Disabled People’s Association in 9 Provinces on a weekly basis was closed in 2010 due to the lack of funds. To date, there are no alternative media channels managed by and for persons with disabilities in the country. 
5. OPDs’ Programming: Due to the limited technical, organizational, and financial capacities, human resources, and engagement with the Ministry of Public Works and Transport and Ministry of Information, Culture, and Tourism, the OPDs’ programming in the areas of accessibility remains limited to the small-scale provision of reasonable accommodation and advisories, mainly focused on accessibility by persons with physical disabilities. To date, only 2 OPDs – the DMAS Center and Lao Disabled People’s Association received comprehensive trainings on universal design and reasonable accommodation, with others still lacking capacities to identify, report and address accessibility gaps across different types and degrees of disability and sectors. No OPD has been systematically involved in programming and advocacy on inclusive and accessible information, including communications technologies and systems.
As outlined in Chapter 4, since 2019, the DMAS Center has provided consultancy on accessible workplaces for 14 private businesses, 7 INGOs, 3 Embassies, and 6 TVET Centers in 4 Provinces, offering all the customers an Accessibility Audits, development of an Accessibility Improvement Action Plan, and a Certificate of a “Disability-Accessible Organization” upon its implementation. With the support from the DMAS Center, to date, the Lao Disabled People’s Association conducted 7 Accessibility Audits in Vientiane, including for the UN building. 
In 2015, the Lao Disabled Women Development Center provided 5 trainings on accessibility to 1 public primary and 1 secondary school in Vientiane, with 145 teachers and students involved. In 2014, the Center built 1 accessible sanitary facility in a public primary school in Vientiane.
In 2020-2021, the Aid for Children with Disabilities Association modified sanitary facilities, built ramps with handrails, and widened pathways in 16 public schools in 6 Provinces. 
In 2017, the Lao Disabled People’s Association launched a disability-inclusive taxi programme with 4 accessible taxis operating around Vientiane, particularly to provide services for persons with disabilities traveling to the Mahosot Hospital. Passengers with disabilities can make a call to the Association to request a round trip within the city for 5,000 LAK/trip. Since the launch of the programme, 5,516 passengers with disabilities have used the service.
6. Recommendations:
· Access to buildings and places: (6.1) The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare to develop amendments to the Law on Persons with Disabilities with the definitions of “universal design” and “reasonable accommodation” in line with the CRPD Convention and mainstream them across other sectoral Laws and regulations (Law on Construction, Standard Handbook on Basic Facilities, Law on Land Transportation, etc.). (6.2) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport and Ministry of Finance to allocate sufficient annual budgets to adjust and renovate public infrastructure towards the universal design across the country. (6.3) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport and OPDs to establish a mechanism to monitor new public infrastructure against the requirements of the universal design and access codes and technical regulations of the Standard Handbook on Basic Facilities. (6.4) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport to strengthen communication and training activities to disseminate the Standard Handbook on Basic Facilities across the line Ministries and public and private construction enterprises. (6.5) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport, National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly, and OPDs to set up a nationwide accessible referral system to receive feedback related to access to public infrastructure by persons with different types and degrees of disability across. (6.6) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport and National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly to allocate annual budgets for expanding the disability-inclusive taxi programme to the sub-national level.
· Access to transport: (6.7) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport, National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly, and OPDs to enhance efforts to disseminate information in accessible formats and through accessible channels on the exemption from public transport fees of persons with disabilities across the service providers and persons with disabilities themselves; to impose stringent administrative sanctions in cases of failed or improper implementation of these legislative regulations. (6.8) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport to develop and enforce a special regulation requiring public and private providers of passenger transportation services, as well as the operators of bus stations and stops, to deliver or design a roadmap to deliver accessible services for persons with different types and degrees of disability. (6.9) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport to clarify the Law on Land Transportation with a special regulation providing persons with disabilities to access driving schools and obtain driving licenses without discrimination and stigma. 
· Access to information: (6.10) The Ministry of Information, Culture, and Tourism to formally recognize Lao Sign Language, inter alia, by developing amendments to the Law on Persons with Disabilities and Media Law; to develop a Lao Sign Language interpreter scheme for all public services, including state-owned mass media (television and online channels). (6.11) The Ministry of Education and Sports and Ministry of Information, Culture, and Tourism to expand the pool of Lao Sign Language interpreters.  (6.12) The Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism and National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly to produce and allocate sufficient annual budgets for the development and enforcement of a long-term national strategy and action plan for accessible media channels and methods across the country. (6.13) The Ministry of Science and Technology, National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly, and Association for the Blind to improve the Lao Voice-Recognition Programme and disseminate it in accessible formats and through accessible channels. (6.14) The Ministry of Information, Culture, and Tourism to provide technical and financial support to OPDs to resume the weekly Inclusive Radio Programme by and for persons with disabilities. 
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